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Advance Praise for
SEARCHING FOR THE SELF



“I am thrilled to see Searching for the Self. All the volumes in the Library of Wisdom and Compassion are a highly cherished treasure—they are profound yet easily accessible. Searching for the Self will help to open your wisdom eye to investigate emptiness. With that understanding, you can fly in freedom without grasping to illusory objects.”—GESHE LHAKDOR, director, Library of Tibetan Works and Archives, Dharamsala, India


“It is refreshing to come across such a clear and in-depth study of the Middle Way teaching of no-self and emptiness as found in the Mahāyāna and Theravāda traditions. This remarkable book opens the door to a wide and profound understanding of those teachings and to the path leading to their realization.”—AJAHN SUNDARA, author of Walking the World, Seeds of Dhamma, and Pacupanna: The Present Moment


“This seventh volume in the Library of Wisdom and Compassion is undoubtedly the masterpiece of H. H. the Dalai Lama and Thubten Chodron. Searching for the Self deals not only with the heart of the Buddhist view on emptiness, which distinguishes it from the great monotheistic religions, it also discusses the approaches of Pāli and Chinese Buddhism on the ultimate nature. A brave, impressive, and convincing presentation toward a theory of “Buddhist ecumenism,” it enables Buddhists worldwide to speak in one voice about important issues that concern all of us today. At the same time, it gives non-Buddhists fresh insight into the world of Buddhist thought and practice.”—DR. CAROLA ROLOFF (Bhikṣuṇī Jampa Tsedroen), Professor for Buddhism and Dialogue at the Academy of World Religions of the University of Hamburg


“With this book the authors have opened the door to a vast treasure of Buddhist ideas. Based on instruction given by the Dalai Lama to audiences around the world, it speaks directly to issues of the human condition. A valuable compendium of Buddhist philosophy that addresses both simple, grounded, spiritual practice, and the need to comprehend higher profound truths.”—IAN COGHLAN (Jampa Ignyen), Monash University











THE LIBRARY OF WISDOM AND COMPASSION


The Library of Wisdom and Compassion is a special multivolume series in which His Holiness the Dalai Lama shares the Buddha’s teachings on the complete path to full awakening that he himself has practiced his entire life. The topics are arranged especially for people not born in Buddhist cultures and are peppered with the Dalai Lama’s unique outlook. Assisted by his long-term disciple, the American nun Thubten Chodron, the Dalai Lama sets the context for practicing the Buddha’s teachings in modern times and then unveils the path of wisdom and compassion that leads to a meaningful life, a sense of personal fulfillment, and full awakening. This series is an important bridge from introductory to profound topics for those seeking an in-depth explanation from a contemporary perspective.


Volumes:


1. Approaching the Buddhist Path


2. The Foundation of Buddhist Practice


3. Saṃsāra, Nirvāṇa, and Buddha Nature


4. Following in the Buddha’s Footsteps


5. In Praise of Great Compassion


6. Courageous Compassion


7. Searching for the Self


More volumes to come!
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“So many still struggle with Buddhist teachings on no-self and emptiness. In this wonderful new volume, His Holiness the Dalai Lama and Venerable Chodron explain the wide range of Buddhist teachings on this topic in a clear and accessible way. This is an especially impressive book in an outstanding series. I cannot recommend it more highly. Exceptional!”


—GUY NEWLAND, author of Introduction to Emptiness





IN SEARCHING FOR THE SELF the Dalai Lama leads us to delve deeply into the topic of the ultimate nature of reality, presenting it from a variety of approaches while focusing on identifying our erroneous views and directing us to the actual mode of existence of all persons and phenomena.


Placing our study of reality within the auspicious context of a compassionate motivation to benefit all sentient beings, the Dalai Lama explains why realizing emptiness is important and what qualities are needed to do that, and he evaluates various tenet systems’ perspectives on this vast topic. He then helps us understand our perceptions and the mental states involved in both our ignorant and accurate cognitions. He examines inherent existence and other fantasized ways of existence that we seek to disprove through reasoned analysis and presents the Middle Way view that abandons all extremes. The closing chapters by Thubten Chodron discuss the three characteristics of impermanence, unsatisfactoriness, and not-self as explained in the Pāli tradition and show how meditation on these can lead to the meditative breakthrough to realize nirvāṇa.


Engaging in this investigation with His Holiness will challenge our deepest-held beliefs and uproot false ways of viewing ourselves and the world that are so habitual we don’t even notice them. Get ready to be challenged and intrigued, for realizing the nature of reality has the power to cut our defilements at the root and free us from cyclic existence forever!
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Preface


MANY OF THE PRACTICES we do on the path to awakening are to prepare us to study, contemplate, meditate on, and realize the nature of reality, for this is the realization that has the power to cut our defilements from their root. So in the Library of Wisdom and Compassion, we now arrive at this topic. Although His Holiness has sprinkled his discussion of emptiness—the absence of inherent existence—throughout previous volumes, in this and the next two volumes he delves deeply into this topic, presenting it from a variety of approaches. This first of the three volumes on emptiness, Searching for the Self, focuses on identifying our erroneous views and directing us to the actual mode of existence of all persons and phenomena. Doing this will challenge some of our deepest-held beliefs—some false ways of viewing ourselves and the world that are so habitual that we don’t even notice them. Get ready to be challenged and intrigued!


How This Book Originated


The Library of Wisdom and Compassion has been many years in the making. As relayed in the prefaces of previous volumes, the idea for such a series began in the early 1990s when I requested His Holiness the Dalai Lama to write a short text that Tibetan lamas could use when teaching the Buddhadharma to Westerners and other non-Tibetans. His Holiness responded that we should write something longer first, gave me a transcript of one of his teachings, and sent me off to work.


In interviews with him over the ensuing years, the focus and scope of the series became clearer. The following is some of His Holiness’ advice:






Our main aim is to help practitioners of the Pāli and Sanskrit traditions have a better understanding of each other’s teachings and practice; a better understanding between the two traditions will bring closer contact, which will not only benefit individual practitioners but also enable the Buddhadharma to exist longer. In addition, it will enable Buddhist leaders from all traditions to speak in one voice about important issues in the world, such as climate change.


Except for minor differences, the Vinaya practice in all traditions is basically the same; the Vinaya and prātimokṣa are emphasized in both the Fundamental Vehicle and the Mahāyāna. The thirty-seven harmonies with awakening are also held in common. After reading this book, Theravāda practitioners will have clearer understanding that Mahāyāna practitioners also engage in these practices and Mahāyāna practitioners will know that Theravāda practitioners meditate on immeasurable love and compassion.


The Pāli tradition is the foundation of the Buddhadharma. Although there may be some people who think Vinaya is old-fashioned, that is a wrong view. The Buddha established the Vinaya, so deprecating the Vinaya and the value of monastic life is similar to dismissing the Buddha’s wisdom and denigrating the path to awakening. It would be good to have more explanation in this series about the Theravāda tradition, especially its Vinaya practice—how ordination is given, the three monastic practices (poṣadha, varṣā, pravāraṇā)—and its practice of samādhi, insight, and the thirty-seven harmonies with awakening.1 I know that some practitioners in Theravāda countries are very accomplished and some monks are considered arhats.


When I meet monks from Sri Lanka, Thailand, Burma, and so forth, we discuss Vinaya, the thirty-seven harmonies, the four truths, and so forth—Buddhist teachings that all of us share. When I meet Japanese tantric practitioners, we discuss tantra. But when Japanese tantric practitioners and Sri Lankan Buddhist monks meet, aside from the practice of refuge in the Three Jewels, they can discuss only a few common practices. That is sad. I would like us Buddhists to understand one another better.




I also try to create closer understanding between Buddhists, Hindus, Christians, Muslims, and Jews. Theistic religions’ emphasis on faith in God, the creator, helps people to live better. When they think that they are created in God’s image, that God is like a protective father, and that everything is in God’s hands, it helps them develop single-pointed faith. Such faith reduces self-centeredness and supports them in abandoning harm and extending forgiveness, kindness, and generosity to others. Based on pinpointing self-centeredness, anger, greed, fear, jealousy, and so forth as destructive emotions, we can understand and respect practitioners of theistic religions.


In the Tibetan community, some people stress their identification with a particular Tibetan tradition, “I’m Nyingma, you are Gelug; I am Sakya, you are Kagyu.” Doing this in a discriminatory way is silly. By seeing our commonalities, I hope we Tibetans will overcome old divisions and that these misconceptions will not spread to Western, Chinese, and other practitioners of Tibetan Buddhism.





With this in mind, we’ll explore the Buddha’s teachings on the nature of reality. Although there are many educational systems in the world, each with its own methodology, here we follow the Nālandā tradition of India. In some educational systems today, teachers explain topics to students who are expected to remember all the information. They then take tests on the material to see if they have memorized it properly. Students are not necessarily taught how to think about the material or to question the ethical value of exploring a certain field of knowledge.


In the Nālandā tradition, our motivation for education is to increase our ability to contribute to the well-being of others and to progress on the path to full awakening. Here a teacher’s role is to put forth varying ideas and help students to investigate them one by one, stating their qualms and debating the issues. Teachers don’t give students all the answers, but present different viewpoints and questions that the students discuss and debate among themselves. This functions to increase students’ discriminating wisdom and their ability to think clearly. They learn what is true by refuting wrong ideas and establishing correct reasons.




The first book His Holiness and I did, Buddhism: One Teacher, Many Traditions, as well as the previous six volumes of the Library of Wisdom and Compassion, establish many of the common points shared among the prominent Buddhist traditions (there are many Buddhist traditions and ways of practice—too many for us to include in this series). Now we will turn to the cultivation of a special kind of wisdom: the wisdom that realizes selflessness and emptiness. This wisdom has the power to free us from saṃsāra forever.


In learning about selflessness and emptiness, you will encounter new words, definitions, and ideas. You may wonder: If reality is empty of all false ways of existence, why do we need so many complicated words and concepts to explain it? Shouldn’t reality be simple to understand and easy to realize?


Once seen directly, emptiness probably seems obvious and easy to understand, but for the minds of us ordinary beings that are obscured by wrong views and disturbing emotions, discerning reality is not at all simple. If emptiness were easy to realize, we would have done so long ago and would have already become buddhas by now. But this is not the case. If emptiness were obvious, we would already have the correct view and would know how to meditate on emptiness correctly. This too is not the case. People have a variety of views, and even within one person there exist many contradictory ideas and perceptions. Look at ourselves, for example: Do all our perceptions and conceptions about reality form one logical, consistent philosophy, or do they sometimes contradict each other, leaving us confused?


The Indian and the Tibetan texts dealing with emptiness contain many debates that employ reasoning and critical analysis. This may cause us to wonder: Why is so much time and energy spent refuting others’ wrong views? Shouldn’t we be meditating instead? Reasoning and debate are tools that expose our own misconceptions. Although the texts ostensibly appear to refute others’ distorted views, we may hold some of those very misconceptions and wrong views ourselves. Logic and reasoning are not employed for the egotistic goal of being the victor in a debate. Rather, they are employed to disprove the distorted views we cling to so strongly and ignite the light of wisdom in our minds.


Meditation on emptiness isn’t the simple activity of closing our eyes, emptying all thoughts from our mind, and waiting for reality to magically appear to our consciousness. In minds that are crowded with wrong views and distracted by attachment to only the happiness of this life, there is no room for reality. We must clear away the wrong conceptions by means of reasoning and analysis so that we can see the ultimate nature that already exists in ourselves and in all phenomena around us.


For these reasons, we must continually cultivate enthusiasm and interest to understand emptiness deeply as well as to comprehend the words and concepts that lead to such understanding. Then we must meditate one-pointedly on emptiness to gain insight into emptiness, and then familiarize ourselves with that realization of reality to eradicate all afflictions and defilements in our mental continuum. I encourage you to be enthusiastic to study, reflect, and meditate on this topic for a long time.


Overview of the Book


This volume begins with an introduction by His Holiness in which he places our study of reality within the framework of a compassionate motivation to benefit sentient beings. Since the value of whatever we undertake depends on our motivation, cultivating a motivation to contribute to the welfare of all beings places our study of emptiness in a beneficial context.


Chapter 1 explains why realizing emptiness is important and describes the qualities to develop to understand it correctly. Chapter 2 speaks of the Buddhist sages whose teachings are the most reliable for us to follow. It culminates with a praise His Holiness wrote that introduces us to the seventeen great scholar-adepts of the Nālandā tradition followed in Tibetan Buddhism. Then in chapters 3, 4, and 5 we explore assertions of both Buddhist and non-Buddhist philosophical tenet systems. This topic is vast, so only the important positions regarding the topics of the present volume—selflessness and emptiness—are spoken of here. Although initially this material may seem replete with new terms and ideas, as you progress in your study and practice to develop insight into emptiness, you will see the value of learning these because they point out some of our own incorrect ideas and direct us to views that are more reasonable.


Chapter 6 provides some of the epistemological material that helps us to understand both cognizing subjects and cognized objects, and chapter 7 fleshes out some of the mental states involved in both our ignorant and accurate cognitions. Chapter 8 discusses inherent existence and other fantasized ways of existence that comprise the objects of negation—what we seek to disprove when meditating on emptiness—and chapter 9 establishes the Middle Way view that has abandoned the extremes of absolutism and nihilism. The view of absolutism superimposes false ways of existence, whereas the nihilistic view negates what does in fact exist. Chapter 10 looks more closely at the extreme of absolutism, as this is the view that we ordinary sentient beings usually cling to.


Chapter 11 speaks of the two extremes as presented in the Pāli tradition and the three characteristics of impermanence, duḥkha, and not-self that counter the absolutist views. Chapter 12 goes into some of the many arguments presented in the Pāli tradition that help to overcome clinging to a false notion of the I. Although the arguments to support selflessness in the Sanskrit tradition are expounded in the upcoming volume 8 of the Library of Wisdom and Compassion, readers who are already familiar with these will see the similarities with arguments found in the Pāli sūtras.


The coda is designed for people who have studied the tenet systems in the Tibetan tradition as well as for followers of the Pāli tradition who want to learn more about their own Abhidharma system. Many Tibetans believe that modern-day Theravāda corresponds to the Vaibhāṣika and/or Sautrāntika systems as these systems are explained in the Tibetan tradition. However, this is not the case; although the Pāli tradition shares many commonalities with these two systems, there are some important differences. In addition, this coda orients the reader to some of the foundational, canonical ideas informing the Tibetan treatises on the nature of reality, selflessness, and emptiness. Being aware of the development of the Abhidharma provides background for the refutations in Nāgārjuna’s Treatise on the Middle Way.


When His Holiness said he wanted me to include the perspective of the Pāli tradition in the Library of Wisdom and Compassion, his office gave me a letter requesting Theravāda monks to give me teachings and allow me to stay in their temple. Thus I spent two weeks studying and practicing with Ajahn Anan at Wat Marp Jan in Thailand. This was followed by studying Bhikkhu Bodhi’s lengthy series of teachings on the Majjhima Nikāya and meeting with him to ask questions. This led to reading about the Pāli Abhidharma, participating in a vipassana retreat, and discussing the Dharma with Western monks and nuns whom I met at our annual Western Buddhist Monastic Gatherings. Having taught the Dharma in Singapore for almost two years, I also got to know some monks from that tradition, participated in panel discussions with them, and was invited to speak at their temples. This study and engagement with the Pāli tradition has helped my own Dharma practice considerably.


Please Note


Although this series is coauthored, the vast majority of the material is His Holiness’s teachings. I researched and wrote the parts about the Pāli tradition, wrote some other passages, and composed the reflections. For ease of reading, most honorifics have been omitted, but that does not diminish the great respect we have for the excellent sages, practitioners, and learned adepts. Foreign terms are given in italics parenthetically at their first usage. Unless otherwise noted with “P.” or “T.,” indicating Pāli or Tibetan, respectively, italicized terms are Sanskrit, or the term is the same in Sanskrit and Pāli. When two italicized terms are listed, the first is Sanskrit, the second Pāli. For consistency, Sanskrit spelling is used for Sanskrit and Pāli terms in common usage (nirvāṇa, Dharma, arhat, and so forth), except in citations from Pāli scriptures. Tibetan terms can be found in the glossary. The term śrāvaka encompasses solitary realizers, unless there is reason to specifically differentiate them. To maintain the flow of a passage, it is not always possible to gloss all new terms on their first usage, so a glossary is provided at the end of the book. “Sūtra” often refers to Sūtrayāna and “Tantra” to Tantrayāna—the Sūtra Vehicle and Tantra Vehicle, respectively. When these two words are not capitalized, they refer to two types of scriptures: sūtras and tantras. “Mahāyāna” or “Universal Vehicle” here refers principally to the bodhisattva path as explained in the Sanskrit tradition. In general, the meaning of all philosophical terms accords with the presentation of the Prāsaṅgika Madhyamaka tenet system. Unless otherwise noted, the personal pronoun “I” refers to His Holiness.
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Introduction


WHENEVER I SPEAK with people, I think of myself as a member of their family. Although we may be meeting for the first time, in my eyes you are already a friend. When we share together, I don’t think of myself as a Buddhist, a Tibetan, or as the Dalai Lama. I think of us as one human being speaking with another.


When we interact, I hope that you will think of yourself as a human being rather than as an American, Asian, European, African, or member of any particular country, ethnic group, gender, political party, age group, or religion. These conventional identities and loyalties are secondary, and sometimes they interfere with our connecting with and understanding one another. If you and I find common ground as human beings, we can communicate well; my being a monk, Buddhist, Tibetan, or man are peripheral in comparison to my nature as a human being.


Being human is our fundamental commonality; it is the foundation we will always share. Each of us is born as a human being, a fact that doesn’t change until we die. Everything else—whether you are educated or uneducated, young or old, rich or poor, black, white, yellow, or red—is secondary.


In truth, you and I already know each other profoundly as human beings who share the same basic goals. All of us seek happiness and do not want suffering. Everyone, no matter where we live, is engaged in various projects because we are motivated by the desire to be happy. This is natural, and there is nothing wrong with it. However, we must keep in mind that too much involvement in the superficial aspects of life will not solve our bigger problems of discontentment and suffering. And too much self-centeredness will not make us fulfilled. Love, compassion, and concern for others are the real sources of happiness. When we cultivate these in abundance, we will not be disturbed by even the most uncomfortable circumstances. If we nurse resentment, jealousy, and hatred, however, happiness will elude us even if we live in the lap of luxury. So if we really want to be happy, we must widen the sphere of our love. This is both religious thinking and basic common sense.


Look at it this way: We are born helpless. We own nothing and cannot take care of ourselves. Without the kindness of our parents or another caregiver, we could not survive, much less prosper. Because the minds of small children are very delicate, their need for kindness is particularly obvious, but adults need kindness too. If someone greets me with a smile and expresses a genuinely friendly attitude, I appreciate it very much. Although I might not know that person or even understand their language, my heart instantly feels relaxed. On the other hand, if kindness is lacking, even if I’m with someone from my own culture whom I have known for many years, I feel an icy chill between us. Kindness and love—a real sense of sisterhood and brotherhood—are very precious. They make community possible and therefore are an essential part of any society.


On the last day of a visit to Los Angeles, the geshe and his students who organized the teachings, my staff, and security were walking to the hotel elevator on the way to the airport. I saw the maid who had taken care of my room and went over to thank her. To everyone’s surprise, she reached up and gave me a quick kiss on the cheek. Everyone around was not sure how to respond; I think they were a little uncomfortable, thinking the kiss on my cheek was inappropriate, so they just kept silent. But after we got into the elevator, I told them that was a sweet kiss—the maid was just expressing natural human affection—and they relaxed.


As small children, we depend on the kindness of others. In old age, we again depend on the kindness of others. Between childhood and old age we falsely believe that we are independent beings who are in control, but this is not so. Human society exists because it is impossible to live in complete isolation. Especially with the present structure of society, a global economy, specializations in particular fields of study, and the pervasiveness of technology and industry, we are more dependent on one another than at any other time in human history. Interdependent by nature, we must live together. Since this is unavoidable, we must have concern for one another. The aim of society must be the compassionate betterment of everyone from one lifetime to the next; this endeavor must include all living beings on this planet, not just human beings.




As you gain more appreciation for both the kindness intentionally bestowed on you by others and the unintended kindnesses reflected in the goods and services you depend on daily, you will automatically want to repay that kindness—or pay it forward—by contributing to a healthier society so others will benefit. By benefitting others, you will improve your own lot too. Without appreciation of kindness, society breaks down.


When people in need are ignored, abandoned, or exploited for political or economic reasons, it reveals what is lacking in us human beings: although we are intelligent and powerful enough to destroy the planet, we lack genuine kindness and love for one another. There is an Indian saying: “When an arrow has struck you, there is no time to ask who shot it or the type of arrow it was.” Similarly, when we encounter human suffering, we must respond with compassion rather than question the political, national, religious, or racial identities of those we help. Instead of asking whether their country is a friend or foe, we must think, “These are human beings; they are suffering and their right to happiness is equal to our own.”


Consider, too, the animals who are being raised for slaughter, a number so great that the environment itself is harmed. These sad facts are the result of insufficient loving care. If humanity’s sense of compassion for others increased, not only would people in the world be happier but so would the countless animals whose lives we directly affect.


A better society is not something that can be legislated. Our common well-being depends on each of us as individuals cultivating peace, tolerance, forgiveness, love, and compassion in our own hearts and minds. Even if others don’t do this, we must. It is our personal contribution to world peace, and we must not back out with the limp excuse that others must be kind first, then we will return the kindness. Rather, we must go forward with optimism and determination and do what we know in our hearts is right.


With this awareness and an altruistic intention to benefit all beings, we will explore the nature of reality together. In doing so, we will examine a number of Buddhist and non-Buddhist assertions. This will prompt a lot of debate, where we compare and contrast different ideas and try to defend our own positions. The motivation for this is for all parties to develop their wisdom by closely investigating various philosophical assertions. Any dissecting of others’ views is not done out of hostility, the wish to take others down, or the intention to criticize people who hold views that differ from ours. Rather, through discussion and debate all of us will benefit.


Bhikṣu Tenzin Gyatso, the Fourteenth Dalai Lama


Thekchen Choling
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	The Importance of Realizing the Ultimate Nature, Emptiness








THE PREVIOUS VOLUMES of the Library of Wisdom and Compassion predominantly explored the method aspect of the path—the topics leading us to aspire to be free from saṃsāra and to generate bodhicitta and joyfully work for the liberation of all sentient beings. The ultimate nature of phenomena was explicitly spoken of from time to time because it underlies all these topics. The emptiness of inherent existence is the space in which all phenomena exist.


Now we will turn to make the ultimate nature—the emptiness of inherent existence—the chief object of our exploration. Emptiness is the ultimate mode of existence, and the wisdom realizing it directly is the only medicine that can cure saṃsāra and its duḥkha once and for all. This wisdom, coupled with bodhicitta, removes both afflictive and cognitive obscurations, enabling us to become fully awakened buddhas who are of great benefit to all beings.


Why Realizing Emptiness Is Important


All of us share the wish to be happy and to overcome duḥkha. Upon close examination, it is evident that the situation in saṃsāra is utterly unsatisfactory. Its faults—especially birth, aging, sickness, and death, which we undergo without choice—continuously plague us in one rebirth after another. All the seeming pleasures of saṃsāra are transient and leave us dissatisfied. Chasing after them ensnares us in a cycle of excitement followed by disillusionment and depression. When we become fully aware of our predicament in saṃsāra and the danger of it continuing, strong aspiration for liberation and full awakening arises.


Ceasing saṃsāra entails eradicating its causes—afflictions and polluted karma—which are rooted in the ignorance grasping persons and phenomena as inherently existent. To identify this ignorance and the false object it grasps necessitates observing our mind closely, seeing how we easily assent to and grasp as true the false appearance of everything existing under its own power, independent of all other factors. Correctly identifying this self-grasping ignorance that is the root of saṃsāra is extremely important, for without this we will not be able to eliminate it.


Having correctly identified self-grasping and its erroneous object, we must ascertain that such inherently existent persons and phenomena do not exist at all. Doing this involves refuting inherent existence, which is called the “object of negation” (pratiṣedhya or niṣedhya,2 T. dgag bya), because we need to prove to ourselves that it does not and cannot exist. Through contemplating correct reasonings that refute inherent existence, a correct assumption regarding the emptiness of inherent existence will arise. There are many levels of correct assumption that are gained over time until a correct inference knowing emptiness is gained. This conceptual realization of emptiness is then combined with a mind of serenity to attain the union of serenity and insight on emptiness. Through familiarization with emptiness by meditating with the union of serenity and insight over time, the conceptual appearance of emptiness gradually fades away and profound wisdom increases until it directly perceives emptiness, the ultimate nature of reality.


Again, by meditating over time with the wisdom directly perceiving emptiness, the levels of afflictions and their seeds are gradually cleansed from the mindstream. Continued meditation gradually removes the cognitive obscurations—the latencies of ignorance and the factor of the appearance of inherent existence—from the mind. When this wisdom is complemented by faith, collection of merit, and bodhicitta, full awakening is on the horizon.


Thus if we seek true peace and if we take the Buddha’s teachings to heart, there is no other choice than to cultivate the wisdom realizing emptiness. Āryadeva’s The Four Hundred (CŚ 135cd–136ab, 288) tells us:


All afflictions are overcome


through overcoming ignorance.




When dependent arising is seen,


ignorance does not arise.


It is the only doorway to peace;


it destroys wrong views;


it [captures] the attention of all buddhas—


this is called selflessness.


All existents—be they impermanent or permanent—exist depending on other factors. Being dependent, they lack an independent, inherent essence that makes them what they are. These dependent arisings’ lack of inherent existence is their fundamental or final mode of existence. It is the object realized by all buddhas of the past, present, and future; it is the object of the meditative equipoise of all śrāvakas, solitary realizers, and bodhisattvas. Through it, nirvāṇa and full awakening are attained. The King of Concentration Sūtra (Samādhirāja Sūtra) says (MP 71):


If phenomena are individually analyzed as selfless


and what has been analyzed is meditated on,


that is the cause for attaining the fruit, nirvāṇa.


Through any other cause one does not go to peace.


It is crucial to seek the correct antidote to ignorance. Although a variety of religious practices and philosophies benefit people, not all of them explain the correct view of the nature of reality. I have been to more than one Kumba Mela, a Hindu pilgrimage and festival held every twelve years at the confluence of the holy rivers Ganges, Yamuna, and the mythical Sarasvatī. It is one of the largest religious gatherings on the planet, attended by, among others, Hindu yogis who live in the Himalayas and meditate on the practice of inner heat (candālī). From the Buddhist perspective, although these yogis have great faith in their gurus and have renounced the pleasures of this life, they are not able to cut the root of self-grasping. Similarly, some of my Christian friends weep when they speak of their love of God, but they too aren’t able to stop rebirth in saṃsāra.


Although we Buddhists learn and apply the antidotes to specific afflictions—such as meditating on impermanence to counteract attachment and on love to subdue anger—these antidotes alone cannot eradicate self-grasping ignorance. In Clear Words (Prasannapadā), Candrakīrti explains (FEW 37–38):


Among the extensive teachings in nine divisions—discourses and so forth—rightly proclaimed by the Buddha,


based on the two truths and corresponding to the forms of behavior of worldly beings,


those spoken for the sake of removing attachment do not remove hatred,


and those spoken for the sake of removing hatred do not remove desire.


Moreover, those spoken for the sake of removing arrogance and so forth do not overcome other defilements.


Therefore, they are not very pervasive, and those teachings are not of great import.


But those spoken for the sake of removing confusion overcome all afflictions,


for the Conqueror said all afflictions thoroughly depend on confusion.


Attachment, anger, arrogance, jealousy, and so forth are problematic in our lives and applying the specific antidotes to them—contemplating impermanence, cultivating love, rejoicing in others’ good fortune, and so forth—subdues them temporarily. However, their seeds still remain in our mindstream, ready to rise up in an instant as full-blown afflictions. To cut these off so they can never reemerge, eradicating them from the root is imperative. The only antidote capable of eradicating self-grasping ignorance (also called “confusion”) is the wisdom realizing the subtle selflessness of persons and phenomena. By realizing emptiness, we cease to assent to or grasp ignorance’s false appearances. At that time, there is nothing that can act as a basis for us to give rise to afflictions such as attachment and anger.




What Is Emptiness?


Emptiness is equivalent to suchness (tattva).3 Candrakīrti describes it as the complete refutation of self-existence with respect to all internal phenomena (those conjoined with sentient beings’ minds) and external phenomena (those not so conjoined).


Among Buddhists and non-Buddhists there are many different assertions regarding selflessness and suchness (emptiness). Those that are incorrect fall into two extremes: the extreme of nonexistence, deprecation, or nihilism where too much has been negated, and the extreme of absolutism, permanence, eternalism, or superimposition where not enough has been negated. In his commentary to the Treatise on the Middle Way, Buddhapālita says that in the first turning of the Dharma wheel, the Buddha presented selflessness as an antidote to counter distorted ways of viewing our aggregates as a self. However, the selflessness presented there is not the final understanding of selflessness, because not enough has been negated. Although the Yogācārins go a step further and reject the reality of the external material world, they still maintain the reality of the internal subjective consciousness. This, too, is a form of exaggerated views where not enough has been negated. Meanwhile Svātantrika Mādhyamikas, in their commentaries on Nāgārjuna’s works, insist that phenomena possess some objectified basis on the conventional level. They, too, have fallen to the extreme of superimposition or absolutism. Materialists, on the other hand, say that the self and the world arise randomly without any causes, and people who misunderstand the Prāsaṅgika view say that according to that view nothing at all exists because ultimate analysis negates all existents. These people, who resemble scientific reductionists, also fall to the extreme of deprecation. The Middle Way view as presented by the Prāsaṅgikas avoids both these extremes by realizing the suchness that is the emptiness of inherent existence and still being able to establish conventional, dependent existence.


The view of superimposition exaggerates what exists by saying that dependent arisings exist inherently. This view is faulty because if things existed inherently, they would be independent of all other factors, such as causes and conditions, parts, and so forth. In this case, the person would be permanent because it would exist without depending on causes and conditions. Such an independent, permanent self would continue unchanged eternally after death.


The view of deprecation denies the existence of what does exist. This involves thinking that if phenomena do not exist inherently, they do not exist at all. Those who hold this view say that if the inherent existence of impermanent, dependently arising things were negated, then these things could not perform the function of creating effects. In that case, when the person dies, he or she would become totally nonexistent, there being no continuity of the person and thus no rebirth.


Both extreme views are based on the premise that if phenomena existed, they must exist inherently, and if they don’t exist inherently, then they don’t exist at all. Those adhering to the view of absolutism say that since phenomena exist, they must exist inherently. Otherwise they would be totally nonexistent, and that is not acceptable. Those holding the view of deprecation assert that since phenomena don’t exist inherently, they don’t exist at all. People who fall to either of these extremes are unable to establish dependently arising phenomena. In his Commentary on [Āryadeva’s] Four Hundred, Candrakīrti says (EMW 179):




Therefore, here (1) this [deprecation] is an erroneous view of nonexistence due to deprecating—as nonexistent—dependently arisen causes within the thoroughly afflicted (saṃsāra), and [phenomena] within liberation or the very pure, which are compounded [by causes and conditions] and are like illusions, and (2) a view of thingness (inherent existence) also is erroneous because an inherently existent nature does not exist. Hence, in this way those who propound that things have an inherent nature incur the fault that dependent arisings do not exist and incur the faults of the views of permanence and of annihilation.





The correct view is the view of the Middle Way that proclaims the dependent arising of all phenomena and their emptiness of inherent existence are complementary. This book will delve into emptiness and explain how emptiness and dependent arising come to the same point. It will also enable us to gain a correct understanding of emptiness and develop the tools to realize it in our meditation.




Emptiness, Its Nature, Its Purpose, and Its Meaning


The nature of emptiness is the mere negation of grasping inherent existence; the purpose of teaching emptiness is to eliminate that grasping that lies at the root of all afflictions and duḥkha; the meaning of emptiness is that all phenomena lack inherent existence and exist dependently.


The nature of emptiness is the absence of an objectified basis for grasping—anything in relation to which we could say “This is the self” or “This is such-and-such phenomenon.” In his Commentary on Bodhicitta (Bodhicittavivaraṇa), Nāgārjuna says (BV 51–52):


The abiding of a mind that has no object


is defined as the characteristic of space;


[so] they accept that meditation on emptiness


is [in fact] a meditation on space.


With the lion’s roar of emptiness


all [false] pronouncements are frightened;


wherever such speakers reside,


there emptiness lies in wait.


“A mind that has no object” is a mind that does not grasp any phenomenon to have an objectified or inherently existent basis. As long as we believe there is an objectified basis—something that by its own nature is that object—grasping its inherent existence will arise. That this happens is confirmed by the fact that we so quickly react to people, objects, and events with attraction and rejection, based on believing they have their own inherent nature; they exist as self-enclosed, independent things just as they appear to. In Sixty Stanzas of Reasoning (Yuktiṣaṣṭikākārikā), Nāgārjuna asks (YS 44):


Those who assert the conditioned things


as being established in terms of ultimate reality,


why wouldn’t the faults of permanence and so on


not arise within their minds?


If the impermanent things that surround us in daily life existed independent of all other factors, they would be unable to change. Someone who asserts inherent existence should therefore believe conditioned phenomena are permanent, a view that our experience refutes, since we and everything around us is in constant flux.


To avoid these errors, it is crucial to analyze if the basis of objectification we believe exists is actually findable. When we search for an essence of things—a person, paycheck, or rainstorm—instead of finding an objectified basis, we find their emptiness of inherent existence. If we then search for the essence of that emptiness, we find in turn its emptiness. Seeking an essence, we find only essencelessness. This lack of an objectified basis applies when we search for the essence of persons, phenomena, and their emptiness.


At the end of our search for an objectified essence, all that remains is emptiness—the absence of inherent existence—which is like space. Space is defined only in negative terms; it is the absence of obstruction. Aside from this, nothing can be pointed to as being space. Similarly, when we search for the essence of any object with ultimate analysis, only emptiness—the absence of inherent existence—is found. In this way, the teachings on emptiness dismantle any basis for grasping, and the meditative equipoise on emptiness is called “space-like meditation.”


Essentialists—philosophers who assert that the person and aggregates truly exist—do not refute enough and leave an objectified basis for grasping inherent existence. Although some of them, such as the Yogācārins, negate an external world, by affirming the true existence of consciousness they too maintain a basis for grasping. Svātantrikas leave room for grasping because they accept inherent existence on the conventional level. Prāsaṅgikas—those who negate inherent existence both ultimately and conventionally—dismantle any basis of grasping.


In the Treatise on the Middle Way (Mūlamadhyamakakārikā), Nāgārjuna states that whatever is dependent arising is empty, and that holding phenomena as being dependently designated is the Middle Way view. In other words, he equates the meaning of emptiness with the meaning of dependent arising. Understanding this prevents falling to the two extremes. Such a view is like a lion’s roar that decimates all wrong views.


In the opening verses of chapter 24 of Treatise on the Middle Way, someone who misunderstands the meaning of emptiness thinks that Nāgārjuna’s refutation of inherent existence undermines both the Buddhadharma and mundane conventions. Not accepting the meaning of the Perfection of Wisdom sūtras, he accuses Nāgārjuna of being a nihilist (MMK 24.1–6):


If all these were empty [of inherent existence],


there would be no arising and no disintegration,


and it would [absurdly] follow for you


that the four truths of the āryas would not exist.


Since the four truths would not exist,


knowing thoroughly, abandoning,


meditating on, and actualizing [them]


would not be logically feasible.


Since those would not exist,


the four fruits also would not exist.


When the fruits do not exist,


abiders in the fruit would not exist;


approachers also would not exist.


If those eight persons did not exist,


the spiritual community would not exist.


Because the four truths would not exist,


the doctrine of the excellent also would not exist.


If the doctrine and spiritual community did not exist,


how would the buddhas exist?


If emptiness is construed in this way,


the existence of the Three Jewels is undermined.


The existence of effects,


what is not the doctrine, the doctrine itself,


and all conventions of the world—


all these are undermined.


The objector says that if everything is empty of inherent existence, nothing could arise and cease, and thus true duḥkha and true origins would not arise and could not cease. If that were the case, then true paths could not be cultivated and true cessations could not be actualized. In short, the four truths of āryas would not exist. If the four truths didn’t exist, thoroughly knowing true duḥkha, abandoning true origins, meditating on true paths, and actualizing true cessations would not be possible. If these weren’t possible, the four fruits of stream-enterer, once-returner, nonreturner, and arhat would not be feasible, nor would the four approachers to these states and the four abiders in them. In that case, the Saṅgha Jewel and the Dharma Jewel would not exist, and if these did not exist neither would the Buddha Jewel. Cause and effect, the Dharma teachings, and all societal conventions would be negated. In short, the objector claims that emptiness is equivalent to total nonexistence and would undermine both the ultimate truth (true cessations and nirvāṇa) as well as all mundane conventions (true duḥkha, origins, path, and everything else in the world).


Nāgārjuna replies that this person has misunderstood the nature of emptiness, its purpose, and its meaning, and as a result his mind is proliferating with many pernicious misconceptions. Nāgārjuna then explains that the nature of emptiness is peaceful (quiescent) and not fabricated by the mental elaborations of inherent existence; it is the absence of all dualistic appearances. The purpose of realizing emptiness is to eliminate afflictions, polluted karma, and cognitive obscurations, and the meaning of emptiness is dependent arising.


Nāgārjuna then directly confronts the objector’s points, saying that his understanding is completely backward, and the situation is the opposite of what he believes: the fact that all phenomena are empty of inherent existence allows all the functions and relationships of saṃsāra and nirvāṇa to exist. If phenomena existed independent of all other factors, they couldn’t interact with other factors and thus couldn’t arise, change, function, or cease (MMK 24.14):


For whom emptiness is feasible,


all is feasible.


For whom emptiness is not feasible,


all is not feasible.


Since phenomena are empty by nature, all the faults the objector accuses the Mādhyamikas of having actually accrue to him. Nāgārjuna confronts the objector with the undesirable consequence of his wrong views (MMK 24.20):


If all these were not empty [of inherent existence],


there would be no arising and no disintegration,


and it would [absurdly] follow for you


that the four truths of the āryas would not exist.


Because phenomena lack inherent existence, they exist dependently. True duḥkha arises dependent on its causes, true origins. These can be overcome by realizing true paths, which bring true cessations. True paths and true cessations are the Dharma Jewel, and the Saṅgha Jewel, which includes the eight approachers and abiders to stream-entry, and so on, and the ārya bodhisattvas, has actualized them. Since the Saṅgha Jewel is feasible, the Buddha Jewel is also possible. All mundane and supramundane realizations and attainments are feasible, as are cause and effect and all worldly conventions.


In this way, Nāgārjuna clarifies that the meaning of the Perfection of Wisdom sūtras’ statements about emptiness are definitive and can be understood just as they are expressed. In addition, the above argument clears away all doubt regarding the existence of the Three Jewels and the four truths: because phenomena are empty and arise dependent on other factors, all phenomena in saṃsāra and nirvāṇa are feasible.




REFLECTION


1. Why is realizing emptiness important?


2. What is the purpose of realizing emptiness?


3. What are the disadvantages and inaccuracies of the view of superimposition and the view of deprecation?


4. Review Nāgārjuna’s argument that because all phenomena are empty of inherent existence and exist dependently, the four truths as well as the Three Jewels and the path to full awakening exist.





Suitable Vessels to Receive Teachings on Emptiness


For teachings on emptiness to benefit us, we must be proper vessels. Scriptures contain warnings about the danger of teaching emptiness to those who are not suitable vessels, and doing so transgresses a root bodhisattva percept. The chief danger is that an untrained person will misunderstand the teachings, mistake the emptiness of inherent existence for total nonexistence, and fall to the extreme of nihilism (deprecation), thinking that nothing exists or that actions do not bring results. It is especially deleterious if people disbelieve the law of karma and its effects and cease to care about the ethical dimension of their actions. Behaving recklessly, they create destructive karma, winning for themselves only an unfortunate rebirth.


Alternatively, by misunderstanding the teachings on emptiness, someone may think that emptiness is nonsensical, thus hardening their belief that all phenomena inherently exist. Abandoning suchness, they close the door to liberation by falling to the extreme of absolutism (superimposition). Such wrong views perpetuate duḥkha in saṃsāra for a long time to come. The Sakya scholar-adept Drakpa Gyaltsen (1147–1216) summarizes the disadvantages of incorrectly understanding emptiness in “Parting from the Four Clingings” (26):


There is no liberation for those who grasp at existence;


there is no higher rebirth for those who grasp at nonexistence;


those who grasp at both are ignorant;


so place your mind freely in the nondual sphere.


Those who grasp inherent existence cannot realize emptiness; until they relinquish that view, they cannot attain liberation. Those who grasp nonexistence negate the law of karma and its effects and ignore the ethical dimension of their actions. As a result, fortunate rebirth eludes them. Those who hold both the view of absolutism and nihilism are confused and cannot progress on the path. The view of emptiness is the remedy of all these wrong views.


Āryadeva mentions the qualities of suitable disciples: they are open-minded and willing to hear new ideas, intelligent and able to discern the validity or error in those teachings, and earnest, having a sincere spiritual motivation. Some arrogant people erroneously think that they have understood the subtle meaning of emptiness. Teaching their wrong view to others, they not only harm themselves but also lead others astray.


Candrakīrti speaks of external signs that a teacher may look for to determine if a student is ripe to hear teachings on emptiness (MMA 6.4–5):


Upon hearing about emptiness even while an ordinary being,


whoever gives rise repeatedly to great inner joy,


tears flowing from utter joy moisten the eyes,


and the hairs of the body stand on end,


they have the seed of the mind of complete buddhahood.


They are vessels for the teaching of suchness.


The ultimate truth is to be revealed to them.


In him, qualities that follow after that will arise.


People familiar with the doctrine of emptiness from past lives and those who have wisdom arisen from hearing and wisdom arisen from reflecting on emptiness may have these physical reactions when they hear teachings on emptiness in this life. However, weeping or one’s bodily hair standing on end during teachings do not necessarily indicate that a person is a completely suitable vessel for learning about emptiness, because these physical signs could occur for a variety of reasons. On the other hand, the absence of these signs does not mean that those people are not suitable vessels to hear teachings on emptiness. People who have heard teachings on the stages of the path, have conviction in the infallibility of karma and its effects, and do not stray from their teacher’s instructions should learn and study emptiness and will receive great benefit from doing so.


Maitreya’s Ornament of Clear Realizations says that suitable vessels for teachings on emptiness are students who have made offerings to the Three Jewels, created roots of virtue, and are under the guidance of a qualified and virtuous spiritual mentor. A great collection of merit is needed before learning about emptiness to ensure that the student will adequately think about the teachings, reach correct understandings, and thus benefit from the teachings. Students of the Buddhadharma must be willing to exert effort to examine the teachings on emptiness with unbiased wisdom and to persevere until they gain the correct view.


To make your mind receptive to emptiness, engage in practices to accumulate merit and purify negativities and develop a firm foundation in the Buddhist worldview and the four truths. In addition, cultivate humility and be willing to familiarize yourself with the foundational teachings, such as those on impermanence, duḥkha, and karma and its effects, without impetuously jumping ahead to more advanced teachings. By studying and practicing the foundational topics, your confidence in the Dharma and in yourself as a Dharma practitioner will increase.


Try to learn and reflect as your spiritual mentor and the lineage masters instruct so that you are not the confused students Āryadeva speaks about: people who, not understanding the teachings, fault the Buddha for not explaining them well, think emptiness means that nothing whatsoever exists, or favor views that make them feel emotionally comfortable although those views are not supported by reasoning. I heard a story about a Buddhist monk who converted to Christianity. When a friend asked him why, he responded, “Buddhism explains things that are impossible for me to do, such as realize emptiness. But in Christianity, I just have to have faith and God will provide for everything. I can do that.”


Do not take the teachings about emptiness for granted. Following his awakening, the Buddha reportedly reflected:


Profound and peaceful, free from elaboration, uncompounded clear light—


I have found a nectar-like Dharma.


Yet if I were to teach it, no one would understand,


so I shall remain silent here in the forest.


“Profound and peaceful” refers to the true cessation that is the focus of the first turning of the wheel of Dharma. “Free from elaboration” alludes to the content of the second turning of the wheel, and “uncompounded clear light” indicates the third turning of the wheel.4 These teachings are precious, and fearing that no one would understand them, the Buddha almost didn’t teach. Receiving these teachings is a dependent arising, and making ourselves receptive students prior to receiving the teachings and enthusiastically investigating the teachings afterward create the cause for our spiritual mentors to instruct us on emptiness.


If we follow an intelligent approach to the Buddha’s teachings, diligently study them, and gain a correct understanding, the Buddhadharma will endure. But if we rely only on faith and worship the Three Jewels without valuing their realization of emptiness, how long will the Dharma exist in our world? If we can explain the Buddha’s philosophical views on the basis of reason and science, people today will pay attention. Thus it is important to study the sūtras and the treatises, commentaries, and autocommentaries of the great Indian scholar-adepts. The classical Indian commentaries unlock the meaning of the terse root verses and enable us to discern the assertions of other tenet systems from those of our own.


When people who are suitable vessels hear teachings about emptiness, good qualities will arise in them. Candrakīrti says (MMA 6.6–7a):


After adopting an ethical code, they will always abide in ethical conduct.


They will practice generosity, cultivate compassion, meditate on fortitude,


and fully dedicate the virtue of these toward awakening


for the sake of liberating migrators.


They will respect the exalted bodhisattvas.


Suitable disciples understand that emptiness and dependent arising are complementary, not contradictory. This increases and stabilizes their faith in karma and its effects, which is essential to avoid the extreme of nihilism. Convinced that realizing emptiness is the key to awakening, they are keen to learn, reflect, and meditate on emptiness from one life to the next without interruption. To ensure they have future lives with all the conducive conditions to do this, they create the causes for fortunate births by cherishing ethical conduct and purify any previously created causes so they cannot ripen. To prevent poverty from interfering with their ability to receive teachings and practice in future lives, they create the causes to receive life’s necessities by practicing generosity.


Aware that realization of emptiness conjoined with compassion will bring full awakening, bodhisattvas cultivate compassion and bodhicitta to ensure that they will continually follow the Mahāyāna and attain buddhahood. To prevent anger from creating destructive karma, destroying virtue, and propelling them to an unfortunate rebirth, they practice fortitude. Practicing fortitude also brings a pleasant appearance, so they can meet more people, especially āryas who will instruct them. Knowing that familiarizing themselves with emptiness is the way to overpower afflictions and defilements, they learn, think, and meditate on emptiness as much as possible and cultivate serenity focused on emptiness. To direct the merit from the above practices to full awakening, they dedicate it to attain buddhahood. Their respect for bodhisattvas increases exponentially because they understand that only buddhas and bodhisattvas can teach emptiness using a myriad of reasonings. To repay the kindness of the buddhas, they engage in the four ways of gathering disciples that give them the opportunity to instruct others on emptiness.


In short, suitable vessels do not erroneously think that the method aspect of the path, which includes compassion, bodhicitta, the collection of merit, ethical conduct, generosity, fortitude, and so on, is only to be practiced by those who have not understood emptiness. They know that although these practices are empty of inherent existence, they exist conventionally. They also contemplate the three—themselves as the agent, the actions engaged in, and the objects acted upon—as empty of inherent existence yet conventionally existent, and they dedicate their merit with that awareness. In this way, those who are suitable vessels practice both the method and the wisdom aspects of the path without deprecating either one.


The activities of listening to and teaching emptiness create great merit. The Gift of the Precious Child Sūtra (Āryasatpuruṣ Sūtra) says (EES 21):




Mañjuśrī, whoever listens [even] with doubt to this rendition of the teaching [on emptiness] generates much greater merit than a bodhisattva who, lacking skillful means, practices the six perfections for a hundred thousand eons. This being so, what need is there to say anything about a person who listens without doubt! What need is there to say anything about a person who imparts the scripture in writing, memorizes it, and also teaches it thoroughly and extensively to others!





Even though someone lacks skillful means—that is, doesn’t understand emptiness—and has doubt about it, he plants powerful seeds for liberation on his mindstream by listening to teachings about emptiness. If this is the case, a person who has full confidence in the teachings on emptiness creates that much greater merit. Needless to say, someone who teaches it without error creates extensive merit.


Why does someone who copies or memorizes a scripture create great merit? After all, nowadays we can easily photocopy or digitize Dharma texts without having a virtuous thought! It takes a long time to copy a scripture by manually writing it, and dedicating so much time and effort to writing it meticulously increases our respect for its contents. Copying it slowly provides time to contemplate the scripture’s meaning, and memorizing it entails repetition, which is conducive to contemplation. These activities of writing, memorizing, and reciting the scriptures connect us with the precious teachings. Because of this familiarity, when we later hear or read teachings the meaning impacts us more deeply. For this reason, monastics in Tibetan monasteries memorize and recite the scriptures beginning when they are young children.


Contemplating emptiness can prevent unfortunate rebirth. The Treasury of the One Thus Gone Sūtra (Tathāgatakośagarbha Sūtra) says (EES 21):




A living being—who, possessing all these [ten great nonvirtues], enters into the doctrine of selflessness and has faith and belief that all phenomena are from the beginning pure—does not take a bad rebirth.





For example, someone has committed a powerful destructive action that will result in an unfortunate rebirth in the next life. Embracing the teachings on emptiness, he generates tremendous faith and respect toward them and with great enthusiasm tries to understand these teachings. Even if he isn’t able to understand them fully, having a good understanding can prevent an unfortunate rebirth in the next life.




Many benefits accrue from instructing others on emptiness. However, teaching emptiness should not be done haphazardly, and much care is required. Two principal requirements are necessary: First, a pure motivation, one that is genuinely concerned about the students and wants them to attain awakening is required. This motivation must also be free from the eight worldly concerns, such as seeking material or financial gain, praise, fame, pleasure, or services. Second, the ability to explain the correct meaning of emptiness without error is essential. This requires years of study, contemplation, and meditation.


If, lacking these two requirements, someone gives an erroneous explanation on emptiness or even a correct explanation with an afflictive motivation, his speech becomes the nonvirtue of idle talk. Incorrectly explaining emptiness to someone new to the Dharma is especially grievous because people tend to take to heart the first teachings they hear and, as a result, may hold a distorted view of emptiness for a long time. If an incorrect explanation is given to someone who has studied philosophy, at least that person has the opportunity to use reasoning and discern that it is incorrect. A correct explanation given with a motivation of compassion free from attachment to the happiness of this life is an excellent gift to a student and an excellent offering of our practice to the Buddha.




REFLECTION


1. What are the qualities of a suitable student to hear teachings on emptiness?


2. What benefits do suitable students accrue from learning about emptiness, and what benefits do qualified teachers gain by teaching the doctrine of emptiness?


3. How can you help yourself become a suitable student who will reap these benefits?







Prerequisites for Insight


Insight and the wisdom realizing emptiness must be specifically cultivated. They will not arise by themselves or by meditating on other unrelated topics such as compassion or serenity. Nevertheless, contemplating other aspects of the path supports our understanding of emptiness. For example, meditating on the defects of saṃsāra or on bodhicitta will increase our joyous effort to learn and meditate on emptiness.


For the practice of insight to flow smoothly, certain prerequisites must be complete. In his Middle Stages of Meditation (Bhāvanākrama II), Kamalaśīla speaks of three causes to prepare to meditate on emptiness and cultivate insight: relying on a knowledgeable and experienced spiritual mentor, hearing and studying the teachings under his or her guidance, and properly contemplating what was taught.


The first prerequisite—choosing and relying on a qualified spiritual mentor—was discussed in chapters 4 and 5 of The Foundation of Buddhist Practice. The second prerequisite is fulfilled by listening to your spiritual mentors’ teachings on emptiness as explained in authoritative sūtras, commentaries, and treatises. The Buddha said that one who hears another will be released from aging and death. “Hears another” indicates that the profound view of emptiness is generated by first hearing its meaning from an external spiritual mentor and thinking about the meaning to ensure we have understood it correctly. Without hearing an unmistaken explanation of emptiness from a qualified spiritual master, the profound view will not be generated in your mind no matter how powerful your concentration, how many books you read, how strong your faith in the guru and Three Jewels is, or how many retreats you have done.


To gain a correct understanding of the definitive meaning of emptiness, rely on the treatises of great sages, such as Nāgārjuna. Since distorted understandings of emptiness abound, take care to follow the wise and to develop wisdom in accord with their explanations.


Having heard and studied correct explanations of emptiness, settle the view by contemplating it deeply. A correct inferential understanding of emptiness is an essential prerequisite to cultivating insight on emptiness. Simply saying “All phenomena are empty” does not mean you have understood emptiness. Doing stabilizing meditation for years on your idea of emptiness, without having discerned the correct view, does not generate insight realizing emptiness. Therefore, the upcoming chapters and volumes contain a detailed explanation of how to determine the correct view of emptiness, followed by how to generate insight into emptiness.


Hearing and studying bring the wisdom arising from hearing; contemplating what you have learned and discussing and debating it with others induce the wisdom arising from thinking. By employing complete forms of reasoning, examine how the person exists and decisively conclude that a truly existent self—the object of negation—does not exist. Then meditate to unite serenity and insight and gain the wisdom arising from meditation. With this integrate your understanding of emptiness with your mind to effect deep transformation.
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	The Nālandā Tradition








BUDDHISM IN INDIA was the result of the Buddha’s three turnings of the Dharma wheel in which he established the basic principles of his teaching. During the first turning, he explained the four truths—how we enter the cycle of existence under the control of afflictions and polluted karma, and how to free ourselves by practicing the path and achieving cessation. Although the Buddha said this, we need to explore whether it is actually possible to cease saṃsāric duḥkha and attain liberation. The Buddha discouraged blind belief and instead encouraged investigation by reasoning and logic.


The Nālandā tradition, which began in India, is named after Nālandā University near Rajgir. This tradition, which stresses the use of reasoning and logic, was later transmitted to Tibet, Mongolia, China, Korea, Japan, and Vietnam. It takes as a starting point the Buddha’s advice to his followers, “As the wise test gold by burning, cutting, and rubbing it, so, bhikṣus, should you accept my words—after testing them, and not merely out of respect for me.” The Nālandā masters took him at his word and scrutinized his teachings, classifying them into those that were definitive and those requiring interpretation.


The Nālandā tradition has brought great benefit to the world. People in the East and in the West are practicing Buddhadharma, and scientists have interest in it. In the East in general, people have great faith in Buddhism and many recite prayers and the Heart Sūtra. But when I ask them what the meaning of the Heart Sūtra is, they don’t know. To preserve Dharma, people have built many monasteries and temples filled with beautiful statues on the altar, but teaching the meaning of the Dharma is most important so that people will understand and practice the teachings and benefit from doing this. This is the true way to preserve the Buddhadharma.


To show the importance of the Nālandā tradition and my gratitude toward the great masters who comprise it, I wrote a homage expressing my admiration for seventeen Nālandā masters entitled “Illuminating the Threefold Faith: An Invocation of the Seventeen Great Scholar-Adepts of Glorious Nālandā.” Although a praise to eight great Indian masters already existed, this praise to the seventeen masters includes other sages whose writings we rely on. They are some of the major scholar-adepts whose views we will examine in the following chapters. Although not all of them lived at Nālandā University, Nālandā’s way of study and practice was present in the other large Buddhist universities. Each of these masters specialized in a particular area of the Buddhadharma and all were knowledgeable and realized practitioners of the three higher trainings—the higher trainings of ethical conduct, concentration, and wisdom.



Illuminating the Threefold Faith: An Invocation of the Seventeen Great Scholar-Adepts of Glorious Nālandā5



1. Lords of Lords, arisen from the compassionate wish to benefit wandering beings,


you have attained sublime protection, abandonment, and realization,


and liberate sentient beings through teaching dependent arising.


I bow to you, Conqueror, Sun among Teachers.


2. I call to mind esteemed Nāgārjuna, who, as the Conqueror prophesied,


introduced the Middle Way of the Universal Vehicle and was skilled in clarifying


the meaning of suchness, free of extremes, as intended in the Mother of Conquerors (Perfection of Wisdom sūtras),


through the profound, logical presentation of dependent arising.


3. I call to mind the Bodhisattva Āryadeva,


his principal spiritual child, the most learned and accomplished,




who traversed the ocean of Buddhist and other philosophies,


who is the glorious crowning jewel among all holders of Nāgārjuna’s treatises.


4. I call to mind esteemed Buddhapālita,


who clarified the ultimate meaning of dependent arising—the thought of Ārya [Nāgārjuna],


essential point of the profound, existence as mere designation and name—


and has ascended the utmost state of accomplishment.


5. I call to mind Ācārya Bhāvaviveka, erudite master


who introduced a philosophical view


that refutes such extremes as truly existent production


while accepting commonly verified knowledge and external objects.


6. I call to mind Candrakīrti, who promulgated the complete path of Sūtra and Tantra,


who was skilled in expounding the profound and vast Middle Way,


in which appearance and emptiness eliminate the two extremes


through dependent arising and the merely conditional [nature of things].


7. I call to mind the Bodhisattva Śāntideva,


skilled in teaching a host of fortunate disciples


the truly marvelous path of great compassion


through versatile means of reasoning, profound and vast.


8. I call to mind the great Abbot Śāntarakṣita,


who introduced the nondual Middle Way to suit disciples’ mental dispositions,


was well versed in differentiating the reasonings of the Middle Way and reliable cognition,


and disseminated the teaching of the Conqueror in the Land of Snows (Tibet).




9. I call to mind esteemed Kamalaśīla,


who thoroughly explained the stages of meditation on the Middle Way view, free from extremes,


and the union of serenity and insight according to Sūtra and Tantra;


he flawlessly clarified the Conqueror’s doctrine in the Land of Snows.


10. I call to mind esteemed Asaṅga,


whom Maitreya inspired and looked after,


who was adept in disseminating all Mahāyāna discourses,


and revealed the vast path and, as the Conqueror prophesied, blazed the trail of Yogācāra.


11. I call to mind esteemed Ācārya Vasubandhu,


who, by maintaining the system of the Seven Treatises of Abhidharma, and the nonduality [of Yogācāra],


clarified the philosophies of Vaibhāṣika, Sautrāntika, and Vijñānavāda;


foremost safe, renowned as a second Omniscient One.


12. I call to mind esteemed Dignāga,


the logician who gave us the discerning insight of fine discrimination


by thoroughly opening one hundred doors of logic


to reveal the system of the Buddha’s scriptures through empirical reasoning.


13. I call to mind esteemed Dharmakīrti,


who fathomed the vital points of Buddhist and non-Buddhist modes of logic,


granted conviction in the vast and profound paths of Sautrāntika and Yogācāra through reasoning,


and was adept in expounding the marvelous ways of Dharma.


14. I call to mind esteemed Vimuktisena,


who interpreted the Perfection of Wisdom that came from the Asaṅga brothers




in accordance with the Middle Way, free from the extremes of existence and nonexistence,


and who lit the lamp illuminating the meaning of the Ornament [of Clear Realization].


15. I call to mind esteemed Haribhadra,


who clarified the three Mothers,6 supreme Perfection of Wisdom scriptures,


in line with Maitreyanath’s pith instructions,


and who the Conqueror prophesied would expound the meaning of the Mother.


16. I call to mind esteemed Guṇaprabha, excelling in stability and learning,


who integrated the intentions of a hundred thousand categories of Vinaya,


and in accordance with Mūlasarvāstivāda,


thoroughly and unmistakenly explained the prātimokṣa.


17. I call to mind esteemed Śākyaprabha, ideal Vinaya holder,


master of the treasure of the three trainings’7 qualities,


who, to ensure the longevity of the flawless Vinaya teachings,


thoroughly explained what the vast scriptures meant.


18. I call to mind Jowo Atiśa, kind Lord


who caused the Sage’s teaching to flourish in the Land of Snows,


who expounded doctrines vast and profound—complete teaching of the Conqueror—


in the context of paths of persons of three capacities.8


19. Making such invocations with an unflinchingly pure mind


to you, exceedingly fine sages, ornaments for the world,


and sources of stupendous, elegant teachings,


inspire me to ripen my mind so that I may attain liberation.




20. Through understanding the meaning of the two truths, the ground reality of how things are,


I ascertain by way of the four truths just how beings arrive in and leave saṃsāra;


thus valid cognition engenders a firm faith in the Three Jewels.


Inspire me to be enduringly grounded in the path to liberation.


21. Inspire me to master renunciation, the mind intent on liberation—


total pacification of duḥkha and its causes;


and the uncontrived bodhicitta rooted in compassion,


the boundless yearning to protect wandering beings.


22. Inspire me to gain conviction with effortless ease


in the profound points of all paths of the Perfection Vehicle and Vajrayāna,


by listening to, contemplating, and meditating on


the meaning of the commentaries of the great pioneers.


23. May I, in successive births, perfectly obtain a human life endowed with the three trainings,


and serve the doctrine as the great pioneers did


by safeguarding and promoting scriptures and insights


through explanation and practice.


24. May all Saṅgha communities be strengthened by noble, learned practitioners


who devote their time to hearing, contemplation, teaching, and practice


and have totally given up wrong livelihood;


may the entire world be forever adorned with such beings.


25. Due to these invocations may I traverse all grounds and paths of Sūtra and Tantra


and quickly attain the state of an Omniscient Conqueror


who spontaneously fulfills the two purposes;


may I work for sentient beings as long as space endures!




Colophon


Thus the foremost sages of the Noble Land of India mentioned above have composed numerous excellent, meaningful treatises and grant insight to those who think critically about the profound and vast teachings of the Fully Awakened Supramundane Victor, the Buddha. To this day, even after nearly 2,550 years have passed, those treatises survive intact for us to study, contemplate, and meditate on. Therefore, I am grateful to those masters who were the cream of sages and aspire to follow them in my practice with unflinching faith.


At the present time, when the world has made great progress in the fields of science and technology and we are distracted and preoccupied by the hustle and bustle of our lives, it is extremely important that followers of the Buddha have faith based on an understanding of what he taught. These texts were composed by such renowned masters as the Six Ornaments and Two Supremes, as well as by Buddhapālita and Ārya Vimuktisena, and others, who analyzed his teachings closely with unbiased and inquisitive minds seeking the reasons [that underlie] them and who developed faith supported by an understanding of those reasons. For those reasons, these excellent texts concerning the profound and vast are indispensable. With this in mind, I commissioned a new thangka painting depicting the seventeen scholar-adepts of Nālandā. I added nine other masters of the vast and profound lineages to [those portrayed in the] traditional painting of the Six Ornaments and Two Supremes.


Consequently, I was moved to compose an invocation with wholehearted respect for these supreme sages, and some of my aspiring Dharma friends encouraged me. This is how it came about that I, the Śākya Bhikṣu Tenzin Gyatso, who am in the back row of those studying the works of these sages, have developed unfeigned conviction in the superb work of these sublime masters and have composed this text “Illuminating the Threefold Faith,” an invocation of the seventeen great and renowned sages of Nālandā.


It was completed at Thekchen Chöling, Dharamsala, Kangra District, Himachal Pradesh, India, on the 1st day of the 11th month of the Iron Snake year in the seventeenth Tibetan “rabjung” [sixty-year cycle], corresponding to 15th December 2001 of the western calendar, 2,545 years, according to the Theravāda system, after the Buddha passed away.


May Peace Prevail.9




Commentary on “Illuminating the Threefold Faith”


The verses of praise begin with the Buddha, who, because of his unique philosophical position, is unparalleled in speech. Next is Nāgārjuna (1), who explained the perfection of wisdom teachings, elucidated dependent arising, and was the trailblazer of the Madhyamaka system. Āryadeva (2) was his disciple, as was Buddhapālita (3), who clarified the Prāsaṅgika view. Then comes Bhāvaviveka (4), another student of Nāgārjuna,10 who disagreed with some of Buddhapālita’s assertions by maintaining that things have some objective existence on the conventional level. This prompted a debate among Madhyamaka philosophers that has lasted many centuries.


Candrakīrti (5) emphasized the importance of explaining all phenomena as dependent arisings to avoid the two extremes of nihilism and absolutism. This is the basis for understanding appearance and reality. Candrakīrti also explained the entire teaching of Sūtra and Tantra. Then comes Śāntideva (6), the author of Engaging in the Bodhisattvas’ Deeds, the most profound and extensive explanation of bodhicitta. In my childhood, I had some interest in bodhicitta but felt it would be very difficult to achieve. I admitted as much to my tutor Tagdrag Rinpoche, who advised me not to feel discouraged and confided that he had some experience of bodhicitta. After going into exile, I received teachings on Śāntideva’s text from Khunu Lama Rinpoche and, as a result, came to understand that if I make an effort, I too could feel some closeness to bodhicitta.


Next is Śāntarakṣita (7), to whom we are grateful for establishing the tradition of study in Tibet based on reason and logic. He also ordained the first monks in Tibet, instituting the monastic community there. As the abbot of Nālandā, he began the Yogācāra-Madhyamaka system, which united the Madhyamaka tradition of Nāgārjuna and Āryadeva, the Yogācāra tradition of Asaṅga and Vasubandhu, and the logical and epistemological thought of Dignāga and Dharmakīrti. He is followed by his student Kamalaśīla (8), who wrote the Stages of Meditation, an important text that instructs us in proper meditation techniques as well as the cultivation of bodhicitta by the seven cause-and-effect instructions.11


Asaṅga (9) was founder of the Yogācāra, or Cittamātra (Mind Only), school. Vasubandhu (10), his younger brother, specialized in Abhidharma. Vasubandhu was originally a proponent of the Fundamental Vehicle, but later adopted the Universal Vehicle (Mahāyāna). Asaṅga knew that his younger brother was very intelligent and was concerned he might misuse his intelligence to deprecate the Mahāyāna, so he sent a messenger to Vasubandhu saying that he was seriously ill and asking Vasubandhu to come and help.


Arriving at Asaṅga’s dwelling, Vasubandhu inquired about the cause of his brother’s sickness, to which Asaṅga responded that he had a serious illness of the heart that arose because of Vasubandhu. He went on to explain that because Vasubandhu had discredited and defamed the Mahāyāna, Asaṅga was concerned that Vasubandhu would fall to an unfortunate rebirth. This pained him so much that, as a result, he had a heart ailment that might prove fatal. Alarmed, Vasubandhu asked his brother to teach him the Mahāyāna. Listening to Asaṅga’s exposition, Vasubandhu applied his penetrating wisdom to gain conviction in the Mahāyāna teachings and meditated on them.
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