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A COMPREHENSIVE AND IN-DEPTH SURVEY OF THE PHILOSOPHICAL UNDERPINNINGS OF THE GELUK TRADITION WRITTEN BY ONE OF THE FOUNDING FIGURES OF TIBETAN BUDDHIST STUDIES IN THE WEST.


“Since Meditation on Emptiness was first published in 1983 it has become one of the great classics of the academic study of Buddhism. This second revised edition, with a new intro-duction by Professor Don Lopez, makes Jeffrey Hopkins’s work even more accessible.”


—JOSÉ IGNACIO CABEZÓN, PhD


Dalai Lama Professor Emeritus, University of California Santa Barbara


“This is a must-read for those who want to go deeper into the rich Tibetan philosophical tradition, which undergirds the Tibetan interpretations of Indian Buddhism.”


—GEORGES B. J. DREYFUS, PhD 
geshe lharampa, professor of religion, Williams College


“When it was first published, Jeffrey Hopkins’s Meditation on Emptiness set a compelling benchmark for meticulous, Tibetan-sourced scholarship, and it remains today an unparalleled compendium of reflections on emptiness. What we find here are the guidelines of a living tradition that nourishes both philosophical and spiritual endeavoring.”


—ANNE CAROLYN KLEIN, PhD
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“I am particularly impressed by Jeffrey Hopkins’s thoroughness, meticulous attention, and loyalty to the original Tibetan sources in his translations. For this reason, I am able to very strongly recommend Professor Hopkins’s books to those who seek English materials on sophisticated topics, such as emptiness, precisely because of their faithfulness to the original Tibetan. I highly and unhesitatingly recommend this book for all those who are seeking not only excellent scholarship but also actual meditation practice on emptiness in its complete form.”


—GESHE DORJI DAMDUL
director, Tibet House, Cultural Center of His Holiness the Dalai Lama, New Delhi
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Foreword by His Holiness the Dalai Lama





[image: Image]


I am happy to see that a new edition of Prof. Jeffrey Hopkins’s book Meditation on Emptiness is being published. In this book he presents the idea of emptiness of inherent existence in a way that is clear and accessible to readers.


He relies on authentic sources, mostly Jamyang Shaypa’s Great Exposition of the Middle and Great Exposition of Tenets. The contents of these books are brought alive by oral explanations he received from scholar-practitioners such as Khensur Ngawang Lekden.


Subsequent Western scholars and translators have built on the foundations Jeffrey laid in this book.


I have known Jeffrey since he first came to Dharamsala in the early 1970s when he was beginning his research on what eventually became Meditation on Emptiness. I have not only come to appreciate his scholarship but also his valuable assistance, for over a decade since 1979, as an interpreter during my public teachings and lecture events.


I am sure readers will find this book useful in gaining better insight into the philosophy of emptiness.


[image: Image]












Foreword by Donald Lopez





Jeffery Hopkins joined the faculty of the Department of Religious Studies at the University of Virginia in the fall semester of 1973, not long after defending his doctoral dissertation at the University of Wisconsin. I was starting my senior year at UVA. He was an excellent teacher from the start, remarkably self-assured for a beginning assistant professor, immediately gaining a large following among the “Be Here Now” crowd. By the second semester, students were walking around campus wearing buttons that said, “Buddha’s Slogan: Dependent Arising.” In a men’s room on campus one day, I noticed something written on a urinal. Assuming that it said, “R. Mutt,” I looked more closely and saw that it was four words stamped in red letters: “DOES NOT INHERENTLY EXIST.”


At that time, the typescripts of doctoral dissertations were preserved by photographing each page and collecting those photographs on spools of microfilm. To read the dissertation, you would order the spool of film through interlibrary loan, load it onto a large device called a microfilm reader, and then use a hand crank to scroll through each page manually. Eventually, a company called University Microfilms International (UMI) would, for a fee, print those photographs onto pages and bind them into a book with a dark blue paper cover. The title, the author’s name, and the year were typed onto a sticker pasted onto the front cover.


Undergraduates at the University of Virginia knew nothing about such things. They had never heard of UMI and would never dream of reading the dissertation of one of their teachers, and certainly never the dissertation of a newly hired assistant professor. But during the spring semester of 1974, they began sending their checks and money orders to UMI in Ann Arbor, Michigan, to purchase the audaciously titled Meditation on Emptiness. Unlike most dissertations, then and now, it didn’t have a subtitle. It was 1,163 double-spaced, xeroxed typed pages in two fat blue volumes, the last 157 pages of which were in Tibetan, something that none of us could read (yet). It was 1,163 pages about something called “emptiness.” That was the first incarnation of the book that you hold in your hands.


After making our way through all those pages, it turned out that there actually wasn’t that much about meditation on emptiness, at least what we had imagined meditation on emptiness might be. The actual title should have been something like Everything You Need to Know Before You Practice Meditation on Emptiness According to the Geluk Sect of Tibetan Buddhism. And you need to know a lot. Most importantly, you need to know what it means to say that all phenomena in the universe “do not inherently exist,” as the stamp said, that they lack something called “self.” But what are all those phenomena in the universe? What is self? What does it mean that there is no self? And how do you prove, first to yourself and then to others, that the self doesn’t exist? This is what Meditation on Emptiness is really about. In the language of the tradition, it’s about identifying the object of negation. To do that, one must understand how Buddhists understand the constituents of the universe. That’s all laid out in Meditation on Emptiness, with lots of charts (fifty-one), with technical terms given in Hopkins’s famously literal and consistent English renderings, followed by the Sanskrit and Tibetan terms, and his always clear explanation of each element of the list.


One must also understand the arguments proving that there is no self. Although the philosophical perspective of the book is that of the Madhyamaka school of Nāgārjuna, and more specifically what Tibetans call the Prāsaṅgika branch of Madhyamaka as articulated by Candrakīrti, the other schools of Indian Buddhist philosophy as well as several of the classical Hindu schools are discussed at length. In many ways, Meditation on Emptiness is both a hugely useful reference work and a meticulous exposition of Buddhist philosophy.


There had never been a book like it in the long history of Western discourse about Buddhism, and especially about Tibetan Buddhism. Hopkins was not the first foreigner to study with Tibetan geshes; the Italian Jesuit Ippolito Desideri had done so in the early eighteenth century and the Russian scholar Eugène Obermiller had in the early twentieth century. But no one had spent the time that Hopkins had with the scholastic luminaries of the Geluk tradition, recently escaped from Tibet, including the Dalai Lama himself. Unlike the scholarship that had gone before, Hopkins’s main sources were not Indian sūtras and śāstras, although he cites many. They are works by Tibetan authors. Individual Tibetan texts had been translated before; there was Kazi Dawa Samdup’s 1928 translation of the life of Milarepa, published by Evans-Wentz, and there was Herbert Guenther’s 1959 translation of Jewel Ornament of Liberation by Gampopa, Milarepa’s disciple. But no one had read, understood, and synthesized the work of so many Tibetan authors.


Hopkins’s primary source is the tradition of Buddhist philosophy as it is preserved and advanced in Tibetan, especially by the masters of the Geluk sect. Thus, in the bibliography, there are thirty-four pages of Indian and Tibetan Buddhist texts and three pages of Western scholarship. This would be characteristic of Hopkins’s work throughout his career; he always was more interested in the original Indian and Tibetan sources than in what modern scholars had to say about them. And these were early days for Western scholarship on Tibetan Buddhism. The Dalai Lama would not visit the United States for the first time until 1979, with Jeffrey Hopkins serving as his translator.


Meditation on Emptiness appeared in its University Microfilms form in 1973, fifty years ago. What other books from that decade in the field of Asian religions have stood the test of time? One thinks of Be Here Now (1971), the hugely popular work by Ram Dass. When I bought my copy that year, it cost $3.33, with each 3 shaped like ॐ. As important as that book was to so many people, including those who would rather not admit it today, its mishmash of Asian traditions is not something that is done today. Another classic of that decade was Fritjof Capra’s The Tao of Physics (1975). Over the years, Taoists have complained about his Tao and physicists have complained about his physics. On the Tibetan side, the sixties and seventies were a time for the rediscovery of The Tibetan Book of the Dead (1927). Students of Tibetan Buddhism now know that there are more complete and more accurate translations; we no longer need to wade through Walter Evans-Wentz’s Theosophical musings. Meditation on Emptiness never reached the sales levels of these titles, and yet it is still a book that can be read with confidence today, a book that is an accurate presentation of the foundations of Buddhist doctrine as it was understood and taught in Tibet. This is one reason why it is classic, not a period piece. It introduced Buddhist philosophy to an entire generation in a way that had never been done before, in a way that offered inspiration without simplification. In doing so, it showed that Tibetan Buddhism was not just mystics meditating in caves and souls wandering in the bardo. Tibet had its own sophisticated tradition of Buddhist philosophy.


Hopkins would begin publishing almost immediately after his arrival at Virginia in 1973: The Precious Garland and the Song of the Four Mindfulnesses in 1975; Practice and Theory of Tibetan Buddhism with Geshe Sopa in 1976; Tantra in Tibet, the first volume of his translation of Tsongkhapa’s Great Exposition of Secret Mantra in 1977; Tantric Practice in Nying-ma, the first translation of Words of My Perfect Teacher in 1982.


For a decade, Meditation on Emptiness remained available only in its clunky UMI format. Over those years, those in the know kept those two fat volumes, referred to by some simply as “the Bible,” by their side. It was in 1983 that a fledgling “dharma press” called Wisdom Publications took on the task of bringing the massive tome out in proper book form. The work that you hold in your hand is the new edition, the new and improved fortieth anniversary edition. But really, it’s the fiftieth anniversary.


Hopkins would publish many more books, some monographs, mostly translations and commentaries on translations, over his long career. None would be more important and influential than the first. Indeed, in some sense, all of his books flow from this one. Meditation on Emptiness is the mother ship. Welcome onboard. New worlds await.


Donald Lopez
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Preface to the New Edition





DEPENDENT-ARISING is the heart and core of the Buddha’s teaching. It is the key to meditation on emptiness. The great Indian sage Nāgārjuna explains dependent-arising in his famous Sixty Stanzas of Reasoning with the following words:


Tat tat prāpya yadutpannaṃ notpannaṃ tat svabhāvataḥThat which is produced having met this and that [collection of causes and conditions] is not inherently produced.


But what do these words mean? Why are they important? Are they still relevant? I have been studying Nāgārjuna and other sages for over six decades and have found their ideas to hold a profound and immense transformative power, capable of changing the way our minds work to an almost unimaginable degree. But before we dig deeper into the explanations presented in this book, let me tell you where my fascination with dependent-arising and emptiness arose, how it led to writing Meditation on Emptiness and more than sixty other books about Dharma.


From early childhood I was often drawn into wondering how things exist. Very young, looking over the handlebars of my tricycle, I was doing an analysis of motion, trying to figure out what the wheel would be presently going over. Also, I remember meditating on the mantle above the fireplace in our living room as being designated in dependence upon a collection of parts. Later, in the fifth grade, we were taught cause and effect. Cause and effect being one of the meanings of dependent-arising, that grade school lesson had a tremendous impact on me, drawing me into all sorts of thoughts. I have many more such memories, yet my life had to take many turns before I could direct my mind toward these matters more seriously. Still these early analyses stirred something in me.


It was in my college years, when I entered Harvard in 1958, that I started to meditate again. I often meditated on the sky, practiced visualizations, and did dark retreats; but despite moving experiences, I wasn’t satisfied. I was looking for something more. A close friend who wanted to help had heard about a Buddhist monastery in New Jersey. We traveled there and saw Ge-she Wangyal, a skillful Kalmyk Mongolian adept-scholar who had studied in Tibet for thirty-five years. Upon my second visit I asked, “What is emptiness?” He teased, “You should know what shūnyatā [the Sanskrit word for emptiness] is. You are at Harvard.” Then he taught me many meditations on compassion, and later also about emptiness. Soon, I moved to the monastery and stayed for five years. At the monastery, I learned Tibetan and practiced forms of meditation that are known throughout the vast Tibetan cultural region. Since then, I have spent my life studying, practicing, translating, and teaching Tibetan texts.


After my stay at the monastery, I enrolled in the doctoral program of Buddhist studies at the University of Wisconsin. After extensive study with many exceptional Tibetan scholars, I defended my dissertation in 1973, which formed the basis for the first edition of the book Meditation on Emptiness in 1983. The second printing was released in 1996, and now fifty years since the completion of the dissertation, I am thrilled to have completed a new edition of Meditation on Emptiness. Immersion in the book has moved me as I hope it will move you. The topics inspired fifty years of meditation and publication and are alive in me now, more than ever.




What I wrote four decades ago in the first published edition of Meditation on Emptiness stands: “This book on Prāsaṅgika-Mādhyamika is written with the intent of presenting not only what emptiness is but also how emptiness is realized in meditation, so that emptiness may become more than a concept of abstract philosophy.” To bring meditation on emptiness close to you, let me offer this advice: Be happy to pick up a morsel of insight amid a complex argument. Pick up what you can and move on—and come back again and again. Each time you will discover more.


Tat tat prāpya yadutpannaṃ notpannaṃ tat svabhāvataḥ


If you want to understand what Nāgārjuna’s profound words on dependent-arising and emptiness mean, I encourage you to turn the page.


In Memory of Professor Jeffrey Hopkins
1940–2024


I met Jeffrey in 1969 while he was still a graduate student working on his dissertation, which over a period of years and some revision gave rise to his seminal work, Meditation on Emptiness. It is a remarkable text, made more so by the fact that it was written in the late 1960s and early 1970s, a time when there was nothing at all like it in print. Also remarkable is that, in order to show the background for the presentation of the philosophical system at the apex of the Tibetan Buddhist tradition as studied by those in the Ge-luk lineage, he included a thorough presentation of tenet systems that includes all the schools of the Buddhist tradition as understood by that lineage.


Remarkable as this is, more remarkable still is that the book has withstood the test of time and is yet again being republished. I helped to edit the first edition for Wisdom Publications, and I relied on it as I wrote my own dissertation some years later. It was and remains an extraordinary text.


Jeffrey passed away in July 2024, not living long enough to see the new edition published, but he had seen a prepublication copy that he proudly shared with friends during the last weeks of his life. Despite serious health challenges in his last years, Jeffrey’s dedication to advancing his lifework remained unwavering. Even during this time, he continued to work on translations and remained engaged in teaching, leading classes regularly until the very last week of his life.


His contribution to field of Tibetan Buddhist Studies was immense and his legacy remains in the many works he published during his very productive life.


Elizabeth Napper, PhD











Introduction





HOMAGE TO MAÑJUSHRĪ.


Emptiness is the very heart of Buddhist practice in Tibet. In tantra even the visualized gods, goddesses, channels, suns, moons, and so forth are qualified by emptiness. Without an understanding of emptiness the practice of Buddhism, be it sutra or tantra, cannot be complete.


Emptiness is explained in different ways by the four Buddhist schools of tenets: Vaibhāṣhika, Sautrāntika, Chittamātra, and Mādhyamika. The Mādhyamika view and, within the division of Mādhyamika into Svātantrika and Prāsaṅgika, the Prāsaṅgika view is the basis for the transformational psychology of tantra. Thus, this book on Prāsaṅgika-Mādhyamika is written with the intent of presenting not only what emptiness is but also how emptiness is realized in meditation, so that emptiness may become more than a concept of abstract philosophy.


Phenomena are empty of a certain mode of being called ‘inherent existence’, ‘existence right within the object’, or ‘existence by way of its own character’. This ‘inherent existence’ is not a concept superimposed by philosophical systems but is our ordinary sense of the way that things exist—as if they concretely exist in and of themselves, covering their parts. Phenomena are the things which are empty of inherent existence, and inherent existence is that of which phenomena are empty. Emptiness or, more properly, an emptiness is a phenomenon’s lack of inherent existence; an emptiness is a negative or utter absence of this concrete mode of being with which we are so familiar.


Reasoning is the method used to establish that emptiness, or a lack of substantiality, is the mode of being of objects, and it also constitutes yogis’ approach to direct realization of emptiness. Having precisely identified this sense of the massiveness or concreteness of objects, yogis reflect on the impossibility of such through thoroughly familiarizing themselves with one of the sets of reasonings that show this lack of existence by way of its own character to be the mode of being of an object. They gain an inferential understanding of the emptiness of one object and extend this understanding to all objects. Then gradually, through the force of greater and greater familiarity, they pass to a simultaneous, direct cognition of the emptiness of all phenomena in all world systems. They thereby begin to cleanse the mind’s tendency to misconceive the nature of phenomena; this cognition of emptiness is like medicine for eradicating assent to the false appearance of things as inherently existent. Finally, direct cognition of emptiness eradicates even the false appearance of inherent existence to their senses, thereby removing all obstacles to knowledge of everything, and they become omniscient. It does not eradicate existence; it eradicates only the false sense of inherent existence.


Whether this book is merely abstract philosophy or whether it becomes relevant to everyday experience depends on gaining a sense of what inherent existence would be and then seeing that everything one perceives appears this way. The pivot of the practice of emptiness and of the generation of the wisdom that realizes emptiness is the identification that objects appear as if they exist in and of themselves. Then, an attempt is made to try to find these objects which so boldly appear to be self-existent; the mind becomes totally absorbed in attempting to find an object—among its parts, as the composite of its parts, as something separate from the parts, and so forth. If the search is done with keen interest, the significance of not being able to find the object will be earth-shaking. A yogi will then gain firsthand experience of the falling to extremes against which Buddha so frequently warned. Previously, the yogi took the independent existence of things as the very basis of life; now that one cannot find anything to call an object, one falls to the opposite extreme of utter nihilism. The middle way, which is not a blending of these extremes but an utter refutation of both inherent existence and total non-existence, becomes relevant and comprehensible for the first time. The two extremes are identified in experience, and it is possible to realize a sense of valid, nominal existence through gaining the understanding that emptiness is an elimination only of inherent existence. Emptiness becomes the context within which a yogi purifies perception, imagining the world to be the habitation of a deity and oneself to be a deity—all within the continuous understanding of unfindability.


Emptiness is the same in both sutra and tantra; the difference between the two systems with regard to emptiness is in the description of the consciousness that cognizes it. In Highest Yoga Tantra there are special subtle minds, normally of no help to an individual, which become aids on the path to Buddhahood when they are generated in meditation for the purpose of realizing emptiness. An understanding of emptiness is a prerequisite for such realization, and this book attempts to present emptiness as it is taught in that system considered in Tibet to be the acme of philosophical systems, the Prāsaṅgika-Mādhyamika. The system is based on the teachings of the Indian sage, Nāgārjuna, who founded Mādhyamika through his definitive presentation of the explicit meaning of Buddha’s Perfection of Wisdom Sutras (Prajñāpāramitā). Nāgārjuna’s thought was further clarified as being Prāsaṅgika-Mādhyamika by Chandrakīrti, and in the domain of emptiness Chandrakīrti’s system has held almost complete sway in the various Tibetan orders.


The sources for this explication of emptiness are almost entirely from the Ge-luk-pa order of Tibetan Buddhism, which stems from the teachings of Tsong-kha-pa (Tsong-kha-pa, 1357–1419). Jam-yang-zhay-pa’s (’Jam-dbyangs-bzhad-pa, 1648–1721) Great Exposition of Tenets, a Ge-luk-pa presentation of the Prāsaṅgika-Mādhyamika emptiness and a textbook for the Go-mang College of Dre-pung Monastery in Lhasa, Tibet, forms the basis for this book.


I first encountered the Great Exposition of Tenets in 1963 when I began studying with Ge-she Wangyal (1901–83), a Kalmuk-Mongolian scholar and adept from Astrakhan, who spent thirty-five years studying in Tibet in the Go-mang College of Dre-pung Monastery. At that time the Great Exposition of Tenets seemed to be hopelessly complicated. Nevertheless, Ge-she Wangyal’s teaching was inspiring, and near the time of my departure from his monastery in Freewood Acres, New Jersey in 1968, he advised me to read all of Jam-yang-zhay-pa’s Great Exposition of Tenets. I put this in mind and while acting as a resource assistant at Haverford College in 1968 began to read a little from a condensation of the Great Exposition of Tenets done by Jam-yang-zhay-pa’s next incarnation, Kön-chok-jik-may-wang-po (dKon-mchog-’jigs-med-dbang-po, 1728–91). Upon going to the University of Wisconsin I was able to study and translate this short text with Ge-she Lhundup Sopa (1923–2014), also referred to as Lhün-drub-zö-pa, a scholar of Se-ra Monastery who was first among the First Rank of the ge-shes receiving degrees in 1962 and who came to Madison from Ge-she Wangyal’s monastery. His excellent answers to my questions made it possible to put together an outline map of Buddhist philosophy as viewed by the Ge-luk-pa order of Tibetan Buddhism.


All this prepared me for my first encounter with a former Abbot of the Tantric College of Lower Lhasa, Ngag-wang-leg-dan, also known as Kensur Lekden (1900–1971), another Go-mang scholar who came to Ge-she Wangyal’s monastery in the fall of 1968 just after I left. I had returned there during a vacation and was captivated from the very start by his lucid, compact, free-flowing presentation of almost any aspect of Buddhist philosophy. I returned to the monastery in the summer of 1969 and, following Ge-she Wangyal’s advice, began listening to Ngag-wang-leg-dan’s (Precious Former Abbot Lekden’s) commentary on the Great Exposition of Tenets and on the Mongolian scholar Ngag-wang-pal-dan’s (Ngag-dbang-dpal-ldan, born 1797) Annotations, an explanation of the difficult points of the Great Exposition of Tenets. I tape-recorded his teachings and translated most of Jam-yang-zhay-pa’s exposition of the non-Buddhist systems as described in Buddhist literature. Toward the end of the summer we skipped over the lower Buddhist systems and read the presentation of Prāsaṅgika tenets in the twelfth chapter.


Returning to Madison, I began translating the chapter on Prāsaṅgika, and in January of 1969 when Professor Richard Robinson, the co-founder of the Buddhist Studies program in Madison, and I founded Tibet House in Cambridge, Wisconsin, we invited Ngag-wang-leg-dan to teach us. Ngag-wang-leg-dan gave two series of fourteen lectures on the three principal aspects of the path to enlightenment and on Chandrakīrti’s Supplement to (Nāgārjuna’s) ‘Treatise on the Middle’ (Madhyamakāvatāra), which I translated at Tibet House. (These have been published as the first part of Compassion in Tibetan Buddhism.) Professor Robinson also invited Ngag-wang-leg-dan to give a seminar at the University of Wisconsin on Prāsaṅgika philosophy which we conducted after Professor Robinson’s untimely death in the summer of 1970.


At Tibet House, Ngag-wang-leg-dan taught me the rest of Jam-yang-zhay-pa’s Great Exposition of Tenets (approximately three hundred folios), Ngag-wang-pal-dan’s Annotations (four hundred sixteen folios), and almost all of Jam-yang-zhay-pa’s Great Exposition of the Middle (four hundred twenty-four out of five hundred folios), the Go-mang textbook for Mādhyamika studies. I thereby was able to cover most of the Mādhyamika reading which a monk in the Go-mang College of Dre-pung Monastery would traditionally do. Ngag-wang-leg-dan was famous for his abilities as a lecturer, and he, indeed, could weave a fascinating and often moving story of philosophical and spiritual ideas. His kindness in explaining again and again the important points of Buddhist philosophy was a lesson in compassion and a demonstration of how Buddhist philosophy was for him a vivid, living phenomenon.


Ngag-wang-leg-dan left Tibet House in August of 1971 by which time I had finished translating Jam-yang-zhay-pa’s presentation of emptiness in his Great Exposition of Tenets. My intention was to present a book on the meditation on emptiness, and to that end had obtained a Fulbright-Hays fellowship for a year’s study in Germany and India. Four days after I left for Germany in November of 1971, Ngag-wang-leg-dan died of congestive heart failure. In Germany at the University of Hamburg, I studied for three months with Ge-she Gedün Lodrö (1924–79), a Go-mang scholar of a later generation than that of Ge-she Wangyal and Ngag-wang-leg-dan. A special feature of the Go-mang scholars, probably stemming from Ge-she Jin-pa around the turn of the century, is an unusual ability to explain philosophy, not just react to it, as sometimes happens when debate is a principal mode of instruction, and Ge-she Gedün Lodrö soon showed himself to be a scholar of scholars. When he received his ge-she degree in India in 1961, he not only was first among those of the First Rank but was also first among three who in an extraordinary year had been given the honor of being first among those of the First Rank. Ge-she Gedün Lodrö’s knowledge was invaluable; he knew not only how to answer questions but also how to lead to the heart of conceptual problems so that the entire context of a question would come to life. Possessing an extraordinary ability both to answer and lecture on minute questions about Buddhist philosophy, he was the ideal person to smooth out the last remaining questions on the translation.


Proceeding on to India, I went to Dharamsala in the north where the Dalai Lama has his headquarters. I arrived just in time for sixteen four-hour public lectures by His Holiness on Tsong-kha-pa’s Middling Exposition of the Stages of the Path and was fascinated to find that this reincarnated Lama was not only highly educated but also extremely practical. I had no intention of staying in Dharamsala, but the single figure of the Dalai Lama kept me there, coming back to his audience room again and again to ask my most difficult questions on the philosophy and practice of emptiness. His answers were illuminating to say the least, and after six months he had answered my questions to the point where I had no more to ask—a state which I frankly had had no hope of achieving. I had the good fortune to attend lectures by His Holiness on Nāgārjuna’s Six Collections of Reasonings during which he gave the oral transmission and explanation. His Holiness commissioned me to translate Nāgārjuna’s Precious Garland (Ratnāvalī) along with a short poem by the Seventh Dalai Lama, The Song of the Four Mindfulnesses, and his own short treatise on emptiness, Key to the Middle Way, as well as his The Buddhism of Tibet. (These have been published as the first two volumes of the Wisdom of Tibet Series.) I had many interviews with the Dalai Lama about the translations, and the discovery that he was to my sight utterly worthy of being the spiritual and temporal leader of Tibet defied my cynical sense of world order.


While in Dharamsala, I also studied a Nying-ma-pa presentation of tenets as found in the first part of the Precious Treasury of the Supreme Vehicle (Theg pa’i mchog rin po che’i mdzod) by Long-chen-rab-jam (kLong-chen-rab-’byams, 1308–63) with the Nying-ma-pa lama Khetsun Sangpo. In addition, later when Khetsun Sangpo visited the University of Virginia in 1974, we read Long-chen-pa’s presentation of the sutra schools in his Treasury of Tenets (Grub pa’i mtha’rin po che’i mdzod). Khetsun Sangpo also had acquired a photographic reprint of the Sa-kya-pa Tak-tsang’s (sTag-tshang, born 1405) Understanding All Tenets, which in 1972 was otherwise unavailable. A reading of it revealed how much Jam-yang-zhay-pa relied on the very text that he was primarily refuting and showed the continuity of tradition between Sa-kya and Ge-luk.


Contact with a Ka-gyu-pa presentation of Mādhyamika was gained through reading parts of a commentary on Chandrakīrti’s Supplement to Nāgārjuna’s ‘Treatise on the Middle’ by Mi-gyö-dor-jay (Mi-bskyod-rdo-rje, 1507–54), the eighth Karmapa. Acquaintance gained in this way with Nying-ma, Sa-kya, and Ka-gyu presentations was crucial to understanding Jam-yang-zhay-pa’s presentation in that it provided the historical background of many positions.


Though those texts contributed greatly to my understanding, this book primarily presents a particular explanation within the Ge-luk-pa order with an aim of imparting a sense of a living system that affects the outlook, meditation, and goals of its scholar-yogi adherents. Thus, this book is not framed as an argument; still, through the stylistic choice of points of emphasis there is an implicit argument against accepting many modern views on Mādhyamika as applying to all presentations of that system. Almost all contemporary renderings of Mādhyamika run contrary to Ge-luk-pa authors such as Jam-yang-zhay-pa on many central points. It should be clear by the end of this book that the particular exposition given here does not agree with, and in fact refutes, all of the following positions with respect to Prāsaṅgika-Mādhyamika:


1Their outlook is nihilistic, agnostic, or sceptic.


2They are anti-reason.


3The uncommon view of the system is that words are inadequate to evoke an experience of objects like that of direct perception.


4They have no system, no views on cause and effect or rebirth, no positive theses, and no negative theses.


5They are merely debaters.


6Wisdom is emptiness.


7Wisdom is contentless.


8Emptiness is the Absolute.


9The two truths are two ways of viewing the same object.


10That objects possess a definite nature is the object of negation in the view of emptiness.


11Their system is a turning away from philosophical analysis to the vulgar views of the world.


12All views are bad.




13Withdrawal from thought is the best meditation. Or, words are enemies. Or, the source of all suffering is words.


14Reasoning is used only to refute other systems.


15What is seen in direct sense perception is the truth; what the senses reveal cannot be denied in any way; one must appreciate the uncommon thingness of each phenomenon as its suchness.


16Direct perception of suchness requires a leap.


17There is no I at all.


18The selflessness of persons denies the existence of persons.


19Conventional truths are established only by ignorance.


20Conceptuality is ignorance.


21Nāgārjuna’s Treatise on the Middle must be viewed in isolation.


22Emptiness does not exist.


23Form is one with emptiness.


24Nāgārjuna did not set forth the path.


25Teachings about the path are for those of low intelligence.


26Dependent-arising and emptiness are one.


27Emptiness and dependent-arising are a paradox.


28None of the Hīnayāna categories are accepted.


29Analysis is not meditation.


30Meditation is just stabilization.


31Phenomena are whatever one thinks they are.


32Conventional truths are negated by ultimate truths.


The dependent-arising of this presentation of meditation on emptiness is itself a demonstration of Buddha’s focal teaching, of his ‘slogan’, as the Dalai Lama put it, of dependent-arising. My aim is not to present original reflections on emptiness but to portray as well as I can how emptiness is a practical force within the Ge-luk-pa tradition of Tibetan Buddhism. The material is largely drawn from the oral explanations which I have received and from Jam-yang-zhay-pa’s Great Exposition of Tenets and Great Exposition of the Middle as well as Jang-kya’s (lCang-skya, 1717–86) Presentation of Tenets (Grub mtha’i rnam gzhag). The flavor of the oral tradition is presented with a view to capturing how the doctrine of emptiness figures in the lives of the practitioners who embody it.











Technical Note





RENDERINGS OF THE Tibetan alphabet in roman letters are almost as numerous as the scholars who have worked with Tibetan. However, Turrell Wylie, after careful analysis, has set forth in a reasoned presentation (‘A Standard System of Tibetan Transcription’, HJAS, Vol. 22, pp. 261–67, 1959) a simple system capable of representing the letters of the Tibetan alphabet. Therefore, his system is followed here (except in that the first pronounced letter is capitalized in names). As he says, his is only a system of transliteration, not aimed at facilitating pronunciation and, therefore, is restricted in this book to parenthetical citation, glossary, and bibliography.


The names of Tibetans and Mongolians known to English speakers are spelled as published in English. Aside from these, all other Tibetan names are given in “essay phonetics” for the sake of easy pronunciation; the system is aimed at internet searchability; the transliterated form of each name is given in the index. The hyphens between syllables are retained so that the beginning and end of syllables can be easily distinguished.


Throughout the book ‘cognize’ and ‘realize’ are used synonymously to translate one Tibetan word, rtogs pa. Similarly, ‘impute’ and ‘designate’ both translate ’dogs pa, and thereby ‘basis of imputation’ and ‘basis of designation’ are interchangeably used for gdags gzhi. Also, nine Sanskrit words are treated as English words, resulting in the dropping of any diacritics. These are Bodhisattva (hero with respect to contemplating enlightenment), Buddha (one who has awakened from the sleep of ignorance and spread his intelligence to all objects of knowledge), karma (action, and often also the predisposition established by an action), mandala (a divine circle—a deity’s body or the habitat of a deity), nirvana (passage beyond sorrow), sutra (abridged expression of profound meaning—in its narrow meaning, the word of Buddha except for tantra, which is included in the wider meaning), tantra (continuum, referring here to the continuum of words that express the topics of a base, path, or fruit continuum), vajra (best of stones, diamond, symbolizing an immutability or indivisibility of method and wisdom), and yogi (a meditator who has joined or yoked mental stability and insight). A glossary of key terms giving the Sanskrit and Tibetan equivalents is given at the end of the book.


The transliteration scheme for Sanskrit names and titles is aimed at easy pronunciation, using sh, ṣh, ch and chh rather than ś, ṣ, c and ch. With the first occurrence of each Indian title, the Sanskrit is given, if available. The full Sanskrit and Tibetan titles are to be found in the bibliography which is arranged alphabetically according to the English titles of sutras and according to the authors of other works.


Note to the 2025 edition


In this updated edition of the book, several adjustments have been made, particularly regarding technical terms, which now align with the latest translations from the UMA Institute for Tibetan Studies. Refinements grew through lively discussions with members of an online study group who followed my ongoing adjustments to the works of Jam-yang-zhay-pa, and others. The team included Boris Simončič, Jeff Allen, Natalie Hauptman, Vik Kennick, Laurie Rankin, Christian Steinert, and Boris Unterer—who reside in Slovenia, the USA, Germany, and Austria. This new edition adopts gender-inclusive language, updates the rendition of several personal names and incorporates my newest translations of quoted works, such as Nāgārjuna’s Precious Garland, along with numerous other smaller revisions.


Two distinct styles of backnote references have been introduced. Notes offering additional insight or explanations are denoted by italicised references, while notes only referring to external texts are not italicised.


Other changes include a new preface, an expansion of “About the Author,” the rearrangement of illustrations, and two new forewords for which I am deeply grateful—one by His Holiness the Dalai Lama and the other by Donald S. Lopez, Jr. I extend my sincere appreciation to Wisdom Publications who patiently and kindly entered all my proposed changes.












List of Abbreviations





(For the full entries of the Tibetan texts see the Bibliography.)


Ālaya: Tsong-kha-pa’s Extensive Commentary on the Difficult Points of the ‘Afflicted Mind and Basis-of-All’


Ann: Ngag-wang-pal-dan’s Annotations for (Jam-yang-zhay-pa’s) ‘Great Exposition of Tenets’


Concentrations: Jam-yang-zhay-pa’s Great Exposition of the Concentrations and Formlessnesses


GM: Jam-yang-zhay-pa’s Great Exposition of the Middle


GT: Jam-yang-zhay-pa’s Great Exposition of Tenets


Jang: Jang-kya’s Presentation of Tenets


Kay-drup: Kay-drup’s General Presentation of the Tantra Sets, as found in Lessing and Wayman’s Fundamentals of the Buddhist Tantras (The Hague: Mouton, 1968)


Kön: Kön-chok-jik-may-wang-po’s Precious Garland of Tenets


Lectures: Pa-bong-ka’s Lectures on the Stages of the Path


MHTL: Dr. Lokesh Chandra’s Materials for a History of Tibetan Literature (New Delhi: International Academy of Indian Culture, 1963)


P: Tibetan Tripiṭaka (Tokyo-Kyoto: Tibetan Tripiṭaka Research Foundation, 1956)


Pā: The Ashṭādhyāyī of Pāṇini, ed. and trans., by Śrīṣa Chandra Vasu (Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass, 1962)




Tak: Tak-tsang’s Revelation of All Tenets


Ten-dar: Ten-dar-hla-ram-pa’s Presentation of the Lack of Being One or Many


Toh: A Complete Catalogue of the Tibetan Buddhist Canons, ed. by Prof. Hukuji Ui, and A Catalogue of the Tohoku University Collection of Tibetan Works on Buddhism, ed. by Prof. Yensho Kanakura (Sendai, Japan: 1934 and 1953)


Tu-ken: Tu-ken Lo-sang-chö-kyi-nyi-ma’s Mirror of the Good Explanations











Acknowledgments





I WISH TO EXPRESS deep gratitude to the late Professor Richard Robinson who encouraged me to write this book on how the meditation of emptiness figures in a living tradition. Also, I wish to thank Anne Klein, Joe Wilson, and John Strong for reading the text at various stages and making many helpful suggestions. A great debt of gratitude is owed to Professor Richard B. Martin, South Asian Bibliographer at Alderman Library, University of Virginia, for extensive bibliographic assistance.


I wish to acknowledge the crucial support of two Fulbright Fellowships, in 1972 and 1982, the former introducing me to the work of His Holiness the Dalai Lama and the latter, to the world of monastic debate at the School of Dialectics in Dharamsala. Also, several small grants from the University of Virginia were helpful in allaying photocopying and postage expenses.


Many thanks to Daniel Perdue and Gareth Sparham for their painstaking proofreading of the galleys. Also, the greatest gratitude is due Elizabeth Napper for countless editorial suggestions, making the index, and marking the galleys.












PART ONE


Meditation
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Krakuchchhanda: the first Buddha of this era














1 Purpose and Motivation





Sources


Jang-kya’s Presentation of Tenets


Ngag-wang-leg-dan’s oral teachings


Jam-yang-zhay-pa’s Great Exposition of Tenets


THE PERFECTION OF Wisdom Sutras set forth emptiness as the final mode of existence of all phenomena.1 Nāgārjuna explained the approaches to that emptiness, and Buddhapālita and Chandrakīrti lucidly commented on Nāgārjuna’s explanations in exact accordance with his thought. It is necessary to rely on the perfection of wisdom as these masters explain it, not only to attain omniscience, but even to attain liberation from cyclic existence. One who wishes to become a Hearer Superior, Solitary Realizer Superior, or Bodhisattva Superior must rely on this perfection of wisdom. The Eight Thousand Stanza Perfection of Wisdom Sutra (Aṣhṭasāhasrikāprajñāpāramitā)2 says:


Subhuti, one who wishes to realize the enlightenment of a Hearer is to learn just this perfection of wisdom. Subhuti, one who wishes to realize the enlightenment of a Solitary Realizer is to learn just this perfection of wisdom. The Bodhisattva, the Great Being who wishes to realize the supreme perfect complete enlightenment, is also to learn just this perfection of wisdom.


Nāgārjuna’s works teach that realization of the subtle emptiness of all phenomena is a prerequisite for the path of liberation from cyclic existence. His Precious Garland (35ab) says:


As long as the aggregates are conceived,


So long thereby does the conception of I exist.


One cannot free oneself from cyclic existence merely through cognition of the coarse selflessness of the person. One must realize the final subtle suchness of the person and of the mental and physical aggregates.


One must eradicate the innate non-analytical intellect that misconceives the nature of the person and other phenomena. It is not sufficient merely to withdraw the mind from conceiving a self of persons and of phenomena, or merely to stop the mind’s wandering to objects, for these do not constitute realization of emptiness. If they did, then deep sleep and fainting would absurdly involve realization of emptiness. Āryadeva says:


When selflessness is seen in objects,


The seeds of cyclic existence are destroyed.


Chandrakīrti says in his Supplement to (Nāgārjuna’s) ‘Treatise on the Middle’ (VI. 116):3


[Extreme] conceptions arise with [the conception of inherently existent] phenomena.


It has been thoroughly analyzed how phenomena do not [inherently] exist;




When [the conception of an inherently existent] phenomenon does not exist.


These [extreme conceptions] do not arise, just as there is no fire when there is no fuel.


Bhāvaviveka says:


With the mind in meditative equipoise,


Wisdom analyzes in this way


The entities of these phenomena


Apprehended conventionally.


Shāntideva says:


When one has searched [for these] as realities,


Who desires and what is desired?


Dharmakīrti says:


Without disbelieving the object of this [misconception]


It is impossible to abandon [misconceiving it].


With one voice all the Mahāyāna masters proclaim that analysis of objects, and not mere withdrawal of the mind from them, is the path to liberation.


One must analyze well whether the inherent existence of phenomena, as it is conceived by the innate non-analytical intellect, exists or not. Through reasoning and scriptural citation one must ascertain that objects do not exist as conceived and penetratingly understand the falseness of inherent existence. It is very important to analyze again and again with discriminating wisdom. The King of Meditative Stabilizations Sutra (Samādhirāja) says:




If the selflessness of phenomena is analyzed


And if this analysis is cultivated,


It causes the effect of attaining nirvana.


Through no other cause does one come to peace.


The Cloud of Jewels Sutra (Ratnamegha) says, ‘Analyzing through special insight and realizing the lack of inherent existence constitute understanding of the signless.’ The Questions of Brahmā Sutra (Brahmāparipṛchchhā) says, ‘The intelligent are those who correctly analyze phenomena individually.’


The great Mahāyāna masters taught many forms of reasoning, directed toward the ascertainment of suchness, in order to illuminate the path of liberation for the fortunate and not for the sake of mere disputation. Tsong-kha-pa says, ‘All of the analytical reasonings set forth in Nāgārjuna’s Treatise on the Middle (Madhyamakashāstra) are only for the sake of sentient beings’ attaining liberation.’ The wish to attain liberation from cyclic existence is the motivation for entering into analysis of phenomena and attaining realization of emptiness.


Among Buddhist practitioners, those of lesser capacity enter into religious practice for the sake of attaining a happy migration in a future life.4 They have seen the sufferings of bad migrations and seek to avoid pain through endeavor at virtue. One cannot make effort at religious practice merely for the sake of improving the present lifetime and be considered a practitioner of Buddhism; at least, a Buddhist’s motivation is aimed at attaining a happy migration as a human or a god in a future life. Others, who have greater capacity, seek to leave cyclic existence completely. They see that the attainment of a happy migration in the next life is not sufficient because they must still grow old, become sick, die, and be reborn again in accordance with their former deeds. Their motivation for practice is the wish to attain liberation from cyclic existence for themselves. Still others, who have even higher capacity, realize the extent of their own suffering, infer the suffering of others, and practice so that they may become free from cyclic existence and attain Buddhahood in order to help all sentient beings to do the same.


Thus, it is very important that a motivation be stated verbally and explicitly before meditation:


I am meditating on emptiness and analyzing phenomena in order to attain liberation from cyclic existence and omniscience so that I may help all sentient beings to do the same.


The other possible motivation is:


I am meditating on emptiness and analyzing phenomena in order to attain liberation from cyclic existence.


The former is far more powerful because, through it, the meditation is related to all sentient beings. The force of the meditation increases as many times as the beings with whom it is related.


Emptiness itself is a very powerful object of meditation. Āryadeva says:5


Those of little merit would not even


Have doubts about this doctrine [of emptiness].


Even suspicion [that objects are empty]


Wrecks [the seeds of] cyclic existence.


Even a suspicion that emptiness—the lack of inherent existence—is the mode of being of phenomena disturbs the very causes that produce the rounds of powerless suffering. For, when one has such suspicion, the actual mode of being of objects acts for the slightest bit as an object of one’s mind. Tsong-kha-pa says:


Aspirational prayers should be made for the ability to listen to the treatises on the profound [emptiness], to memorize them, to think about their meaning, to meditate on them, and over the continuum of lives to have faith in them, all without harming ascertainment of the dependent-arising of cause and effect.


Jam-yang-zhay-pa warns that though the transmission of the Buddhist teaching to Tibet was prophesied in sutra, it was also prophesied that there would be few who would take the perfection of wisdom all the way through to the process of meditation.6 He says there are many who memorize the words and many who propound the Perfection of Wisdom Sutras but few who actually achieve the perfection of wisdom. He adds that there are uncountable numbers who through the force of the five ruinations do not want to meditate on emptiness but still claim to meditate on the ‘natural mind’ or something other than emptiness that lacks the elaborations of duality. Since ‘natural mind’, ‘freedom from the elaborations of duality’, and so forth are none other than emptiness itself, and since it is meditation on emptiness that puts an end to the elaborations of misconception, it is mistaken to think that there is another final object of meditation.


The various teachings that Buddha does not even abide in the middle way, or that Buddha ultimately does not even teach emptiness must be understood as referring to his not abiding in, or his not teaching, an inherently existent middle way, or inherently existent emptiness.


Those who actually do not meditate on emptiness but claim to do so mistakenly think that merely by withdrawing the mind from objects and by ceasing thought they can realize the suchness of phenomena. Rather, analysis is the very foundation of meditation on emptiness.











2 Self: The Opposite of Selflessness





Sources


Ngag-wang-leg-dan’s oral teachings


Ngag-wang-pal-dan’s Annotations


Corresponding section of the translation pp. 643–55


EMPTINESS IN ALL four Buddhist schools is a ‘self-emptiness’, but this does not mean that objects are empty of themselves.7 If objects were empty of themselves, then no object, not even an emptiness, would exist. Rather, ‘self-emptiness’ in the Prāsaṅgika system specifically refers to an object’s lack of its own inherent existence.


The term ‘self-emptiness’ distinguishes the Buddhist emptiness from systems such as Sāṃkhya, which assert that the person is empty of being the various other objects of the world. Such an emptiness is an ‘other-emptiness’, and realization of it is attained through distinguishing one thing from another, as in the case of distinguishing the person (puruṣha) from the nature (prakṛti) that gives rise to all appearances according to the Sāṃkhya system. Realization of a ‘self-emptiness’, on the other hand, involves distinguishing the absence of a false predicate of an object, for example, the absence of its own inherent existence, and does not involve distinguishing one entity from another entity. Still, when emptiness is cognized directly, the objects that are the bases of the quality of emptiness do not appear to the mind. Based on this, some, including the Jo-nang-pas of Tibet, described the Buddhist emptiness as an ‘other-emptiness’.


That which is negated in the Prāsaṅgikas’ subtle theory of selflessness is self, defined as inherent existence. The hypothetical equivalents of ‘self’ in the Prāsaṅgika system are:8


1true establishment (satya-siddhi/bhāva, bden par grub pa/dngos po)


2true existence (satya-sat, bden par yod pa)


3ultimate existence (paramārtha-siddhi, don dam par grub pa)


4existence as [its own] suchness (tattva-siddhi, de kho na nyid du grub pa)


5existence as [its own] reality (samyak-siddhi, yang dag par grub pa)


6establishment by way of its own character (svalakṣhaṇa-siddhi, rang gi mtshan nyid kyis grub pa)


7substantial existence (dravya-sat, rdzas yod)


8existence able to establish itself (tshugs thub tu grub pa)


9existence from the object’s side [rather than being imputed from the subject’s side] (svarūpa-siddhi, rang ngos nas grub pa)


10existence right within the object (yul gyi steng nas grub pa)


11existence through its own power (svairī-siddhi, rang dbang du grub pa)


12existence in the object that receives designation (prajñapti-viṣhaya-siddhi, btags yul gyi steng nas grub pa)


13existence right in the basis of designation (gdags gzhi’i steng nas grub pa)


14inherent existence (svabhāva-siddhi, rang bzhin gyis grub pa)


15existence through its own entityness (svabhāvatā-siddhi, ngo bo nyid gyis grub pa)




16existence in the manner of covering its basis of designation (gdags gzhi’i go sa gnon pa’i tshul du yod pa)


17existence from the side of the basis of designation (gdags gzhi’i ngos nas grub pa).


The members of this list are only ‘hypothetical’ equivalents because in Buddhist logic ‘equivalent’ (ekārtha) means ‘one object’, and thus all equivalents necessarily exist. Since these terms for ‘self’ refer to non-existents, they can only be ‘hypothetical’ equivalents.


The subtle self that is negated in the Prāsaṅgika view of selflessness implies an independent entity; thus, all these terms are opposites of dependent-arising. Each illuminates a little more the meaning of non-dependence.9 For instance, ‘existing from the side of the basis of designation’ means that if one searched to find the object designated, one would find it either among the bases of designation, or as their composite, or as the composite of their former and later moments. ‘Substantially existent’ means not existing through the force of expressions but existing through the object’s own power. ‘Existing as able to establish itself’ means not established through the force of terms and expressions but existing in the object’s basis of designation by way of the object’s own entity. ‘Existing through its own power’ means existing through the object’s own particular mode of being.


The Prāsaṅgikas’ unique meaning of ‘dependence’ is ‘establishment through the power of a designating consciousness’. Phenomena depend on thought in the sense that only if the thought that designates an object exists, can that object be posited as existing (conventionally), and if the thought that designates an object does not exist, the (conventional) existence of that object cannot be posited. Since this applies to all objects, nothing exists inherently.


It is similar to the imputation of a snake to a rope. If a speckled and coiled rope is not seen clearly, the thought can arise, ‘This is a snake’. At that time, the composite of the parts of the rope and the parts themselves cannot at all be posited as a snake; the snake is only imputed by thought. In the same way, when in dependence upon the mental and physical aggregates the thought ‘I’ arises, the composite of the former and later moments of the continuum of the aggregates, or the composite of the aggregates at one time, or the individual aggregates themselves cannot in the least be posited as the I. Also, there is nothing that is a separate entity from the aggregates or their composite which can be apprehended as I. Therefore, the I is only established by thought in dependence on the aggregates and does not exist inherently, as it appears to do.


The same type of analysis can be applied to a person and his/her relationship to the six constituents that are his/her bases of imputation or designation—earth, water, fire, wind, space, and consciousness. A person is not a collection of these, nor any of them individually, nor anything separate from them. A person is thereby shown not to exist inherently.


Prāsaṅgika is the only school that accepts all the above mentioned terms as equivalent; the non-Prāsaṅgika schools do not attach the same significance to these terms and thus organize them differently (see Chart 1). For instance, the Chittamātrins certainly would not say that dependent phenomena (paratantra) are independent just because they inherently exist; for them ‘inherent existence’ merely means that objects have their own mode of being. The Prāsaṅgikas, however, answer that the very words, ‘inherent existence’ or ‘own mode of being’, imply independence.


Also, the non-Prāsaṅgikas say that if phenomena were only designated in the sense of being unfindable among their bases of designation, they would not exist at all because the unfindable could not possibly be functional. However, for the Prāsaṅgikas the other schools have missed the meaning of ‘only designated’ or ‘only imputed’ (prajñapti-mātra, btags pa tsam); Prāsaṅgikas say that although this term means that the object designated is not its basis of designation, it does not imply non-functionality. It is a central but difficult point of the Prāsaṅgika-Mādhyamika system that what is merely designated can be functional, just as a girl created by a magician can attract an unwitting audience.


It is said that often when yogis think they are progressing in understanding the presentation of emptiness, they lose ground in understanding the presentation of conventional objects and that often when they think they are progressing in understanding the presentation of conventional objects, they lose ground in understanding the presentation of emptiness.10 It must be borne in mind that for one who has found the Prāsaṅgika view, progress in the presentation of emptiness aids in the presentation of conventional objects and progress in the presentation of conventional objects aids in the presentation of emptiness.


Through refuting only inherent existence and not refuting mere existence, the Prāsaṅgikas avoid the extreme of annihilation. Through affirming only nominal existence and not affirming inherent existence they avoid the extreme of permanence. In other words, they describe precisely how things do and do not exist. The lack of even nominal or designated existence would be an extreme of annihilation—an extreme of non-existence—because objects do exist imputedly. Inherent existence would be an extreme of permanence—an extreme of existence—because objects do not inherently exist.


The extremes are no nominal existence, which would mean no existence whatsoever, and inherent existence—the first being ‘finer’ and the second being ‘coarser’ than the correct presentation. The main extreme conceptions, therefore, are the conception that things do not designatedly exist and the conception that things exist inherently. The extremes do not exist, but their conceptions do and can be destroyed.


Many think that the Prāsaṅgikas have fallen to an extreme of nihilism, being no different from the Nihilists who deny the existence of rebirth, and so forth.11 The Prāsaṅgikas themselves refute any similarity; they say that one cannot ascertain the emptiness of former and later births through just the non-perception of former and later births. One must first identify what former and later births are and identify their existence. Then, through reasonings such as the present birth’s becoming a past birth when the future birth becomes the present birth, one identifies that past, present, and future births are mutually dependent and thus do not exist inherently. Identifying that former and later births do not exist inherently, one ascertains the emptiness of births. Such identification both of the positive subject (births) and the negative predicate (absence of inherent existence) is essential, for one cannot ascertain an emptiness just by seeing nothing.






Chart 1: Modes of Existence
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The Prāsaṅgikas view all four columns as equally non-existent, ultimately and conventionally. The Svātantrikas find columns one and two the same, denying these of all phenomena both ultimately and conventionally; they find columns three and four the same, affirming these conventionally for all phenomena, but not ultimately. The Chittamātrins affirm all four columns for emptiness and impermanent phenomena and deny the first three columns, but not the fourth, for imputed existents such as space. The Sautrāntikas Following Reasoning affirm all four columns for impermanent phenomena and deny the first three, but not the fourth, for permanent phenomena. The Vaibhāṣhikas affirm all four columns for ultimate truths, such as partless particles and partless moments of consciousness; however, they affirm only the second, third, and fourth columns for conventional truths, such as tables and houses.







The Nihilists referred to here are the Dialectician Nihilists and not the Meditating Nihilists, for some of the latter attain meditative clairvoyance and thereby realize a limited number of former and future births. The Dialectician Nihilists assert that future lives do not exist because no one is seen to come here to this life from a former life and no one is seen to go from this life to a future life. The Mādhyamikas, on the other hand, assert that future lives do not exist inherently because they are dependent-arisings or, in other words, because they are designated by terms and thoughts. However, they do not deny the existence of former and future lives. Both the theses and the reasons of the Nihilists and the Mādhyamikas are very different.
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Kanakamuni: the second Buddha of this era














3 Meditation: Identifying Self
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Jang-kya’s Presentation of Tenets


The Fifth Dalai Lama’s Sacred Word of Mañjushrī


Kay-drup’s Manual of Instructions on the View


Ling Rin-po-che’s oral teachings


Corresponding section of the translation pp. 708–11


JAM-YANG-ZHAY-PA DELINEATES FIVE stages in meditation on emptiness.12 These outline the progress of one newly developing the powers of meditation:


1how a beginner develops experience with respect to the view of emptiness


2how to cultivate a similitude of special insight based on a similitude of calm abiding


3how to cultivate actual special insight based on actual calm abiding


4how to cultivate direct cognition of emptiness


5how to meditate on emptiness during the second stage of Highest Yoga Tantra.




First Stage of Meditation on Emptiness


How a beginner develops experience with respect to the view of emptiness


During the first stage yogis gain an initial familiarity with the meaning of emptiness through one of several reasonings. They proceed through three basic essentials in meditation: identifying the object negated in the view of selflessness, ascertaining that selflessness follows from the reason, and establishing the reason’s presence in the subject.


The initial object of meditation is the selflessness of the person; the reasoning used is the sevenfold reasoning as set forth by Chandrakīrti.


1 Identifying the object negated in the theory of selflessness


First, one concentrates and clears one’s mind.13 Sitting quietly, one waits for the I to appear. If it does not, an appearance of it is created by thinking ‘I’, and with a subtle type of consciousness one watches the appearance.


If the consciousness that watches the appearance is too strong, one will not see the I, or it will appear and quickly disappear. Therefore, one should allow the consciousness conceiving I to be generated continuously, and through watching this I as if from a corner, one will gain a firm sense of it.


One could also imagine that one is being accused, even falsely, and watch the sense of I. One could remember an incident of false accusation, during which one thought, ‘I did not do this, I am being wrongly accused.’ By watching the I who is accused, a firm sense of the way that the non-analytical intellect apprehends I can be ascertained.


If the memory of such an accusation is not strong, a yogi cultivates it until the sense of I as misconceived by the innate non-analytical intellect is obvious. This innate mind does not analyze whether the I is the same as or different from mind and body. Without any reasoning and through the force of habituation, it conceives of an I that is as if self-sufficient, able to establish itself, established by way of its own character, or inherently existent from the very start and fused with the appearance of mind and body.14




Though such an I does not in reality exist, an image or concept of it does exist and will appear. It is initially difficult to identify the appearance of a concrete I, but in time it becomes obvious. Sometimes the I appears to be the breath, and sometimes the stomach as when one has an upset stomach and says, ‘I am sick.’15 Sometimes the I appears to be the eye, ear, nose, tongue, body, or mental consciousness. In sum, the I appears at times to be physical and at times mental. The Fifth Dalai Lama says that in the end the appearance of the I and the appearance of the mind and body are as if mixed like water and milk, undifferentiable, but so clear as to seem graspable with the hand.


Tsong-kha-pa’s disciple Kay-drup says in his Manual of Instructions on the View:16


If the mind thinking ‘I’ is not generated, you should fabricate the thought ‘I’ and immediately thereafter analyze its mode of appearance. You will thereby come to know its mode of appearance without mixing it with any other object . . . If you look gently from a corner without losing the consciousness thinking ‘I’, there is a separate mode of appearance of I to the consciousness which thinks ‘I’, and this appearance is not any of the mental and physical aggregates. The I does not appear to be just a nominal designation, but appears as if self-established. Through holding that the I exists the way it appears, you are bound in cyclic existence.


Can the I appear to be self-established if its appearance is undifferentiatedly mixed with that of mind and body? It would seem logically impossible for it to be self-established and yet mixed, but the innate intellect apprehending I does not analyze its object logically before, during, or after its apprehension. The appearance of a self-established I is mixed with the appearance of factors of mind and body but is not exactly the same. The present Dalai Lama’s Senior Tutor, Ling Rin-po-che, also known as Ling Lung-tok-nam-gyal-trin-lay (1903–83), said that if someone sticks a pin in your finger, you feel that the pin has been stuck in you and not just in your finger. You have a distinct sense of the I that is hurt.


In order to ascertain this appearance, it is extremely important to prolong subtle examination of it without letting it immediately disappear. Some teachers advise watching the I for a week or even months before proceeding to the second step.


It is interesting to note that the jīva or ‘limited individual being’ in Vedānta is often said to be the size of the thumb and located in the ‘heart’. In Vedānta the jīva is to be merged with the infinite self, Brahman, and in Buddhism the appearance of a concrete I is analyzed, found to be non-existent, and overcome, resulting eventually in a direct realization of emptiness in which the subject, the wisdom consciousness, is merged with its object, emptiness, like fresh water poured into fresh water.











4 Meditative Investigation
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2 Ascertaining that selflessness follows from the reason


The second of the three basic steps in meditation on the personal selflessness is the ascertainment that if the I exists the way it is conceived, then it must be either the same entity as the mental and physical aggregates or a different entity from those aggregates.17


If the I inherently exists, it must be either inherently the same entity as the aggregates or inherently a different entity from the aggregates. Sameness and difference of entity are mutually exclusive; if two things exist, they must be either the same or different. If the I is found to be neither inherently the same entity as the mind and body nor a different entity from them, then the I does not inherently exist.


Through the seven-fold reasoning, one attempts to infer that the I does not inherently exist as it appears to do. Such an inference cannot be generated if one has not ascertained that absence of inherent existence pervades, or occurs with, every instance of not being inherently the same as or different from the aggregates. In other words, a yogi must realize that whatever is inherently neither the same entity as nor a different entity from its basis of designation does not inherently exist. One must come to a firm conclusion that there is no third possibility of concrete existence. When one does, one begins to doubt the existence of the self in much the same way as one starts to doubt an old friend.18


3 Establishing the presence of the reasons in the subject


The seven-fold reasoning in brief is:


‘I’ do not inherently exist because of (i) not being the aggregates, (ii) not being an entity other than the aggregates, (iii) not being the base of the aggregates, (iv) not inherently being based on the aggregates, (v) not inherently possessing the aggregates, (vi) not being just the composite of the aggregates, and (vii) not being the shape of the aggregates.


The third step in meditation on emptiness—after identifying the inherently existent I and ascertaining that it must be either the same as or different from mind and body—is the establishment of the first reason as a quality of the I—proving that the I is not mind and body. Many reasons are suggested here, and each should be considered thoroughly until one is found which disturbs the notion that the I is mind and body.19 (The reasonings are explained in detail in Part Two.)


i Establishing that the I is not mind and body


The I is not the mental and physical aggregates because then the assertion of an I would be senseless. ‘I’ would be just another name for the aggregates.


The I is not the aggregates because just as the aggregates are many, so the selves would be many, or just as the I is one, so the aggregates would be one.


The I is not the aggregates because the I would be produced and would disintegrate just as the aggregates are produced and disintegrate. The I is not inherently produced and does not inherently disintegrate because if it did, memory of former births would be impossible. For, the two I’s of the different lifetimes would be unrelatedly different because they would be inherently other.


The I is not inherently produced and does not inherently disintegrate because then deeds done (karma) would be wasted as there would be no transmission of the potencies accumulated from actions since the I’s of the different lifetimes would be unrelated others.


The I is not inherently produced and does not inherently disintegrate because the I would meet with the results of actions not done by itself. If, on the other hand, the potencies accumulated from actions were transmitted, an I which was totally different from the I that committed the deeds would undergo the results of those deeds.


ii Establishing that the I is not different from mind and body


The I is not an entity other than mind and body because if it were, the I would not have the character of the aggregates, such as production, disintegration, abiding, form, experiencing, and realizing objects.


The I is not a separate entity from the mental and physical aggregates because if it were, there would be no basis for the designation I. The I would be a non-product, and non-products are changeless whereas the I obviously changes.


The I is not a separate entity from the aggregates because if it were, there would be no object to be apprehended as I. The I would be a non-product like nirvana or a non-existent like a flower in the sky.


The I is not a separate entity from the aggregates because if it were, the I would be apprehendable apart from the aggregates just as the character of form is apprehendable separate from the character of consciousness. But it is not.


iii Establishing that the I is not the base of mind and body


The I is not inherently the base of the mental and physical aggregates like a bowl for yogurt or like snow that exists throughout and surrounds a forest of trees because if it were, the I and the aggregates would be different entities. This has already been refuted in the second reasoning.


iv Establishing that mind and body are not the base of I


The I is not inherently based on the aggregates like a person living in a tent or like a lion living in a forest because if it were, the I and the aggregates would be different entities. This has already been refuted in the second reasoning.


v Establishing that the I does not inherently possess mind and body


The I does not inherently possess the aggregates in the way that a person possesses a cow because if it did, the I and the aggregates would be different entities. The I does not inherently possess the aggregates in the way that a person possesses his body or a tree its core because then the I and the aggregates would inherently be the same entity. These positions have already been refuted in the second and first reasonings.


vi Establishing that the I is not the composite of mind and body


The I is not just the composite of the aggregates because the aggregates are the basis of the designation I and an object designated is not its basis of designation. The I is not the composite of the aggregates because the composite of the aggregates does not inherently exist; if the composite of the aggregates were inherently one with the aggregates, the composites would be many like the aggregates, or the aggregates would be one like the composite. Also, if the composite of the aggregates were a different entity from the aggregates, it would be apprehendable apart from the aggregates and would not have the character of the aggregates. But this is not so.


vii Establishing that the I is not the shape of the body


The I is not the shape of the body because shape is physical and if the I were merely physical, it would not be conscious. Also, the shape of the body does not inherently exist because it is a composite of the shapes of the limbs of the body.


Without any further cogitation, one realizes that the I does not inherently exist. One has already ascertained that absence of inherent existence follows if a phenomenon is in none of these seven relationships with its bases of designation, and now one has seen that the I and body and mind can have none of these seven relationships. Therefore, the I does not exist as a concrete entity as it is perceived.


For beginners it is necessary to become acquainted with the reasoning over a long period of time before an understanding of emptiness can be generated. However, reasons do not require endless establishment because if every reason had to be established by another reason, one would never realize the main thesis.20 The reasons are established to a point where experience manifestly establishes them.21 If a person lacks this experience, it is necessary to seek other means, such as examples, to gain the necessary experience that establishes the reasons.












5 Dependent-Arising
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IF YOGIS ARE directed by their guru to meditate on the absence of inherent existence of the I through the reasoning of dependent-arising, they would meditate on the thought:


I do not inherently exist because of being a dependent-arising.


The meditation has three steps:


1 Identifying the object negated in the view of selflessness


This step is the same as that described in chapter three for the sevenfold reasoning. The yogi identifies the appearance of an I as if it covers its bases of designation and identifies how the mind assents to this appearance.


2 Ascertaining that selflessness follows from the reason


One ascertains that whatever is a dependent-arising does not inherently exist because inherent or independent existence is the opposite of dependent-arising.




3 Establishing the presence of the reason in the subject


The I is a dependent-arising because of being produced by contaminated actions and afflictions since the life of a being in cyclic existence is created by predispositions established by an action motivated by ignorance. (Even the virtuous deeds that give rise to happy migrations and the non-moving deeds that give rise to lives in the form and formless realms are motivated by ignorance with respect to the nature of the person.) The I is a dependent-arising because of achieving its entity in dependence on its parts—its former and later moments, mind and body, and so forth. The I is a dependent-arising because of being imputed in dependence on a consciousness that designates, ‘I’.


Without any further cogitation one cognizes that the I does not inherently exist because one has previously ascertained that whatever is a dependent-arising does not inherently exist and has now established the presence of the reason—being a dependent-arising—in the subject I. The brevity of the reasoning of dependent-arising illustrates why yogis initially use the sevenfold reasoning, which reveals in detail how the I cannot be found under analysis. The sign of dependent-arising is sufficient to show that the subject cannot be found under analysis; however, repeated investigation of dependent-arising is required before it is seen that analytical unfindability is concomitant with being a dependent-arising.


The reasoning of dependent-arising is also used for phenomena other than persons, such as the body:


The body does not inherently exist because of being a dependent-arising.


1 Identifying the object negated in the view of selflessness


One identifies an appearance of body wherein it seems as if inherently existent and self-established within the context of being undifferentiably mixed with the appearance of the five limbs and trunk. It is an appearance of body as if it covers the five limbs and trunk.




2 Ascertaining that selflessness follows from the reason


Whatever is a dependent-arising does not inherently exist because inherent existence means that which exists in and of itself, independent of others.


3 Establishing the presence of the reason in the subject


The body is a dependent-arising because of being produced by the blood of the mother and the semen of the father. The body is a dependent-arising because of attaining its own entity in dependence on its parts—arms, legs, head, trunk, and so forth. The body is a dependent-arising because of being imputed in dependence on arms, legs, head, trunk, and so forth.


Without any further cogitation one realizes that the body does not inherently exist. Again, the brevity of the reasoning may not be sufficient for a beginner in which case one could turn to the sevenfold reasoning:


The body does not inherently exist because of (1) not being the arms, legs, etc., (2) not being a separate entity from the arms, legs, etc., (3) not being the base of the arms, legs, etc., (4) not inherently depending on the arms, legs, etc., (5) not inherently possessing the arms, legs, etc., (6) not being the composite of the arms, legs, etc., and (7) not being the shape of the arms, legs, etc.












6 Diamond Slivers
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IF THE DIAMOND slivers are used as the mode of analysis, the meditation has six steps based on the thought:


The body is not inherently produced because of not being produced from self, from inherently existent others, from both, or causelessly.


1 Identifying the object negated in the view of selflessness


This step is the same as in the last two meditations. The appearance of a body covering the limbs and trunk is mixed with the appearance of the limbs and trunk and yet appears to exist in itself, to exist concretely.


2 Ascertaining that selflessness follows from the reason


Whatever is not produced from self, from inherently existent others, from both, or causelessly is not inherently produced because inherent production is limited to these four possibilities. Production is either caused or uncaused; and, if caused, the only possibilities are that the causes are the same entity as the effect, or a different entity from the effect, or both.


3 Establishing the presence of the first reason in the subject


The body is not produced from self (from what is the same entity as itself) (a) because, if it were, its production would be senseless and endless, (b) because what already exists in something is not produced from that something, (c) because it would contradict what the world manifestly sees, and (d) because the producer and the produced would be one.


4 Establishing the presence of the second reason in the subject


The body is not produced from causes which are inherently existent others because if it were, the body could be produced from anything that was other than it. For, inherently existent others are non-related others since otherness is their nature.


The body is not produced from causes which are inherently existent others because the body and its causes are not inherently existent others since the body does not exist simultaneously with its causes. For instance, the body at age ten does not exist simultaneously with the body at age five which is a cause of it. However, if cause and effect were inherently other, the body that is approaching production would have to exist at the time of the activity of its approaching production because this activity depends on it.


Also, for causes, such as the parents or the body of an earlier age, to be causes of the present body which are inherently other than it, the causes would still have to exist because it is in relation to the causes that the body is other. How can a thing be inherently other than a thing that does not exist?


5 Establishing the presence of the third reason in the subject


The body is not produced from both itself and others because all the fallacies of production from self and from other descend on such a theory.


6 Establishing the presence of the fourth reason in the subject


The body is not produced causelessly because then the copulation of the parents for the sake of conceiving a child would be senseless. The mother’s care of the child in the womb and later after birth would be senseless. Making effort to nourish the body for the sake of future health would be senseless. For, the body would arise causelessly.


The body is not produced causelessly because if it were, a body could be produced even from a chair or a door, because everything would arise from everything.


Yogis first identify the body as a product and then see that what is inherently produced must be produced according to one of four possibilities. Thus, upon the establishment of the four reasons as qualities of the body, they realize without further cogitation that the body is not inherently produced. They then draw out the implications of this realization to include the cognition that the body does not inherently exist. For, if the body is a product and it is not inherently produced, it does not inherently exist.
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Kāshyapa: the third Buddha of this era
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IN THE PRĀSAṄGIKA system, the sevenfold reasoning, dependent-arising, and the diamond slivers are the three main forms of reasoning for establishing selflessness. Three other forms are the refutation of the four extreme types of production, the refutation of the four alternative types of production, and the reasoning establishing the lack of being one or many.


In the refutation of the four extreme types of production yogis would most likely take a phenomenon included within the personal continuum such as body or mind, but they might also take as their subject an external phenomenon, such as an apple:


An apple is not inherently produced because (1) an existent is not inherently produced, (2) a non-existent is not inherently produced, (3) what is both existent and non-existent is not produced, and (4) that which is neither existent nor non-existent is not produced.




1 Identifying the object negated in the view of selflessness


The yogi identifies the appearance of an apple wherein the apple seems as if it exists there from its own side without being designated by the subject. The very appearance of an apple toward the subject is the appearance of an inherently existing apple.


2 Ascertaining that selflessness follows from the reason


Whatever product is not ultimately produced as an existent, a non-existent, what is both existent and non-existent, or what is neither is not inherently produced. For, the possibilities of the nature of an effect are limited to these four.


3 Establishing the presence of the first reason in the subject


An inherently existent apple is not produced because what inherently exists must always exist and thus there would be no need for it to be produced. Or, an apple which is in all ways existent at the time of its causes is not produced because causes and conditions cannot create anything that already exists.


4 Establishing the presence of the second reason in the subject


A non-existent apple is not produced because if it were, the horns of a rabbit or the hairs of a turtle could also be produced. Or, an apple is not newly inherently produced because of not existing at the time of its causes, as is the case with a lotus in the sky. For, whatever is inherently produced must always exist because if it did not exist at some time, it would always be inherently non-existent.


Also, an apple would have to exist at the time of its causes because the action of the apple’s approaching production exists simultaneously with the action of its causes’ approaching cessation. Since the apple is the base of the action of its approaching production, it must exist together with its action if the two are findable. Thus, the apple would have to exist at the time of the seed of the tree that produces it, but this is not the case.




5 Establishing the presence of the third reason in the subject


An apple that is both existent and non-existent is not produced because there is no such thing, since existence and non-existence are mutually exclusive.


6 Establishing the presence of the fourth reason in the subject


An apple that is neither existent nor non-existent is not produced because there is no such thing.


Yogis then realize without further cogitation that an apple does not inherently exist; in other words, they know that a concrete apple such as earlier appeared to their mind does not exist. A vacuity that is the negative of such an apple appears to their mind, and they remember the meaning of this vacuity much as a man, who searched thoroughly for his prize bull in his four pastures and did not find it, would not forget the loss of his bull when he returned home.22


In the refutation of the four alternative types of production the subject meditated upon might be an eye consciousness:


An eye consciousness is not inherently produced because of not being a case (1) of one inherently producing one, (2) of many inherently producing one, (3) of one inherently producing many, or (4) of many inherently producing many.


1 Identifying the object negated in the view of selflessness


The yogi identifies the appearance of an eye consciousness as if it exists in its own right without dependence on designation by thought or terms, as if it exists covering the moments of consciousness which are its basis of imputation.


2 Ascertaining that selflessness follows from the reason


Whatever product is not a case of one producing one, many producing one, one producing many, or many producing many is not inherently produced because the possibilities of inherently existent production are limited to these four.


3 Establishing the presence of the first reason in the subject


An eye consciousness is not a case of one cause inherently producing one effect because if it were, two of the three aspects of an eye consciousness (being a conscious entity, having power with respect to colors and shapes, and being generated in the image of its object) would be uncaused.


4 Establishing the presence of the second reason in the subject


An eye consciousness is not a case of many causes inherently producing one effect because if it were, only one of the three aspects of an eye consciousness would be produced.


5 Establishing the presence of the third reason in the subject


An eye consciousness is not a case of one cause producing many effects because if it were, the three aspects of an eye consciousness would not have individual causes.


6 Establishing the presence of the fourth reason in the subject


An eye consciousness is not a case of many causes producing many effects because if it were, the one general eye consciousness would be uncaused and its three aspects caused.


Thereby, yogis without further cogitation realize that an eye consciousness is not inherently produced and thus does not inherently exist. They absorb the import of this realization, and if it becomes weaker, they perform the analysis again until the cognition of non-finding returns in force. They try to become accustomed to this non-finding so that they will never think the opposite again.


The reasoning establishing the lack of being one or many has already been illustrated in the sevenfold reasoning in the sense that the I does not inherently exist because of not inherently being one with or different from the aggregates. However, another form of the reasoning establishing the lack of being one or many is illustrated here in the example of a house:


A house does not inherently exist because of not inherently being one and not inherently being many.


1 Identifying the object negated in the view of selflessness


Yogis call to mind a house and identify the appearance of the house as a whole existing in its own right. The inherently existent house is what they might point to when pointing a house out to someone else. Findability is pointability,23 and the yogi works for a long time to catch a sense of just what is being pointed out, knowing that it is important to stay with an appearance of inherent existence both so that it becomes well known and so that the ramifications of its absence can be felt.


2 Ascertaining that selflessness follows from the reason


Whatever is neither inherently one nor inherently many does not inherently exist because these two positions exhaust all possibilities of inherently existent things. Yogis accustom themselves to this fact by considering hundreds of objects, such as house, boards, group, members, glass, mind, and so forth and seeing that from a specific point of view they are each either one or many. For instance, a group is definitely one from the point of view of the entity, group, and the members of a group are definitely many when considering the constituents of the group.


3 Establishing the presence of the first reason in the subject


A house is not inherently one because of having parts. Whatever has parts cannot have an inherent nature of oneness because then a plurality of parts would be impossible.




4 Establishing the presence of the second reason in the subject


A house is not inherently many because there is no inherently existent oneness. When a part of a composite is refuted, the composite which is composed of those parts is also refuted. Since the many is composed of ones, refuting inherently existent oneness refutes inherently existent manyness.


Through having ascertained the pervasion and having established the reasons as qualities of the subject, the yogis realize without any further cogitation that a house does not inherently exist. They know then that there is nothing they can actually point to when identifying a house. By recognizing that there is no house which covers its parts, they remain in the force of this realization as long as possible, not allowing the vacuity which is a negative of a pointable house to become a mere nothingness.


The main object of meditation during the first stage of meditation on emptiness is the I.24 Through the sevenfold reasoning yogis come to realize that a self-established I, covering its bases of designation, does not exist at all anywhere at any time. They perceive an utter vacuity that is the absence of such an I, and ascertain the mere elimination of the I that is negated in the view of selflessness with nothing positive in its place. They sustain this space-like realization, which is so called because just as space is the mere absence of obstructive contact, so the selflessness that they see is the mere absence of such a self. When their certitude of the non-existence of an inherently existent I weakens, they again reflect a little on the reasoning and renew the strength of the view of the emptiness of a self-established I.


The yogi during this stage of meditation has generated an inferring consciousness that realizes the emptiness of the person, and this consciousness has no ascertainment of knower and the object known. All the elaborations of subject and object are said to disappear in the sense that a consciousness that infers emptiness does not ascertain subject and object; however, subject and object still appear at this time. Though appearing, they are not determined, for a consciousness inferring emptiness does not identify the object, emptiness, and the subject, the cognizing wisdom. The only phenomenon that is ascertained is the mere absence of a self-established I such as usually appears to the mind. It is not even thought, ‘This is emptiness.’ 25


In an inferential realization of emptiness, an emptiness is cognized conceptually or through the medium of an image. Despite the profound nature of such inferential intuition, direct realization is yet to be attained.












8 Calm Abiding





Sources


Pa-bong-ka’s Lectures on the Stages of the Path


Jam-yang-zhay-pa’s Great Exposition of the Concentrations and Formlessnesses


Jam-yang-zhay-pa’s Great Exposition of Tenets


La-ti Rin-po-che’s oral teachings


Ge-she Gedün Lodrö’s oral teachings


Second Stage of Meditation on Emptiness


How to cultivate a similitude of special insight based on a similitude of calm abiding


The second stage of meditation on emptiness is the mode of cultivating a similitude of special insight based on a similitude of calm abiding.26 During it, the yogi achieves calm abiding, defined as a stabilization arisen from meditation and conjoined with special pliancy. Etymologically, calm abiding (shamatha, zhi gnas) is explained as the mind’s abiding (sthā, gnas) on an internal object of observation upon the calming (shama, zhi) of distraction to the outside.




Prerequisites for Achieving Calm Abiding


The causal collections or prerequisites for achieving calm abiding are six:27


1 Staying in an agreeable place


This has five features:


a. Good acquisitions. One needs easily obtainable sustenance not involving wrong livelihood or offerings from sinful persons.


b. Salutary location. Staying in an area blessed by the former presence of holy persons affords blessings, but if such is not available, one should at least not stay where those who have lost their vows dwell, where the spiritual community has undergone disturbance, or where there are fierce animals, robbers, non-human evil spirits, and so forth.


c. Salutary place. The place should not generate hot or cold diseases, and the area and water should be agreeable.


d. Salutary friends. It is harmful for beginners to stay alone without friends, and thus one should have at least three companions whose views and behavior are concordant and whose presence promotes conscientiousness. Also, since sound is the thorn of concentration, one needs to be free of the sound of humans during the day and of dogs and water, etc., at night.


e. Possession of the pleasant ‘articles’ of yoga. Through hearing and thinking one should eliminate false ideas with respect to the object of meditation and become skilled in the essentials of practice.


2 Few desires


One should not have desire for food, clothing, and so forth, either of good quality or in great quantity.


3 Knowing satisfaction


One should be satisfied with gaining only mediocre food and clothing, for if one is not and instead is attached to them, one will be distracted to the purposes of accumulating and keeping wealth, and meditative stabilization will not be generated.


4 Pure ethics


The pacification of subtle internal distraction depends on abandoning coarse external distractions; hence, ill behavior of body and speech should be restrained and pacified through proper ethics, for if one is dominated by coarse discursiveness, one’s mind will not abide in a natural state.


5 Forsaking commotion


If commotion is not abandoned, time will be passed in senseless activities and conversation, etc. Thus, for the sake of generating concentration, one needs few purposes and few activities—this coming of its own accord if a meditator has few desires and knows satisfaction. For one-pointed practice, astrology, medical practice, prophecy, performing rites, and so forth must be forsaken. Also making effort at something of small purpose, such as a minor topic of scholarship, does not achieve the essential purpose, much like being attached to sugar-cane but not taking the sugar.


6 Thoroughly abandoning thoughts of desire and so forth


One must turn the mind away from these through contemplating their faults and reflecting on impermanence.


Pa-bong-ka states that if all these prerequisites are complete and one practices with effort, the achievement of calm abiding will not take more than six months.


The Object of Calm Abiding


Calm abiding must be achieved with respect to an internal or imagined object, and thus even when non-Buddhists use a pebble or stick as the object, these are only bases of later imagination by the mental consciousness; one cannot achieve calm abiding with the eye consciousness.28 The Buddhist scholar-yogi Nāgabodhi, being unable to achieve progress with other objects, imagined that the horn of a buffalo had grown from his own head, since he was familiar with it; however, in general for a Buddhist not just any object is suitable. Rather, the object itself should aid in the process of eliminating the chief faults obstructing meditative stabilization: laxity and excitement. To aid in eliminating laxity, it should be easier, upon observing the object, to generate faith and enthusiasm, and to aid in eliminating excitement, it should be easier to hold the mind to that object and generate sobriety.


The object with respect to which calm abiding is achieved should possess a special purpose.29 Observation of emptiness, as here in the second stage of meditation on emptiness, has the special feature of facilitating generation of special insight, but emptiness—due to its profundity—is a difficult object for beginners. Unless memory of the realization of emptiness during the first stage remains firm, since one must temporarily forsake analysis and remain only in stabilizing meditation in order to achieve calm abiding, the ascertainment of emptiness can weaken to the point where one is no longer meditating on emptiness but on nothingness. Such meditation would only increase ignorance, and thus many choose a different object.


It is said that the desirous should concentrate on ugliness, reflecting on (1) the ugliness of pain, (2) the relative ugliness of the beautiful in dependence on something more beautiful, (3) the ugliness of the afflictions, (4) the ugliness of rapid disintegration, or (5) the ugliness of filthy substances.30 The hateful should concentrate on love, wishing help and happiness for friends, enemies, and neutral persons. The ignorant should concentrate on the dependent-arising of cyclic existence (see pp. 269–77). The proud should concentrate on the six constituents in their own continuum—earth, water, fire, wind, space, and consciousness (see p. 645)—thereby overcoming the conception of the body as an amorphous whole and attaining a discrimination of ugliness by seeing the parts, such as fat; by this means pride is deflated. Those with too much discursiveness should concentrate on the inhalation and exhalation of breath. These five types of objects are called objects of observation for purifying behavior and have the special feature of facilitating the conquest of desire and so forth and thus aid in the generation of meditative stabilization.


Those in whom either desire, hatred, obscuration, pride or discursiveness predominate should choose an object as outlined above because without overcoming the vibrancy of the afflictions by way of those objects of observation, firm meditative stabilization cannot be attained.31 Hence, the desirous temporarily should not use joy, love, or the like as the object of observation. Similarly, the hateful should not concentrate on suffering, and those with predominate discursiveness should not use bright objects, etc. A particular object of observation, however, is not specified for those whose afflictions are small or of equal strength; they may use any of these.


It is said that observation of the body of a Buddha is better than all others because it not only has the special feature of facilitating the achievement of meditative stabilization through its blessings but also has the special feature of completing the collections of merit as well as enhancing later cultivation of deity yoga in tantra.32 At the point when the object of observation—a Buddha body—becomes firm, ordinary appearances are replaced by pure appearances, and one sees a Buddha night and day; through this, one becomes a suitable vessel for Secret Mantra. Also, through a Buddha’s always appearing to the mind, one accumulates the merit of seeing a limitless number of Buddhas, whereby innumerable benefits, such as not being overcome by pain even in dire circumstances, arise.


Thus, in order to aid in the development of calm abiding, yogis might not take emptiness as their object of observation. However, once the object is chosen, they would not switch from it to another until a fully qualified calm abiding has been achieved, much as one would not change the place of friction when trying to ignite a fire by rubbing two sticks together.33 During this period, continuous effort without, for instance, resting for a day or two, is required.


Faults and Antidotes in Developing Calm Abiding


In the process of developing calm abiding a yogi overcomes five faults through eight antidotes (see Chart 2).34


1 Laziness


The first fault, laziness, involves either not wishing to engage in cultivating meditative stabilization or the inability to continue the practice once begun. Laziness is of three types: indolence through attachment to sleep and so forth; adhering to non-virtuous activities of desire and so forth; and a sense of inadequacy, thinking, ‘I cannot do this’. Thus, laziness is not just sluggishness but also the factor of enthusiasm for afflictions, as well as a false sense of inadequacy. The three types of laziness cause procrastination and are overcome through faith, aspiration, exertion, and pliancy.


Faith is mainly conviction in the qualities of meditative stabilization and its fruits, but also includes both the faith of clarity, which is a captivation with those qualities, and the faith that is the wish to attain those qualities. In order to attain faith in meditative stabilization, it is necessary to contemplate the disadvantages of not having stabilization—such as losing the value of virtuous practice through distraction—and the advantages of having it—such as steadiness of mind whereby feats, clairvoyance, magical emanation, and so forth can be achieved. Also, with stabilization sleep turns into meditative stabilization, afflictions lessen, and spiritual paths are easily generated in the mental continuum. The faith that sees these qualities induces aspiration, which involves a seeking of meditative stabilization.


Aspiration, in turn, induces effort, which here is an enthusiasm for meditative stabilization, leading to exertion, which acts as the antidote to the three types of laziness. As will be explained later, exertion eventually generates a mental and physical pliancy or serviceability that is the final antidote to laziness.




Chart 2: Faults of Meditative Stabilization and their Antidotes
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2 Forgetting the advice


The second fault, forgetting the advice from one’s lama on the object of meditation, means to lose the object of observation, the pole to which the elephant of the mind is being tied with the rope of mindfulness in order to be brought under control by the hook of introspection. Forgetfulness here is an afflicted mindfulness—taking to mind a non-virtuous object through the power of excitement, laxity, and so forth. It is overcome through mindfulness which is defined as having the function of non-forgetfulness with respect to a familiar phenomenon. This non-afflicted mindfulness has three features:




a. Objective feature: a familiar object. If emptiness is the object of observation, familiarity with it was gained during the first stage of meditation on emptiness; there, with realization of absence of inherent existence, one ‘found’ the object. If, on the other hand, the body of a Buddha is the object of observation, familiarity is gained through repeated viewing of a picture or image and then causing it to appear to the mind.


b. Subjective feature: non-forgetfulness within observation of that object. With mindfulness, the aspects of the object appear continuously without forgetfulness, as in being mindful of food when hungry.


c. Functional feature: causing the mind not to scatter to other objects of observation.


One must hold to the object of observation with a tight mode of apprehension without distraction; only that object should appear to the mind.


3 Non-identification of laxity and excitement


Then, when mindfulness is able to hold the mind to the object of observation, the third fault, non-identification of laxity and excitement, arises. Laxity is defined as the mental factor of declination in the mind’s mode of apprehension when cultivating virtue; it is an internal distraction, a depression in the intensity of the mind’s clarity. In a coarse neutral form of laxity the object is not seen, as if one had entered into darkness. This is a time of suddenly losing the intensity of the factor of clarity, losing the object, and being unable to move the mind to any object; in this state, the mind abides in a subjective clarity, but without intensity, and is unable to remain on the object of observation. Another form of coarse laxity occurs when the mind has stability in the sense of abiding on its virtuous object of observation but lacks clarity; this is a virtuous form of laxity due to the mind’s abiding on a virtuous object. Subtle laxity occurs when one has the stability of not losing the mode of apprehension of the object as well as clarity, but lacks an intensity of clarity due to having loosened the strength of the mode of apprehension.


Since both subtle laxity and actual meditative stabilization have stability and clarity, it is difficult to distinguish between the two. The factor distinguishing meditative stabilization, however, is an intensity of clarity. An absence of intensity refers to a looseness of mind and can occur within the stability of being able to stay on the object; firming of the factor of stability within this looseness acts as a cause of subtle laxity. Having an intensity of clarity, on the other hand, means that the mind dwells tightly on the object of observation. Having or not having this intensity is compared to loosely or tightly holding a bowl, or the difference between usual faith in a lama and the particularly strong faith that is occasionally generated when a tightening in the mode of apprehension occurs.


Since in a state of subtle laxity the movement of the breath in the nostrils can stop, resulting in a firm mind for even an entire day, some have mistaken this for meditative stabilization and have even advised loosening the mode of apprehension of the object. They have confused this with a similar occurrence in the stage of completion of Highest Yoga Tantra upon the entering, remaining, and dissolving of the winds in the central channel; in the latter, however, the movement of the abdomen also stops and profound states are induced. From mis-identifying subtle laxity as meditation, not only can the four concentrations and four formless absorptions not be achieved, but also in this lifetime itself forgetfulness will increase and wisdom diminish, resulting in cultivating—as if intentionally—the means of achieving rebirth as an animal.


Though lethargy and drowsiness can lead to laxity, laxity is neither of them. Lethargy is a heaviness of body and mind, included within obscuration and accompanying all root and secondary afflictions (see p. 257), whereas laxity is a factor of withdrawal inside and thus cannot accompany the afflictions of desire, hatred, and so forth, which are distractions outside. Lethargy darkens and obscures the mind whereas laxity does not. However, the mention of laxity here as a fault in meditative stabilization implicitly includes lethargy, sleep, and so forth. Within laxity itself, two types are to be distinguished, one which is an over-withdrawal of the mind inside and another which is a mere diminishment of the mind’s mode of apprehension.


Excitement is a disquiet of the mind and scattering to an object of desire—mindfulness of a pleasant object, such as remembering at night a dance seen during the day. Since excitement is a secondary affliction included within the factor of desire, not all scatterings are instances of excitement, as when the mind scatters to an object of anger or even to another virtuous object. Although all scattering harms meditative stabilization and is implicitly included in the mention of excitement, it is not stated explicitly because those newly cultivating meditative stabilization are of the Desire Realm. They must mainly cease attachment to pleasant forms, sounds, odors, tastes, and tangible objects whereas scattering to virtuous or hated objects is less frequent and for shorter periods. However, when cultivating calm abiding, scattering to pleasant or unpleasant objects or to virtuous ones, such as becoming mindful of making donations, interrupts the stabilizing of the mind and, therefore, must be stopped.


Coarse excitement is a case of losing the object of observation in forgetfulness, whereas in subtle excitement the object is not lost, but a corner of the mind is involved in fast-moving thought such that a pleasant object is about to appear to the mind. The state of subtle excitement is compared to water moving about under ice on a frozen river.


The antidote to non-identification of laxity and excitement is introspection that quickly recognizes them. Like a spy, introspection investigates and determines whether or not laxity and excitement have arisen. Constant cultivation of introspection would prevent stability; yet, if introspection were not cultivated at all, one would not know the faults that had already occurred, like allowing a thief to enter and carry off the wealth; therefore, one must prepare mindfulness beforehand and then occasionally initiate inspection of whether laxity and excitement have arrived or not. As in the example of (1) holding a cup of tea with the hand, (2) holding it firmly, and (3) investigating with the eye to see if it is tilted, (1) mindfulness holds to the object of observation, (2) the mode of apprehension is tightened, and (3) introspection analyzes whether laxity and excitement have arisen or not.


4 Non-application


When either laxity or excitement have arisen, non-application of their antidotes is a fault. Application—the mental factor of intention which here is an engagement in a virtuous object—is necessary as its antidote.


Antidotes to laxity. Since subtle laxity is a case of having both the stability of being able to remain on the object and subjective clarity but of lacking intensity, it is not necessary to leave the meditative session or switch to another object when it arises. Rather, it is sufficient merely to tighten the mode of apprehension; however, if it is tightened too much, excitement will be generated, and thus a moderation of tightness and looseness is necessary, as is the case with the strings of a violin for achieving a pleasant sound. If one suspects that excitement is about to be generated, one should loosen the mode of apprehension a little, whereas if one suspects that laxity is about to be generated, one should tighten a little. The mid-point between these is known only through experience. However, just as there is greater danger from an enemy within one’s own circle because of the difficulty of identification, so there is greater danger of mistaking laxity for meditative stabilization, and thus tightness should be emphasized.


If, having tried to tighten the mind, one is unable to remove the fault of subtle laxity and experiences a lack of clarity in the mode of apprehension, coarse laxity has arrived. This is the fault of over-withdrawing the mind inside; to counter it, one should ‘extend’ the object a little, increasing it in brilliance or noticing its details. If this still does not remove laxity, one should leave the object of observation and invigorate this depressed mind by cultivating joy—reflecting on the difficulty of finding the meaningful life of leisure and fortune as a human, on the auspicious attributes of the Three Jewels, on the advantages of relying on a spiritual guide, or on the benefits of the altruistic intention to become enlightened. One can also take to mind a luminous object or imagine great acts of charity. If the mind heightens through such techniques and awakens, one should again apprehend the original object of observation. For those who are not used to these techniques, it is difficult for them to help immediately; however, for one who is familiar with them, contemplating, for instance, the difficulty of finding this meaningful life of leisure and fortune is like throwing cold water on the face.


However, if laxity is still not removed, one can use the forceful method of imagining one’s own mind as a drop of white light at the heart and with the sound ‘phaṭ’ causing it to exit from the crown of the head, ascend high in the sphere of the sky, and mix undifferentiably with the sky.


If laxity is still not removed, one should leave the session and remove the causes that generate it—lethargy, sleep, darkened mind, and so forth—by staying in a cool area, going to a high place with a vast view, walking about, washing the face with cold water, and so forth. When, having done this, the mind has awakened, one should, as before, apprehend the object of observation.


Antidotes to excitement. Subtle excitement is a case of distraction within not losing the object; its arising is due to the fault of having tightened the mind too much, and thus one should loosen the mode of apprehension a little. If that does not help and one is still distracted, then coarser excitement has been generated. Since this is caused by a happy mind, one should not be too happy, for progress will be impeded, as was the case with Buddha’s father who did not achieve the state of Stream Enterer due to being too happy at his son’s success. At this point, it is not necessary to leave the session; rather, one should contemplate sources of sobriety, such as death, impermanence, cyclic existence, and the sufferings of bad migrations.


If excitement is still not removed, one can use a forceful method of eliminating it, such as observing the inhalation and exhalation of the breath when dominated by discursiveness; exhaling, one should think, ‘Going there’, and when inhaling, ‘Coming here’. Or, one can mentally count the breaths, counting in rounds up to ten, back to one, up to ten, back to one, and so forth.35 If, though this is done, excitement is not eliminated, one should temporarily leave the session.


Since beginners can only remain in contact with the object of observation for short periods, initially one should meditate in brief sessions even eighteen times a day; in due course stability will be achieved of its own accord, at which time the session can be lengthened. It is important not to try at first to meditate for long periods; otherwise, upon sight of the meditation cushion, one will feel nausea and laziness. The session should be left while it is going well, when one still feels that it would go well if continued.


5 Over-application


When laxity and excitement have been eliminated, application of their antidotes is a fault preventing stability of mind; as its antidote one uses equanimity, that is, one desists from applying the techniques for pacifying laxity and excitement, such as invigorating the mind, withdrawing it inside, and so forth. This is a loosening of, or leaving off, the exertion involved in those antidotes—an equanimity that causes the mind to abide naturally on the object of observation accompanied by intense clarity. This occurs on the ninth state of mind (to be explained below) when one loosens the exertion of the introspection investigating whether laxity and excitement have arisen without, however, loosening either mindfulness or the intensity of the mode of apprehension of the object.


As Pa-bong-ka concludes:36






Having completed the prerequisites for calm abiding in a place having the five qualifications and so forth, one sits on a comfortable cushion [in a posture] having the seven features of Vairochana. A Shākyamuni, only a finger-length high, separates from the lama on one’s head and is set in space [about six feet] in front of one’s navel [or at eye level]. Initially, the object of observation will not be clear and one does not need to make it so. For if mere generalities of the parts—head, arms, legs and so forth—and a mere sense of flashing gold appear and if mindfulness keeps the mind undistractedly [on the object] without forgetfulness and with a tight mode of apprehension, this mode of sustaining [meditation] through such mindfulness alone contains all the ways of eliminating laxity and excitement. This is an unparalleled quintessential instruction to be held in the heart by great meditators, for the tight mode of apprehension eliminates laxity and non-distraction eliminates excitement.


If, when meditating this way, stability arises, then because one has come closer to laxity, one should be wary of it, [increasing] clarity and tightening the mode of apprehension. However, if clarity arises, one is closer to excitement and thus should be wary of excitement and seek stability.


One should not pretend to be achieving meditative stabilization while not knowing what is needed to possess it; rather, one should definitely achieve a meditative stabilization possessing the two features of (1) stability in general, but mainly (2) clarity with a tight mode of apprehension. As explained above in detail, mindfulness holds the object of observation without losing it, and at that time whether coarse or subtle laxity or excitement are about to arise, introspection immediately recognizes them, and they are stopped through directly relying on their specific antidotes. Then, when laxity and excitement are eliminated, one should not make the exertion of the antidotes but abide one-pointedly on the object of observation, sustaining it with great clarity that possesses intensity.





Nine States in Developing Calm Abiding


There are nine states or levels in the process of developing calm abiding (see Chart 3), of which the first two occur during the first stage of meditation on emptiness; the remaining seven occur during the second. Although actual meditative stabilization (samādhi) is associated with calm abiding, each of the preliminary nine states is called a meditative stabilization due to being an instance of the development of the mental factor with that name (see p. 239).37


1 Setting the mind


The first state is a meditative stabilization that, following the hearing of advice for meditation, withdraws the mind from all external objects of observation and aims it at an internal object. It is achieved through the power of hearing advice from a lama about an object of observation because initially one merely sets the mind on the object based on that advice, not from a natural familiarity gained by thinking on it again and again. Aside from only occasional placement on the object, the mind mostly cannot remain on it, and thus a continuum of setting cannot be established.


Through the force of engaging in investigating and analyzing what the mind is doing, one recognizes the mind’s becoming lost due to scattering and excitement and consequently has the sense that thoughts are increasing. However, thought has not actually become more manifold; it is just being identified.


If the emptiness of the I is used as the object, the wrong view of the inherent existence of the person predominates due to previous familiarity such that the correct view is actually only an occasional interruption in the stream of distraction.38






Chart 3: States and Factors in Achieving Calm Abiding (read from bottom to top)
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2 Continuous setting


The second state is a meditative stabilization that involves an ability to lengthen a little the continuum of observing an object without distraction. It is achieved through the power of thought because, due to sustaining the continuum of tying the mind to the object of observation through repeated thought, one is for the first time able to extend that continuum a little. One can remain undistracted for the period that it would take to recite one hundred oṃ maṇi padme hūṃ. Still, distraction during this phase exceeds abiding on the object.


The first two states arise in the manner of forcible engagement since it is necessary to force or tighten the mind with striving. Despite this, laxity and excitement frequently and continuously arise, the one being generated after the other like a waterfall, such that the mind cannot be set in meditative stabilization.


During the second state one has the sense that thought is resting because it sometimes quiets and sometimes is generated. The difference between the first two states is that during the second the mind remains longer on the object of observation, be it the absence of inherent existence of the person or the body of a Buddha, etc.


3 Re-setting or withdrawal and setting


The third state is a meditative stabilization that, due to slight familiarity with the object of observation, returns or re-ties the mind to it through mindfulness’s immediate realization of distraction. Like putting a patch on cloth, the mind is returned to the continuum of observation through immediate recognition of distraction, which, therefore, is less frequent than in the previous state. This is the time when powerful mindfulness is generated, and thus the third state is said to be achieved through its power.


The difference between the second and third states is that the third involves a shorter continuum of distraction, and thus here ‘meditation’—from the trilogy of hearing, thinking, and meditating—begins, although in a looser sense one was meditating earlier.39 In the same vein, ‘analytical meditation’ is technically possible now even though analysis occurred earlier. However, since analysis at this point would obstruct attainment of calm abiding, the yogi does not analyze but instead attempts to remain one-pointedly on, as in the two examples, the emptiness realized analytically during the first stage of meditation or the body of a Buddha.


4 Close setting


The fourth state is a meditative stabilization that involves an improved stability of mind, its having been withdrawn from the vast array of objects by the power of mindfulness. During the previous state distraction was abandoned through recognizing it, and thus the mind is now, with effort, set just on its object. From having generated strong mindfulness, losing the object no longer occurs; thus, the fault of forgetting the lama’s advice on the object no longer arises. This ability to remain on the object without losing it is the great difference between the third and fourth states.


The fourth state is achieved through the power of mindfulness because strong mindfulness is able to tie the mind closer and closer to its object of observation. With this state, like an adult, mindfulness has matured, or, in other words, its power has been completed. Although the object is never lost and thus coarse excitement has ceased, powerful laxity and excitement still occur; hence it is necessary to rely on their antidotes.


5 Disciplining


The fifth state is a meditative stabilization that involves a liking for meditative stabilization through having seen with experience its advantages. With the fulfillment of powerful mindfulness in the last state, introspection also becomes powerful, whereby it recognizes the faults of scattering to objects of discursiveness as well as secondary afflictions and does not allow such scattering. Thus, this state and the next are said to be achieved by the power of introspection.




Since during the fourth state the mind was strongly withdrawn inside, the danger of subtle laxity on the fifth is great. One must with powerful introspection distinguish subtle laxity and, through contemplating the advantages of meditative stabilization, revivify the mind. The withdrawal of the mind practiced over the first three stages culminates in the fourth with the ability to stay on the object, but this withdrawal itself proceeds too far, and now it is necessary to apply the antidotes to subtle laxity. Through contemplating the auspicious qualities of meditative stabilization, such as the resultant clairvoyances and the ability to penetrate the meaning of difficult topics such as emptiness, one takes joy in meditative stabilization. The difference between this and the former state is that now coarse laxity does not arise.


6 Pacifying


The sixth state is a meditative stabilization that stops distraction, knowing its faults through experience in dependence on introspection. Due to the mind’s becoming overly invigorated during the fifth state, here on the sixth the danger of generating subtle excitement is great. Powerful introspection recognizes it, whereupon even subtle excitement is viewed as a fault and stopped. Thus, the difference between this and the former state is that now there is no great danger that subtle laxity will arise and the arising of subtle excitement is less frequent. During the sixth state the power of introspection becomes fully developed.


7 Thorough pacifying


The seventh state is a meditative stabilization that involves enthusiasm for abandoning with exertion desirous attitudes, mental discomfort, lethargy, sleep, and so forth. Since the powers of mindfulness and introspection were fulfilled on earlier levels, it is difficult for laxity and excitement to arise; however, one must generate effort, view even subtle laxity and excitement as faults, and abandon them as much as possible. The difference between this and the former state is that here one does not need great qualms about the danger of coming under the influence of subtle laxity and excitement.


Whereas during the fifth and sixth states one has qualms that laxity and excitement could damage one’s concentration, during the seventh, effort is able to stop them such that they cannot greatly interrupt the process. Thus, the seventh and eighth states are achieved by the power of effort in the sense that through exertion even subtle discursiveness and secondary afflictions are abandoned, whereby laxity and excitement cannot interrupt meditative stabilization.


Although during the third through seventh states one can remain for a considerable time in a continuum of meditative stabilization without generating laxity and excitement, laxity and excitement do interrupt again and again at least in a minor way, and thus these states are characterized by interrupted engagement. During the first two states the mind is more out of meditative stabilization than in it, and thus the designation ‘interrupted engagement’—meaning an interruption of meditative stabilization—is not used with respect to them. Forcible engagement is specified for the first two states even though it occurs in the first seven, because the third through seventh also involve interrupted engagement.40


8 Making one-pointed, or making continuous


The eighth state is a meditative stabilization that involves the ability of continuous placement in meditative stabilization for an entire session without interruption by laxity and excitement due to the exertion of applying their antidotes. At the beginning of the session one relies on a little exertion directed at maintaining mindfulness with respect to the antidotes to laxity and excitement whereby one is able to sustain the session without even subtle laxity or excitement during that period.


The eighth state is achieved through the power of this small effort, and because not even subtle laxity and excitement arise, the state is characterized by uninterrupted engagement. During the earlier states, the enemies—laxity and excitement—were powerful, then decreased in strength, and now have completely degenerated; therefore, it is no longer necessary to rely on the exertion of introspection analyzing whether laxity or excitement have or are about to arise. The difference between the seventh and eighth states is this absence of laxity and excitement.


9 Setting in equipoise


The ninth state is a meditative stabilization devoid of the activity of thought due to the fact that meditative stabilization shines forth of its own accord from familiarity, without depending on the striving and exertion of maintaining mindfulness of antidotes. It is achieved through the power of familiarity with one-pointedness during the eighth state such that one engages wholly in meditative stabilization spontaneously, without exertion. Thus, the ninth state is characterized by spontaneous engagement, like recitation by one trained in it.


The difference between the eighth and ninth states is that the latter does not depend on striving and exertion. A similitude of calm abiding—a one-pointed mind included within the Desire Realm—is achieved.


Calm Abiding


Calm abiding is attained when the ninth state is conjoined with a fully qualified pliancy—a serviceability of body and mind.41 During the ninth state one can effortlessly abide in meditative stabilization free from even subtle laxity and excitement, but this is only a similitude of calm abiding. To attain actual calm abiding, special joy and bliss of physical and mental pliancy must be developed through again and again familiarizing with meditative stabilization.


The slight form of pliancy that is generated at the beginning of the ninth state increases to the point where mental pliancy is generated. This means that winds or currents of energy involved in unsalutary physical states are first calmed and leave the body through the top of the head,42 where a sense of bliss is generated, like the touch of a hot hand after shaving the head. Immediately thereafter, a mental pliancy, which is a pacification of the unsalutary states that make the mind heavy and prevent its usage in virtue at will, is generated, affording a serviceability of mind. Through its power, a wind of serviceability that induces physical pliancy moves throughout the body, causing separation from unsalutary physical states of roughness and heaviness and affording an ability to use the body at will in virtuous actions without any sense of hardship. In this way, a physical pliancy of smoothness and lightness in which the body is light like cotton and seems as if filled with this wind of physical pliancy is generated.


In dependence on this, a bliss of physical pliancy that has a nature of very pleasant smoothness and lightness is generated. Then, continued meditative equipoise generates a bliss of mental pliancy, in which one’s body seems to dissolve into the object of observation and no other phenomena appear, whereupon the mind is so buoyantly joyous that it is as if unable to remain on its object. When this buoyant joy is purified a little and the sense of bliss diminishes slightly, one attains an immovable pliancy concordant with meditative stabilization in the sense that the mind remains stably on the object of observation. Simultaneous with this, actual calm abiding is attained.


With calm abiding, one attains a mind included within the Form Realm as well as a preparation (sāmantaka, nyer bsdogs) for the first concentration which is called ‘not unable’ (anāgamya, mi lcogs med) because this mind can serve as the mental basis for the path consciousnesses that are the antidotes to all afflictions of the three realms—Desire, Form, and Formless. Thus, calm abiding is achieved when the mind is conjoined with physical and mental pliancy and is also in control in the sense of one’s being able to direct it to whatever object of observation one wishes.


When calm abiding is achieved, there are many signs of progress:


1the mind has the capacity to purify afflictions


2when in meditative equipoise, pliancy is quickly generated




3even subsequent to meditative equipoise, features of pliancy are generated


4with pliancy and meditative stabilization mutually increasing each other, sleep and meditative stabilization become mixed, and many pure appearances are seen in dreams


5during meditative equipoise all coarse appearances disappear, and the mind seems to have mixed with space


6when arising from the session, one has the sense of adventitiously gaining a body


7fewer afflictions are generated, and those that arise are weak and are immediately extinguished of their own accord


8the five obstructions–(1) aspiration to objects of the Desire Realm, (2) harmful intent, (3) lethargy and sleep, (4) excitement and contrition, and (5) doubt—mostly do not arise


9the mind’s factor of stability is firm like a mountain and the factor of clarity is such that it seems one could count the particles in a wall.


Though such calm abiding is a prerequisite for cognizing emptiness directly, its attainment alone does not cause one to achieve any of the five Buddhist paths–accumulation, preparation, seeing, meditation, or no more learning. Non-Buddhists proceed to generate the four concentrations and four formless absorptions, but since calm abiding alone can serve as the mental basis of path consciousnesses that overcome the afflictions from the root, it is not necessary for a Buddhist to do so (though all eventually do). The Buddhist turns to the cultivation of special insight.


Identifying the second stage of meditation on emptiness


If yogis use emptiness as the object of observation during cultivation of calm abiding, the experience with emptiness gained during the first of the five stages of meditation on emptiness becomes firmer during the second stage.43 One who is newly achieving calm abiding temporarily forsakes analysis during this second stage. Since during the first they developed a conceptual understanding of emptiness through inference by means of extensive analysis, during the second they concentrate on this image or concept of emptiness, desisting from further analysis while in the formal meditative session as it would interrupt their progress toward calm abiding. Between sessions, however, they might resort to analysis to renew their understanding of the absence of inherent existence; then, during the formal session, they merely set their mind on emptiness with continuous mindfulness and so forth, as explained above.


When they finally achieve calm abiding with respect to emptiness, they return to analysis, but this time with a highly developed mind in that it is stable, clear, intense, and serviceable. Still, too much analysis tends to disturb the factor of stability; so, they alternate between analytical and stabilizing meditation, using the same modes of analysis as in the first stage and then setting the mind on the content understood. If analysis is not done, the ascertainment of emptiness lessens, and if after analyzing, the mind is not set on the content thus ascertained, clarity is not attained.


When an object other than emptiness—such as the body of a Buddha—is used as the object of observation in developing calm abiding, the second stage of meditation on emptiness occurs after having attained calm abiding, at which point the yogis renew analytical investigation of emptiness. In either case, they must first achieve calm abiding and then strive to conjoin this stabilized mind with analysis of emptiness. The activity of analysis causes the mind of calm abiding to become slightly non-manifest, requiring the yogis to pass again through the nine states, but the second stage of meditation on emptiness is mainly the eighth state, making one-pointed.


In summary, whether one uses emptiness or another object as the object of observation in the development of calm abiding, one must achieve calm abiding first and then conjoin that mind with analytical investigation, cultivating a similitude of special insight based on a similitude of calm abiding. Even though one formerly attained actual calm abiding, one is not, on the second stage, able to retain a fully qualified calm abiding while analyzing. Analysis and stabilization are alternated for the sake of inducing calm abiding again, but this time with the difference of being induced by analytical meditation on emptiness, which during the second stage induces the eighth state of one-pointedness or even the ninth state of equipoise, but not actual calm abiding. When analytical meditation itself induces the eighth state, a yogi attains a similitude of calm abiding and a similitude of meditative equipoise (samāhita, mnyam bzhag).












9 Special Insight





Sources


Jam-yang-zhay-pa’s Great Exposition of the Concentrations and Formlessnesses


Jam-yang-zhay-pa’s Great Exposition of Tenets


Ngag-wang-leg-dan’s oral teachings


Kön-chok-jik-may-wang-po’s Presentation of the Grounds and Paths


Jang-kya’s Presentation of Tenets


His Holiness the Dalai Lama’s oral teachings


Third Stage of Meditation on Emptiness


How to cultivate actual special insight based on actual calm abiding


The third stage consists of the mode of cultivating actual special insight based on actual calm abiding.44 During the initial part of this phase, stabilizing meditation and analytical meditation are harmonized by alternating from the one to the other, for too much analysis would promote excitement and reduce the factor of stability whereas too much firmness would cause one not to want to analyze.


As explained in the previous chapter, one who previously used the body of a Buddha as the object of observation in cultivating calm abiding has switched to emptiness, analyzing the final nature of the I. Since one must pass through all four mental engagements—forcibly, interruptedly, non-interruptedly, and spontaneously engaging45—with respect to the emptiness of the I, they must again with tight mindfulness keep on the object, investigating its nature in the manner set forth for the first stage of meditation on emptiness, without straying to other objects or modes of analysis. When, through introspection, meditators see that excitement is about to arise, they alternate to stabilizing meditation, concentrating just on the meaning found through analysis. At this point, calm abiding is again induced with emptiness as the object of observation;46 however, this is still not special insight, which arises only when analytical meditation itself induces stability and thereby mental and physical pliancy.


Through this process of repeated alternation between analytical and stabilizing meditation, special insight—defined as a wisdom of thorough discrimination of phenomena conjoined with special pliancy induced by the power of analysis47—is generated. Its causal prerequisites are to have relied on an excellent being, to have sought much hearing of the doctrine, and to have contemplated properly the meaning heard.48 Etymologically, special insight (vipashyanā, lhag mthong) means sight (pashya, mthong) exceeding (vi, lhag) that of calm abiding because a clarity is afforded through analysis, different from the non-analysis during calm abiding.49 The arising of clarity upon repeated thought and analysis with regard to either a true or false object is a fact of dependent-arising. For, if rather than just remaining in stabilizing meditation after achieving calm abiding, one performs analytical meditation, one is able to induce a very firm meditative stabilization and powerful wisdom consciousnesses that act as powerful antidotes overcoming afflictions, and one is able easily to make previously non-manifest objects, such as emptiness, manifest.


Since both pliancy and the calm abiding of a one-pointed mind are induced by the power of analysis, the special insight which is a thorough discrimination of phenomena and the calm abiding which is a one-pointedness of mind operate in parallel at the same time and with equal power.50 Hence this is a union of special insight and calm abiding; within stabilization one is capable of strong analysis, which in turn induces even greater stabilization. Previously, analytical meditation was cultivated so that the mind would become of the entity of special insight, but at that time one did not have actual special insight which must be conjoined with calm abiding induced by analytical meditation; calm abiding and analysis were like the two ends of a scale, the one becoming slightly non-manifest when the other became manifest. Now, however, one has wisdom that is arisen from meditation, as contrasted to the wisdom arisen from thinking which was the ascertainment of emptiness by inferential valid cognition attained during the first stage and the wisdom arisen from hearing which was attained when the structure of the verbal teaching was determined. For beginners, that which differentiates a state arisen from meditation is the attainment of pliancy, and thus calm abiding marks the beginning of such states; however, with the attainment of special insight one has a wisdom arisen from meditation, pliancy having been induced by analysis. Unlike states arisen from hearing and thinking during which the object—emptiness—and the subject—the wisdom consciousness—appear to be unrelatedly distant and cut off, one now has the experience of piercing the object of observation, without the sense of subject and object as distant and cut off. Even though some dualistic appearance remains, the very coarse dualistic appearance of subject and object at the times of hearing and thinking has disappeared. One has the sense of approaching the state in which the wisdom consciousness and emptiness are like water put in water. It is for the sake of achieving such steady meditation that desisting from applying the antidotes to laxity and excitement is cultivated during the ninth state of equipoise.


Upon the attainment of a union of calm abiding and special insight with emptiness as the object, the path of preparation is attained.51 The path of preparation—which cannot be attained if one’s object is something other than emptiness, such as the four noble truths or the coarse personal selflessness—is the second of the five paths: accumulation, preparation, seeing, meditation, and no more learning. The Mahāyāna path of accumulation, which is so named because it marks the beginning of amassing the collections of merit and wisdom for the sake of enlightenment, was attained earlier when, after long training, one spontaneously generated the wish to attain highest enlightenment in order to establish all sentient beings in final happiness. The path of preparation is so named because the attainment of a union of calm abiding and special insight with emptiness as the object prepares yogis for their initial direct cognition of emptiness. On the path of preparation the conceptual aspect of the realization of suchness is gradually removed in four periods:52


1 Heat


The heat period of the path of preparation is a sign that the fire of the non-conceptual wisdom of the path of seeing will soon be generated. One newly attains a meditative stabilization that has clear conceptual perception of suchness.


2 Peak


Prior to the peak period of the path of preparation, roots of virtue could be annihilated through the force of anger and so forth, but now one has reached the peak, or end, of the instability of virtuous roots. One newly attains a ‘nirvana’ that is a passing beyond the sorrow of the annihilation of roots of virtue and newly attains a meditative stabilization that is a heightening of conceptual perception of suchness.


3 Forbearance


During the forbearance period of the path of preparation one newly attains an endurance, or lack of fear, with respect to the profound emptiness. One also attains a ‘nirvana’ that is a passing beyond the sorrow of bad migrations because one will no longer be born as a hell-being, hungry ghost, or animal through the force of contaminated actions and afflictions (though one might choose to be born there to be of service to such beings). One thoroughly attains conceptual, clear perception of suchness and newly attains a meditative stabilization wherein an appearance of the object meditated—emptiness—is no longer ascertained in contradistinction to the subject—the mind of special insight.


4 Supreme mundane qualities


This period of the path of preparation is the supreme of worldly qualities. One newly attains a meditative stabilization that immediately precedes a speedy generation of the path of seeing.


During the first two periods of the path of preparation, heat and peak, subject and object appear during meditative equipoise, and the meditator can ascertain both. A mere vacuity of the object negated, inherent existence, appears; yogis can delineate this appearance or concept of emptiness as the object and themselves as the subject. Even if the emptiness being conceptually cognized is the emptiness of oneself, they nevertheless have a sense of object and subject, emptiness on the one hand and a consciousness realizing it on the other, though not in the coarse way that these appear prior to attaining special insight. One is abiding in the space-like meditative equipoise, and the phenomenon which was investigated to determine whether it inherently exists or not and which is qualified by this emptiness no longer appears at all.


During the periods of heat and peak the capacity to forsake the conception of inherent existence with respect to objects increases, and due to this, the coarser potencies of manifest innate conceptions of inherent existence diminish. Thus, at the time of forbearance, yogis can no longer ascertain the appearance of the object meditated, emptiness. However, this does not mean that they cease to ascertain emptiness; rather, the conceptual aspect of the ascertainment disappears to the point where, even though there still is an appearance or image of emptiness, they can no longer recognize it as such. Then, at the time of supreme mundane qualities the cognizing subject also cannot be ascertained. The sense of the object disappears first because it is more difficult to forsake adherence to the inherent existence of the subject.




Fourth Stage of Meditation on Emptiness


How to cultivate direct cognition of emptiness


The fourth stage of meditation on emptiness occurs in direct realization of emptiness. During the period of supreme mundane qualities at the end of the path of preparation, one can no longer ascertain the factors of an object meditated and a subject meditating; however, subtle forms of both still appear. Subsequently, through continuous meditation, all appearances of subject and object are extinguished in suchness—emptiness—and subject and object become like water poured into water, undifferentiable. Emptiness is then realized directly without the medium of an image, and the path of seeing, the initial direct cognition of the truth, is attained.


Through the path of seeing a yogi removes artificial conceptions of inherent existence, those acquired not from beginningless conditioning but from contact with false systems of teaching. False teachings fortify the innate misconception of the inherent existence of persons and other phenomena, which is acquired from beginningless misconception of the nature of things and is overcome on the path of meditation through continuous conditioning to the truth.


The meditative equipoise of the path of seeing is divided into two parts, an ‘uninterrupted path’ that abandons the artificial afflictions and a ‘path of release’ that is the state of having abandoned those artificial afflictions. An uninterrupted path is so named because without interruption or interval a yogi will pass on to a path of release that is a condition of having been released from these afflictions. The uninterrupted path of a path of seeing corresponds to the ‘eight forbearances’, and the path of release corresponds to the ‘eight knowledges’ (see Chart 4).53






Chart 4: Path of Seeing


(read from bottom to top)


[image: Image]


*path of release 
†uninterrupted path 
(The eight forbearances occur simultaneously as one uninterrupted path, and the eight knowledges occur simultaneously as one path of release).





During the eight forbearances the realization of the lack of inherent existence is applied to objects and subjects—to the four noble truths and the subjects that realize the absence of inherent existence with respect to them. Through direct realization of the emptinesses that qualify these objects, artificial conceptions of inherent existence with respect to the four noble truths are simultaneously abandoned. In other words, the initial direct realization of emptiness causes the artificial conception of inherent existence to be abandoned simultaneously with respect to true sufferings (such as an afflicted being wandering in cyclic existence), true origins (such as a conception of true existence itself), true cessations (such as the absence of an affliction brought about by cultivation of its antidote), and true paths (such as a realization of emptiness). The emptiness of the wisdom consciousness cognizing these is also realized at the same time; this realization is nevertheless called ‘subsequent’ because in the lower systems of tenets there is a step by step procedure, even though in this system an actual temporal sequence does not occur.


The eight knowledges, the knowledge that those artificial conceptions of inherent existence have been abandoned, are the path of release. The presentation of eight parts to the uninterrupted path and eight parts to the path of release details phenomena, qualified by emptiness, which a yogi might take as objects of meditation on the paths of accumulation and preparation, and the simultaneous functioning of the eight indicates the great power of direct realization of emptiness. For the Hīnayāna schools, it is possible to ascend these sixteen steps one by one; the Vaibhāṣhikas propound such a gradual ascent as the only mode of the path of seeing whereas the Sautrāntikas assert that sharper beings cover the sixteen in two steps. The Prāsaṅgikas, on the other hand, assert that the path of seeing is necessarily limited to this two step simultaneous procedure because a consciousness directly cognizing emptiness necessarily realizes the emptiness of all objects of knowledge, and thus it is not necessary to pass from one to the other among the various phenomena qualified by emptiness.


For a Hearer or Solitary Realizer, the uninterrupted path of a path of seeing marks the commencement of being a Superior (Āryan, ’Phags pa) and of being an Approacher to the level of a Stream Enterer. The path of release of the path of seeing marks the attainment of the level of an Abider in the fruit of a Stream Enterer. For a Bodhisattva, the uninterrupted path of the path of seeing marks the commencement of being a Superior and of attaining the first of the ten Bodhisattva grounds (bhūmi, sa).


In one meditative sitting yogis pass from the fourth and last level of the path of preparation, called ‘supreme mundane qualities’, through the uninterrupted path and path of release of the path of seeing.54 When they arise from meditative equipoise, they have a consciousness called ‘subsequent attainment’ that is influenced by the previous direct realization of emptiness. Although phenomena appear to be inherently existent, they, like magicians viewing their own creations, know that all phenomena are empty of inherent existence. Later, when they forget their direct realization, they have a ‘distracted subsequent attainment’. Their other meditative consciousnesses, such as those of compassion and of the realization of impermanence, are paths of seeing because they are in their continuum, but these are neither paths of seeing as meditative equipoise nor paths of seeing as subsequent attainment; they are a third category which is neither.


Though all artificial conceptions of inherent existence are removed on the first Bodhisattva ground and though during meditative equipoise the innate conception of inherent existence is dormant, a conception of inherent existence can arise again outside of direct contemplation of emptiness. The grosser, or artificial, stains were removed on the path of seeing, and now on the path of meditation the subtler stains, the innate sense of inherent, true, natural, or existence right within the object are removed, not just temporarily, but forever—never to arise again.


A path of meditation is a continuous familiarizing with the emptiness that was initially and directly cognized on the path of seeing. In meditative equipoise a Bodhisattva, Hearer, or Solitary Realizer again and again enters into direct realization of emptiness, and in subsequent attainment practices the deeds appropriate to his motivation. A Bodhisattva, ground by ground, focuses on a different perfection:55
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giving
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ethics
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patience
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effort
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concentration
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wisdom
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method









	

eighth ground:




	

wishes









	

ninth ground:




	

power









	

tenth ground:




	

exalted wisdom.












All ten perfections are practiced on each ground, but a different one is brought to fulfillment on each. A perfection brought to fulfillment remains thus, and another is brought to its level. Finally, on the tenth ground, all ten perfections are in a state of complete development.


On the first ground, a Bodhisattva, after rising from meditative equipoise, can in one instant:56


1see a hundred Buddhas


2receive the blessings of a hundred Buddhas


3go to a hundred Buddha Lands


4illuminate a hundred lands


5vibrate a hundred worldly realms


6live for a hundred eons


7see with true wisdom the past and future for a hundred eons


8enter into and rise from a hundred meditative stabilizations


9open a hundred different doors of doctrine


10ripen a hundred sentient beings


11emanate a hundred bodies


12cause each of the hundred bodies to be surrounded by a hundred Bodhisattvas.




On the second ground, these twelve qualities are a thousand; on the third, a hundred thousand; on the fourth, a hundred ten million; on the fifth, a thousand ten million; on the sixth, a hundred thousand ten million; on the seventh, a hundred thousand ten trillion; on the eighth, a number equal to the particles of a billion worlds; on the ninth, a number equal to the particles of ten million billions of worlds; on the tenth, a number equal to the particles of an inexpressible number of an inexpressible number of Buddha Lands.


As they ascend the grounds, Bodhisattvas gain the capacity to be born as a being of greater and greater influence. As their virtues increase, they are able to outshine, or suppress, greater numbers of beings and more powerful beings, not for the sake of exercising power but for the sake of helping them. As Nāgārjuna says in the fifth chapter of his Precious Garland:57


Just as eight grounds of Hearers


Are described in the Hearers’ Vehicle,


So ten grounds of Bodhisattvas


Are described in the Great Vehicle.


The first of these is the Very Joyful


Because those Bodhisattvas are rejoicing


From having forsaken the three entwinements


And being born into the lineage of Ones Gone Thus.


Through the maturation of those [good qualities]


The perfection of giving becomes supreme.


They vibrate a hundred worlds


And become Great Lords of Jambudvīpa.


The second is called the Stainless


Because all ten [virtuous] actions




Of body, speech, and mind are stainless


And they naturally abide in those [deeds of ethics].


Through the maturation of those [good qualities]


The perfection of ethics becomes supreme.


They become Universal Monarchs helping beings,


Masters of the glorious [four continents] and of the seven precious objects.


The third ground is called the Luminous


Because the pacifying light of wisdom arises.


The concentrations and clairvoyances are generated,


And desire and hatred are completely extinguished.


Through the maturation of those [good qualities]


They practice supremely the deeds of patience


And become a great wise monarch of the gods.


They put an end to desire.


The fourth is called the Radiant


Because the light of true wisdom arises.


They cultivate supremely


All the harmonies with enlightenment.


Through the maturation of those [good qualities]


They become monarchs of the gods in [the heaven] Without Combat.


They are skilled in quelling the arising of the view


That the transitory collection [is inherently existent I and mine].


The fifth is called the Extremely Difficult to Overcome


Because all evil ones find it extremely hard to conquer them.




They become skilled in knowing


The subtle meanings of the noble truths and so forth.


Through the maturation of those [good qualities]


They become monarchs of the gods abiding in the Joyous Land,


They overcome the foundations of all Forders’


Afflictive emotions and views.


The sixth is called the Approaching


Because they are approaching the good qualities of a Buddha.


Through familiarity with calm abiding and special insight


They attain cessation and hence are advanced [in wisdom].


Through the maturation of those [good qualities]


They become monarchs of the gods [in the land] of Liking Emanation.


Hearers cannot surpass them.


They pacify those with the pride of superiority.


The seventh is the Gone Afar


Because the number [of good qualities] has increased.


Moment by moment they [can] enter


The equipoise of cessation.


Through the maturation of those [good qualities]


They become masters of the gods [in the land] of Control over Others’ Emanations.


They become great leaders of teachers


Who know direct realization of the [four] noble truths.


The eighth is the Immovable, the youthful ground.


Through non-conceptuality they are immovable,




And the spheres of activity


Of their body, speech, and mind are inconceivable.


Through the maturation of those [good qualities]


They become a Brahmā, master of a thousand worlds.


Foe Destroyers, Solitary Realizers, and so forth


Cannot surpass them in positing the meaning [of doctrines].


The ninth ground is called Excellent Intelligence.


Like a regent they have attained


Correct individual realization


And therefore have good intelligence.


Through the maturation of those [good qualities]


They become a Brahmā, master of a million worlds.


Foe Destroyers and so forth cannot surpass them


In [responding to] questions in the thoughts of sentient beings.


The tenth is the Cloud of Doctrine


Because the rain of holy doctrine falls.


The Bodhisattva is bestowed empowerment


With light rays by the Buddhas.


Through the maturation of those [good qualities]


They become master of the gods of Pure Abode.


They are supreme great lords,


Master of the sphere of infinite wisdom.


Yogis who have attained direct realization of emptiness cannot remain in that realization while perceiving the phenomena qualified by emptiness and also cannot perceive phenomena while directly realizing emptiness.58 They lose the direct cognition of emptiness when they rise from meditative equipoise, for the appearance of conventional phenomena rules out a direct cognition of emptiness and a direct cognition of emptiness rules out the appearance of conventional phenomena. In terms of how emptiness and other phenomena appear to them, the two truths are as if contradictory; such are the obstructions to omniscience—the simultaneous realization by one consciousness of all phenomena, both the phenomena qualified by emptiness and the emptinesses themselves. Bodhisattvas have a great wish to rid themselves of this obstruction because it prevents them from knowing what make attempts to help other beings fruitful. Although they do not actually begin to abandon the obstructions to omniscience until the eighth Bodhisattva ground, the wish to do so is their basic motivation during the seven preceding grounds as they are ridding themselves forever of the various degrees of the conception of inherent existence, the root of the obstructions to liberation.


On each ground a Bodhisattva abandons varying degrees of the innate conception of inherent existence and the poisons it induces along with their seeds.59 These objects of abandonment are arranged in relation to the three realms and the nine levels. The three realms are the Desire, Form, and Formless Realms; of the nine levels, the first corresponds to the Desire Realm, the next four to the four divisions of the Form Realm, called the Four Concentrations, and the last four to the four divisions of the Formless Realm, called the Four Formless Absorptions. The Four Concentrations and Four Formless Absorptions are places of rebirth where beings have particularly strong concentrative powers; these powers can be achieved within a lifetime in the Desire Realm, and thus the three realms outline the possible states of consciousness in terms of concentrative ability within a human lifetime in the Desire Realm and also present in condensed form all the possible states of rebirth within cyclic existence.


The conception of inherent existence and its attendant afflictions are divided into eighty-one steps, nine each with respect to the nine levels, so that each level has a series of nine obstacles that are to be abandoned: big big, middle big, and small big; big middle, middle middle, and small middle; big small, middle small, and small small (see Chart 5). The Prāsaṅgikas assert that no one proceeds through these eighty-one steps one by one; rather, the nine big big innate afflictions are simultaneously abandoned; the nine middling big are simultaneously abandoned, and so forth through the small small. One proceeds in nine steps with each step having an uninterrupted path, which is a path of direct cognition of emptiness actively forsaking a corresponding affliction, and a path of release, which is a consciousness directly cognizing emptiness within the condition of having abandoned that affliction. The ‘active forsaking’ of an affliction does not mean that the path and the affliction combat a corresponding affliction, and a path of release, which is a consciousness directly cognizing emptiness within the condition of having abandoned that affliction. The ‘active forsaking’ of an affliction does not mean that the path and the affliction combat each other; rather, simultaneously with the production of an uninterrupted path the corresponding affliction ceases.




Chart 5: Innate Afflictions Forsaken on the Path of Meditation in Terms of the Three Realms and Nine Levels


(read from bottom to top)
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To destroy the big big afflictions only a small small path is needed, much the same as when initially cleaning a garment the grosser stains are easily cleaned with a little washing. To destroy the small small afflictions a big big path is needed, and the same is to be respectively applied to the intermediate degrees.


On each of the second through eighth Bodhisattva grounds a portion of the innate afflictions is forsaken:
















	

second ground:




	

the nine big big









	

third ground:




	

the nine middling big









	

fourth ground:




	

the nine small big









	

fifth ground:




	

the nine big middling









	

sixth ground:




	

the nine middling middling









	

seventh ground:




	

the nine small middling









	

eighth ground:




	

the nine big small, the nine middling small, and the nine small small simultaneously.












The grounds are not enumerated for Hearers and Solitary Realizers even though they abandon the same afflictions as do Bodhisattvas. As Hearers and Solitary Realizers abandon the various degrees of afflictions, they are classified into the ‘eight levels of approaching and abiding’ with respect to their attainment of the fruits of a Stream Enterer, Once Returner, Never Returner, or Foe Destroyer (see Chart 6).


With the attainment of the path of release of the path of seeing, a Hearer or Solitary Realizer is an Abider in the fruit of a Stream Enterer. While making effort to overcome the first six of the nine degrees of innate afflictions pertaining to the Desire Realm, one is an Approacher to the level of Once Returner, and when these six are overcome, one becomes an Abider in the fruit of Once Returner. A person will return to the Desire Realm by the power of afflictions only once more, at which time one will strive to overcome the remaining three degrees of innate afflictions pertaining to the Desire Realm, one becomes an Abider in the fruit of a Never Returner, never again returning to the Desire Realm due to the afflictions although one might return to the Form and Formless Realms within cyclic existence many times. When one makes effort to overcome the remaining seventy-two degrees of innate afflictions pertaining to the Form and Formless Realms, one becomes an Approacher to the level of Foe Destroyer, and when all innate afflictions have been overcome, one is an Abider in the fruit of a Foe Destroyer.




Chart 6: Eight Levels of Approaching and Abiding


(read from bottom to top; afflictions refer to those in Chart 5 on p. 84)
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When, as in the Prāsaṅgika system, the afflictions are forsaken simultaneously rather than serially, a yogi first abandons simultaneously the first, tenth, nineteenth, twenty-eighth, thirty-seventh, forty-sixth, fifty-fifth, sixty-fourth, and seventy-third degrees of the afflictions. Thus, it is said that while abandoning this first of the nine rounds, one already is an Approacher to the fruit of a Foe Destroyer.


When Hearers or Solitary Realizers have abandoned all nine rounds of the innate afflictions, they are Foe Destroyers and have attained the path of no more learning of that vehicle. However, they have not ceased learning in general; they are urged by Buddhas to enter the Mahāyāna both in order to help other beings and to perfect their own aims. Though they have eliminated the innate afflictions and thereby removed the obstructions to liberation from cyclic existence, they have not even begun to remove the non-afflicted ignorance that constitutes the obstructions to omniscience—the appearance of inherent existence and the stains of viewing the two truths as separate entities.


Upon their generation of a spontaneous, strong wish to attain highest enlightenment for the sake of all sentient beings, Hearer and Solitary Realizer Foe Destroyers enter the Mahāyāna path of accumulation. They proceed through the paths of accumulation, preparation, seeing, and meditation and ascend the Bodhisattva grounds, eliminating not the innate afflictions, because these have already been destroyed through the Hīnayāna path, but the obstructions to attainment of the many special qualities of Bodhisattvas. They must spend one period of countless eons on the paths of accumulation and preparation and another period of countless eons on the first eight grounds doing this.


On the eighth ground all Bodhisattvas—those who proceed only on the Mahāyāna path and those who first completed the Hīnayāna path—finally begin to eliminate what they have sought to overcome since their entry into the Mahāyāna, the obstructions to omniscience. They spend one period of countless eons proceeding from the second part of the eighth ground to Buddhahood, forsaking by degrees the stains that prevent them from full effectiveness in their efforts to help other beings. The obstructions to omniscience (literally, obstructions to objects of knowledge: jñeyāvaraṇa, shes bya’i sgrib pa) plague all sentient beings, not just eighth ground Bodhisattvas, for the appearance of inherently existent objects to the sense and mental consciousnesses lends a false support to the innate conception of inherent existence, the assent to this false appearance. However, only eighth ground Bodhisattvas have the capacity to begin to counteract the appearance of inherent existence. The long endeavor in amassing the collections of merit and wisdom has been for the purpose of so empowering the mind that it is possible to counteract these most subtle obstructions.


The obstructions to omniscience are divided into four degrees that are to be eliminated on the last three grounds, called ‘pure’ because eighth through tenth ground Bodhisattvas are purified of the innate afflictions:
















	

second part of eighth ground:




	

big obstructions to omniscience









	

ninth ground:




	

middling obstructions to omniscience









	

first part of tenth ground:




	

coarse small obstructions to omniscience









	



last part of tenth ground:




	

subtle small obstructions to omniscience.












The final uninterrupted path in the continuum of a sentient being eliminates the subtlest obstructions to Buddhahood, and the corresponding path of release is Buddhahood itself. In order to generate this final uninterrupted path, however, it is necessary to enter the path of tantra. Even though the Buddhahoods described in sutra and in tantra are the same, the paths of sutra alone can carry a yogi only to the tenth Bodhisattva ground. To achieve Buddhahood, it is necessary to supplement these paths with the paths of Secret Mantra.
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