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Advance Praise for
SAṂSĀRA, NIRVĀṆA, AND BUDDHA NATURE



“Saṃsāra, Nirvāṇa, and Buddha Nature is the third volume in the series of books coauthored by Venerable Thubten Chodron and His Holiness the Dalai Lama. This has proven to be a remarkable partnership, producing lucid, accessible articulations of Buddhadharma and demonstrating the relevance of philosophy to practice. The present volume ably advances the project begun in the first two volumes and expands its scope enormously. His Holiness and Ven. Thubten Chodron together set out a comprehensive vision of the nature of saṃsāra and nirvāṇa, of the Buddhist understanding of the nature of mind, and of the path to liberation grounded in the realization of our buddha nature. The philosophical analysis is precise and comprehensive. The application to personal practice is insightful, direct, and easy to apply. This is a wonderful example of how Buddhist philosophy and Buddhist practice can be integrated.”


— Jay L. Garfield, Doris Silbert Professor in the Humanities, Smith College and Harvard Divinity School


“This third volume in the Wisdom Publications series The Library of Wisdom and Compassion presents an in-depth examination of the idea of ‘buddha nature’ and explores and illustrates how the mind itself serves as the basis for both our suffering and our liberation. Helpful reflections throughout the text guide our journey. These are truly textbooks tailored for our times.”


— Jan Willis, author of Dreaming Me: Black, Baptist, and Buddhist — One Woman’s Spiritual Journey


“This third volume of the marvelous Library of Wisdom and Compassion series provides an exploration of saṃsāra — the painful cycle of unenlightened existence — as well as its causes and how to attain freedom from it. The final sections contain a beautiful elucidation of the nature of the mind and its potential — buddha nature — signifying that every living being has the ability not only to be free of suffering and its causes but also to attain full awakening. The material in this volume is invaluable for those who sincerely wish to understand the Buddhist path and begin following it.”


— Venerable Sangye Khadro, author of How to Meditate











THE LIBRARY OF WISDOM AND COMPASSION


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


Volumes:


1. Approaching the Buddhist Path


2. The Foundation of Buddhist Practice


3. Saṃsāra, Nirvāṇa, and Buddha Nature


More volumes to come!
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THE LIBRARY OF WISDOM AND COMPASSION


The Library of Wisdom and Compassion is a special multivolume series in which His Holiness the Dalai Lama shares the Buddha’s teachings on the complete path to full awakening that he himself has practiced his entire life. The topics are arranged especially for people seeking practical spiritual advice and are peppered with the Dalai Lama’s own unique outlook. Assisted by his long-term disciple, the American nun Thubten Chodron, the Dalai Lama sets the context for practicing the Buddha’s teachings in modern times and then unveils the path of wisdom and compassion that leads to a meaningful life and a sense of personal fulfillment. This series is an important bridge from introductory to profound topics for those seeking an in-depth explanation from a contemporary perspective.





“This book is a veritable tour de force in its explanation of the role of the mind in saṃsāra and the realization of nirvāṇa, which is the mind’s own ultimate nature. In its examination of buddha nature—spanning early discussions of the mind’s potential in the Pāli canon through to the teachings of Dzogchen, the Great Perfection—it casts a bright light to dispel the darkness of materialism, which deludedly reduces the mind to a mere epiphenomenon or emergent property of the brain. Books such as this are urgently needed to trigger a true revolution in the mind sciences.”


—B. Alan Wallace, founder and president,
 Santa Barbara Institute for Consciousness Studies
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Preface


THE FIRST VOLUME of The Library of Wisdom and Compassion, Approaching the Buddhist Path, explored the Buddhist view of life, mind, and emotions. It provided historical background, introduced us to a systematic approach to the spiritual path, and discussed how Buddhist ideas could pertain to contemporary issues. The second volume, The Foundation of Buddhist Practice, discussed gaining nondeceptive knowledge, rebirth, spiritual mentors, and how to structure a meditation session. From there we considered the essence of a meaningful life and karma — the ethical dimension of our actions. If we use our lives wisely and make good ethical decisions, our deaths will be free from regret and fear. Having fortunate rebirths in the future, we will have conducive circumstances to continue our spiritual practice.


A fortunate rebirth is definitely desirable, but it is still within cyclic existence (saṃsāra), bound by ignorance, afflictions, and polluted karma. The unsatisfactory circumstances (duḥkha) of saṃsāra are immense and, knowing that, we seek to free ourselves from it. To do so, we must know its causes and whether those causes can be ceased. When convinced the causes can be stopped, we learn the path to eradicate them. Knowledge of guideposts along the way is helpful, as is continuously keeping our goal — the genuine peace and freedom of nirvāṇa for all living beings — in mind. Self-confidence and joyous effort are good friends on our journey to buddhahood.


While ostensibly this volume is about saṃsāra and nirvāṇa, it is actually about our minds — our minds that are sometimes tumultuous and at other times peaceful. Although our minds are always with us and are the basis of designation of the person, I, our minds remain a mystery to us. How can it be both the basis for the extreme duḥkha of saṃsāra and the incredible bliss and fulfillment of nirvāṇa?


Knowledge of the two types of buddha nature answers this question. One is the naturally abiding buddha nature — the emptiness of inherent existence of our minds — which has always been and will always be the ultimate nature of our minds. The second is the transforming buddha nature — the mind whose continuity goes on to awakening but at present is not yet freed from defilement. This mind serves as the basis for the emptiness that is the naturally abiding buddha nature. These two types of buddha nature are already present within us. The afflictions are not embedded in our minds; our minds are obscured by defilements but are not the nature of defilement. These obscuring factors can be forever eliminated by applying suitable antidotes.


This buddha nature is an indelible part of us. Each sentient being has it, so no matter how low we or others may fall as a result of our afflictions, afflictions and suffering are not our nature. We are worthwhile beings who deserve happiness. Our buddha nature can never be lost and we do not need to prove ourselves to anyone. The unpurified mind is saṃsāra; the purified mind is the basis of nirvāṇa. All that is needed is our confidence and sincere effort to follow the path, purify our buddha nature, and cultivate awakened qualities. These are the topics of the present volume.


How This Book Came About


The prefaces of volumes 1 and 2 — Approaching the Buddhist Path and The Foundation of Buddhist Practice — contain longer explanations of the origin of the Library of Wisdom and Compassion. To give a brief account, it began with my requesting His Holiness in 1995 to write a short text on the stages of the path (lamrim) that lamas could use when teaching serious students new to Buddhism. Much to my surprise, His Holiness responded by saying that a larger book needed to be compiled first. Because the existing lamrim texts are excellent, there was no need to repeat them. This book needed to be different: It must contain material from the philosophical treatises so that readers will gain a deeper and more detailed explanation of the important points. It must contain material from the Pāli Buddhist tradition so that Tibetan Buddhists will have a more expanded view of the Buddha’s teachings that will lessen sectarianism and help students to appreciate the Buddha’s remarkable skill and versatility in instructing people with diverse interests, aptitudes, and dispositions.


Using material from His Holiness’s teachings in Asia and the West, I began writing. I also compiled questions from his non-Tibetan disciples to ask during the series of interviews that occurred over the years. These questions dealt with topics that the authors of lamrim texts either assumed readers already knew or didn’t discuss because they weren’t pertinent at that time or in that culture. The book was also designed to clarify misunderstandings that arise when the meaning from another faith is superimposed onto Buddhism — for example, when people mistakenly understood karma and its effects to be a system of reward and punishment, as in theistic religions.


His Holiness often invited two, three, or four geshes to join the interviews, and engaged them in intriguing discussions about the topics I raised. The section on karmic seeds and having-ceaseds in chapter 5 of this volume came from such an interview. I asked about the similarities and differences between karmic seeds and having-ceaseds and a lengthy energetic discussion, punctuated with much laughter, followed. The discussion and debate continued after the session with His Holiness as I asked the geshes more questions over tea. At the end, we concluded that there were many more questions and points of debate to explore.


While writing, it sometimes seemed that I was “translating from English into English.” The philosophical texts are lengthy, filled with debates, and often have sentences that are one page long. We had to extract the important points and express them in easy-to-understand English, including background material when necessary and examples to help the reader understand. As the manuscript increased in length, we realized that instead of being a book it would become a series.


In oral teachings, His Holiness weaves various topics together in a way that we listeners may not have considered before, opening up new meanings and perspectives. He also goes from simple to complex topics and back again in a matter of minutes, making one talk pertinent for both beginners and advanced practitioners. He doesn’t expect us to understand everything at the first explanation and knows that our understanding will grow slowly as new layers of meaning are revealed to our minds as a result of our purification, collection of merit, study, and reflection. For this reason, the volumes in this series are meant to be read again and again, so that each time you will discover new gems. The books may also be read individually if you are interested in a particular topic, or be used as a resource when you need to look up specific points.



Overview of Saṃsāra, Nirvāṇa, and Buddha Nature


This book will lead us through a fascinating journey regarding our present situation and the possibility of attaining unsurpassed awakening where all duḥkha and its causes have been forever ceased and all excellent qualities have been developed limitlessly. Underlying both our saṃsāra and nirvāṇa is the fundamental innate clear light mind that by nature is empty of inherent existence. When obscured by defilements, it is buddha nature; when purified of defilements, it is the truth body (dharmakāya) of a buddha.


The book begins with an examination of the self: Is there a self? Does it have a beginning and an end? This leads into a discussion of the four truths — duḥkha (unsatisfactory circumstances), its origin, its cessation, and the path to that cessation — in both its coarse and subtle forms. We then delve into each truth, examining its four attributes, which reveals misunderstandings we may have about them and how to remedy those misconceptions.


With a clearer understanding of the four truths, in chapter 2 we look closely at true duḥkha — the realms of saṃsāric existence and our experiences in them. This exposes the many repugnant faults of saṃsāra and gives us a lens through which to see our present situation as it is. Chapter 3 identifies the chief causes of duḥkha — the six root afflictions. Investigating more closely, we find many other defilements obscuring our mindstreams. These bring psychological disturbances and have physical ramifications. This chapter provides a mirror for us to identify disturbing emotions and afflictive views that may otherwise go unnoticed.


In chapters 4 and 5 we examine the origins of duḥkha more thoroughly: the factors causing the arising of afflictions, feelings accompanying various afflictions, and temporary antidotes to subdue afflictions. We also learn about seeds of afflictions that provide continuity between one instance of an affliction and the next, latencies of afflictions that obscure the mind even after the afflictions have been eradicated, and karmic seeds and having-ceaseds that connect an action with its result. Chapter 6 deals with the way karma affects the evolution of the universe and our bodies.


The twelve links of dependent origination — which describe how rebirth in saṃsāra occurs and how the chain of events leading to it can be cut — is an important teaching in both the Pāli and Sanskrit traditions. With it comes the question, “Who revolves in cyclic existence and who is liberated?” which leads us to investigate the nature of the person. Chapters 7 and 8 explore the afflictive side of dependent origination and encourage us to renounce duḥkha and aspire for liberation, as explained in chapter 9. Chapters 10 and 11 describe the purified side of dependent origination, focusing especially on nirvāṇa, the ultimate true cessation. True path will be explained extensively in volume 4.


In order to aspire to liberation, we must know that liberation is possible. Elaborated on in chapter 12, this depends on understanding both the conventional and ultimate natures of our minds. If defilements were embedded in the nature of the mind, liberation would be impossible. Similarly, if the mind existed inherently, it could never change, and trying to attain liberation and awakening would be fruitless. But thankfully none of these is the case. Since ignorance is a faulty mind, it can be removed by correct wisdom.


Chapters 13 and 14 come from some of the most vibrant interviews with His Holiness, where he traced the explanation of true cessation from the first turning of the Dharma wheel to its more elaborate form in the second turning. He also traced the explanation of true path — the mind that realizes emptiness — from the Sūtra to the Tantra perspective, as hinted at in the third turning of the Dharma wheel. Listening to this was confusing and enlightening at the same time; there is a lot of profound meaning in these chapters that opens the way to gaining conviction that awakening is indeed possible.


Please Note


Although this series is coauthored, the vast majority of the material is His Holiness’s instruction. I researched and wrote the parts pertaining to the Pāli tradition, wrote some other passages, and composed the reflections. For ease of reading, most honorifics have been omitted, but that does not diminish the great respect we have for these most excellent sages and practitioners. Foreign terms are given in parentheses at their first usage. Unless otherwise noted with “P” or “T,” indicating Pāli or Tibetan, respectively, italicized terms are Sanskrit. When two italicized terms are listed, the first is Sanskrit, the second Pāli. For consistency, Sanskrit spelling is used for Sanskrit and Pāli terms used in common language (nirvāṇa, Dharma, arhat, and so forth), except in citations from Pāli scriptures. Śrāvaka encompasses solitary realizers, unless there is reason to specifically speak of them. To maintain the flow of a passage, it is not always possible to gloss all new terms on their first use; a glossary is provided for you at the end of the book. “Sūtra” often refers to Sūtrayāna and “Tantra” to Tantrayāna. When these two words are not capitalized, they refer to two types of discourses: sūtras and tantras. Unless otherwise noted, the personal pronoun “I” refers to His Holiness.
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Since this series will appear in consecutive volumes, I will express my appreciation of those involved in each particular volume. This volume, the third in The Library of Wisdom and Compassion, is due to the talents and efforts of His Holiness’s translators — Geshe Lhakdor, Geshe Dorji Damdul, and Mr. Tenzin Tsepak. I am grateful to Geshe Dorji Damdul, Geshe Dadul Namgyal, and Ven. Sangye Khadro for checking the manuscript, and to Samdhong Rinpoche, Geshe Sonam Rinchen, and Geshe Thubten Palsang for clarifying important points. I also thank Bhikkhu Bodhi for his clear teachings on the Pāli tradition and for generously answering my many questions. The staff at the Private Office of His Holiness facilitated the interviews, and Sravasti Abbey and Dharma Friendship Foundation kindly supported me while I worked on this series. Mary Petrusewicz skillfully edited this book, and Traci Thrasher was a tremendous help in gathering the photographs. I thank everyone at Wisdom Publications who contributed to the successful production of this series. All errors are my own.
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Abbreviations


Translations used in this volume, unless noted otherwise, are as cited here. Some terminology has been modified for consistency with the present work.






	ADK


	   

	Treasury of Knowledge (Abhidharmakośa) by Vasubandhu.







	ADS


	   

	Compendium of Knowledge (Abhidharmasamuccaya).







	AN


	   

	Aṅguttara Nikāya. Translated by Bhikkhu Bodhi in The Numerical Discourses of the Buddha (Boston: Wisdom Publications, 2012).







	BCA


	   

	Engaging in the Bodhisattvas’ Deeds (Bodhicaryāvatāra) by Śāntideva.







	CMA


	   

	Abhidhammattha Saṅgaha by Anuruddha. In A Comprehensive Manual of Abhidhamma, edited by Bhikkhu Bodhi (Seattle: BPS Pariyatti Editions, 2000).







	CŚ


	   

	The Four Hundred (Catuḥśataka) by Āryadeva. Translated by Ruth Sonam in Āryadeva’s Four Hundred Stanzas on the Middle Way (Ithaca, NY: Snow Lion Publications, 2008).







	DN


	   

	Dīgha Nikāya. Translated by Maurice Walshe in The Long Discourses of the Buddha (Boston: Wisdom Publications, 1995).







	DS


	   

	Praise to the Sphere of Reality (Dharmadhātu-stava) by Nāgārjuna.







	EPL


	   

	Elucidating the Path to Liberation: A Study of the Commentary on the Abhidharmakosa by the First Dalai Lama. Translated by David Patt (PhD dissertation, University of Wisconsin–Madison, 1993).







	LC


	   

	The Great Treatise on the Stages of the Path (T. Lam rim chen mo) by Tsongkhapa, 3 vols. Translated by Joshua Cutler et al. (Ithaca, NY: Snow Lion Publications, 2000–2004).







	LS


	   

	Praise to the Supramundane (Lokātītastava) by Nāgārjuna.







	MMK


	   

	Treatise on the Middle Way (Mūlamadhyamakakārikā) by Nāgārjuna.







	MN


	   

	Majjhima Nikāya. Translated by Bhikkhu Ñāṇamoli and Bhikkhu Bodhi in The Middle-Length Discourses of the Buddha (Boston: Wisdom Publications, 2005).







	OR


	   

	Ocean of Reasoning by rJe Tsong Khapa. Translated by Geshe Ngawang Samten and Jay L. Garfield (New York: Oxford University Press, 2006).







	P


	   

	Pāli.







	PV


	   

	Commentary on the “Compendium of Reliable Cognition” (Pramāṇavārttika) by Dharmakīrti. Hereafter Commentary on Reliable Cognition.







	RA


	   

	Precious Garland (Ratnāvalī) by Nāgārjuna. Translated by John Dunne and Sara McClintock in The Precious Garland: An Epistle to a King (Boston: Wisdom Publications, 1997).







	RGV


	   

	Sublime Continuum (Ratnagotravibhāga, Uttaratantra) by Maitreya.







	SN


	   

	Saṃyutta Nikāya. Translated by Bhikkhu Bodhi in The Connected Discourses of the Buddha (Boston: Wisdom Publications, 2000).







	T


	   

	Tibetan.







	Vism


	   

	Path of Purification (Visuddhimagga) by Buddhaghoṣa. Translated by Bhikkhu Ñāṇamoli in The Path of Purification (Kandy: Buddhist Publication Society, 1991).

















Introduction


How to Study the Teachings


AS WITH ALL activities, our attitude and motivation for learning and practicing the Buddhadharma affect the value of our action. Keeping six factors in mind will enable you to have a beneficial motivation. First, see yourself as a sick person who wants to recover. Our illness is cyclic existence and the duḥkha — unsatisfactory circumstances — that permeate it. Duḥkha includes being subject to birth, aging, sickness, and death under the influence of afflictions and karma, as well as not getting what we want, being separated from what we love, and encountering problems we don’t want. Seeing ourselves as ill, we will approach the teachings with sincerity and receptivity.


Second, regard the teacher as a kind doctor who correctly diagnoses our illness and prescribes the medicine to cure it. Our saṃsāra is rooted in mental afflictions, the chief of which is ignorance that misapprehends the ultimate nature of phenomena. Although we want happiness, our minds are continually overwhelmed by attachment, anger, and confusion that cause us misery here and now and create the karma for future duḥkha.


Third, see teachings as medicine to cure our illness. The Buddha prescribes the medicine of the three higher trainings in ethical conduct, concentration, and wisdom, and the medicine of bodhicitta and the six perfections — generosity, ethical conduct, fortitude, joyous effort, meditative stability, and wisdom. Fourth, understand that practicing the teachings is the method to heal.


When we are ill, we naturally respect the doctor, trust the medicine, and want to take it, even if it doesn’t taste so good. If we second-guess the doctor or complain about the medicine, we won’t take it. Similarly, if we don’t respect the Buddha and the Dharma, we won’t practice. Likewise, if we have a prescription but don’t fill it, or fill it but don’t take the medicine, we won’t recover. We must make an effort to learn and practice the Dharma and not simply collect statues, texts, and prayer beads. Curing the illness is a collaborative process between doctor and patient; we must both do our parts. The King of Concentration Sūtra says (LC 1:60–61):


Some people are ill, their bodies tormented;


for many years there is not even temporary relief.


Afflicted with illness for a very long time,


they seek a doctor, in search of a cure.


Searching again and again,


they at last find a physician with skill and knowledge.


Treating the patients with compassion,


the doctor gives medicine, saying, “Here, take this.”


This medicine is plentiful, good, and valuable.


It will cure the illness, but the patients do not take it.


This is not a shortcoming of the doctor, nor the fault of the medicine.


It is just the negligence of those who are ill.


I have explained this very good teaching.


Yet if you, having heard it, do not practice correctly,


then just like a sick person holding a bag of medicine,


your illness cannot be cured.


Taking the medicine entails looking beyond the words we hear and trying to understand their deeper meaning. When that is clear in our minds, we must then consistently put it into practice. Then, and only then, will our disease of duḥkha and afflictions be cured. When taking ordinary medicine, we must follow the instructions properly and take the whole cycle. If we take the medicine for a few days and then stop, we won’t get well. Similarly, if we don’t like the taste of the medicine and so mix in all sorts of better-tasting things, we won’t recover. Our commitment to practicing the teachings as we are able to is a crucial element in our awakening.


Fifth, regard the buddhas as excellent, wise, and compassionate beings, and sixth, pray that the teachings will exist for a very long time so that many sentient beings can benefit from them.


Then cultivate an altruistic motivation, thinking, “I want to be free from the duḥkha of saṃsāra and will seek the Buddha’s medicine that, when practiced properly, will lead me to good health. But I am not the only sick person; countless sentient beings also wander in saṃsāra and suffer from the afflictions. May I become a skillful and compassionate doctor like the Buddha, so that I can help all other sentient beings to be free from the duḥkha of saṃsāra.”
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	The Self, the Four Truths, and Their Sixteen Attributes








THE FOUR TRUTHS of the āryas are four facts that āryas — beings who directly see the ultimate nature of all persons and phenomena — know as true. These four truths establish the fundamental framework of the Buddhadharma, so a good understanding of them is essential. In this chapter we will look at the four truths in general, and in subsequent chapters will examine each one in detail.


The four truths describe the unawakened and awakened experiences of this merely designated self, so to begin with I would like to share some reflections on the self — the person who is reborn in cyclic existence, practices the path, and attains awakening.


Three Questions about the Self


I enjoy interfaith gatherings and appreciate the genuine in-depth dialogue and cooperation that result from them. At one such gathering in Amritsar, India, each participant was asked three questions: Is there a self? Is there a beginning to the self? Is there an end to the self? Here are my thoughts.


Is There a Self?


Most non-Buddhists assert an independent self — an ātman or soul — that takes rebirth. What leads them to say this? Although we know that our adult bodies did not exist at the time of our births, when we say, “At the time I was born . . .” we feel there was a self that was born and that this same self exists today. We also say, “Today my mind is calm,” indicating that our mind is different today than yesterday when it was disturbed. But we feel the I is the same as yesterday. When we see a flower, we think, “I see,” and it feels that there is a real person who sees it.


In all these cases, although we know that the body and mind change, we still have the sense of an enduring I that is the owner of the body and mind. This is the basis for believing there is a permanent, unitary, independent self that goes to heaven or hell or is reborn in another body after death. From this comes the conclusion that there must be an unchanging, independent I that is present throughout our lives and remains the same although the mental and physical aggregates change. This I is the agent of all actions such as walking and thinking.


While both Buddhists and non-Buddhists accept the existence of the self, our ideas of what the self is differ radically: most non-Buddhists accept the existence of a permanent, unchanging soul or independent self, while Buddhists refute it. Although no Buddhist philosophical school asserts a permanent, unitary, independent self, these schools have various ideas of what the self is: the mental consciousness, the continuum of consciousness, the collection of aggregates, or the mere I that is merely designated. The Prāsaṅgika Madhyamaka, which is generally accepted as the most refined system of tenets, says the self is merely designated in dependence on the body and mind. Because the self is merely imputed, we can say, “I am young or old” and “I think and feel.” If the person were a completely different entity from the body and mind, it would not change when either the body or mind changes.


Is There a Beginning to the Self?


Those who believe in an external creator assert an autonomous intelligence that does not depend on causes and conditions. This being, they say, created the world and the sentient beings in it. For many people the notion that God created life fosters the feeling of being close to God and willingness to follow God’s advice to be kind and refrain from harming others. Their belief in a creator spurs them to live ethically and to help others.


Some faiths such as Jainism and Sāṃkhya do not assert a creator, but I do not know if they believe the ātman has a beginning.


A repeated theme in Buddhism is dependent arising, one aspect of which is that functioning things arise due to causes and conditions. When explaining the twelve links of dependent origination, the Buddha said, “Because of this, that exists. Because this has arisen, that arises.” Because of this, that exists points out that things come into existence due to causes and conditions; they do not appear without a cause. If something has no causes, what makes it arise? If things do not depend on causes and conditions, why does a seed grow into a plant in the spring but not in the winter? If our lunch came into being without a cause, it would arise without groceries, pots, or cooks! Therefore everything — the body, the mind, and the external universe — depends on causes and conditions.


Because this has arisen, that arises illustrates that causes, like their results, are impermanent. If causes did not change, they would continue to exist even after producing their results. However, for a result to arise, its cause must cease; for an apple tree to grow, the apple seed must cease. It is not possible for a permanent creator or prior intelligence to create the universe and beings in it without itself changing. Each person, thing, and event arises due to its own causes, which in turn have come about in dependence on their causes. There is no discernable beginning.


Furthermore, things are produced by their own unique causes, not by discordant causes — things that do not have the capability to produce them. It is not the case that anything can produce anything. A daisy grows from daisy seeds, not from metal. Our bodies and minds each have their own unique causes.


Causes depend on conditions to produce their results. If conditions were unnecessary, a sprout could grow in the dead of winter or in parched soil; it would not depend on warmth and moisture to grow. Multiple causes and conditions are necessary to bring a result.


Each cause not only produces its own results but also arose due to the causes that produced it. The sprout is the cause of the tree that grows from it as well as the result of the seed from which it grew. If an external creator were the cause of the universe, he or she would also have to be the result of a previous cause. He would be a caused phenomenon and could not exist independent of causes.


If Buddhists do not accept a self, who takes rebirth? Although the Buddha refutes a self that exists independent of all other factors, he accepts a conventional self that is dependent on causes, conditions, and parts. This self is designated in dependence on the body and mind, so the question of whether the self has a beginning depends on if the body and mind have beginnings. The body is material in nature. Scientists currently say that all matter can be traced back to the Big Bang. How did the Big Bang occur? There must have been some material substances, energy, or potential for matter that existed before the Big Bang, and conditions must have been such that it exploded. Here, too, we see that things must have causes that are affected by other conditions and therefore change and give rise to something new.


Our minds change moment by moment; the mind is impermanent and arises due to causes that have the ability to produce each moment of mind. The first moment of mind in this life has a cause, because without a cause it could not exist. The cause of our minds was not our parents’ minds, because both of our parents have their own individual continuity of consciousness, as do we. The substantial cause (upādānakāraṇa) of our minds — the cause that turns into the mind — cannot be our bodies or the sperm and egg of our parents, because the mind and body have different natures: the mind is formless and has the nature of clarity and cognizance, while the body has physical and material characteristics. The only thing we can point to as the cause of the first moment of mind in this life is the previous moment of that mind in the previous life. This continuity can be traced back infinitely, with one moment of mind producing the next moment of mind; there is no beginning.
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Consider:


1. Everything that is produced arises from causes; nothing can arise causelessly.


2. Causes are impermanent; they must cease in order for their result to arise.


3. There is concordance between a cause and its result. A specific result can only arise from the causes and conditions that are capable of producing it.


4. Apply this understanding to the existence of the physical universe and of your mind.







Is There an End to the Self?


Within Buddhism there are two positions regarding this question. Some Vaibhāṣikas say that when an arhat (someone who has attained liberation from saṃsāra) passes away (attains nirvāṇa without remainder of the polluted aggregates), the continuum of the person ceases to exist, like the flame of a lamp going out due to lack of fuel. Because the polluted aggregates are produced by afflictions and karma, when arhats pass away there is no continuity of their aggregates, since their causes — afflictions and polluted karma — have been ceased. Because the aggregates are necessary for the existence of a person, they say that the person no longer exists.


There are difficulties with this assertion: when the person is alive, there is no nirvāṇa without remainder of the polluted aggregates, and when this nirvāṇa has been attained, there is no person who attained it. In that case, how could we say, “This person attained this nirvāṇa?”


Furthermore, there is nothing that can eradicate the mindstream — the continuity of mind. The wisdom realizing selflessness eradicates afflictive obscurations, but it cannot destroy the clear and cognizant nature of the mind. For this reason Mādhyamikas and most Cittamātrins assert that after a person attains parinirvāṇa — the nirvāṇa after death — the continuum of the purified aggregates exists. These purified aggregates are the basis of designation of that arhat; thus the person does not cease to exist when he or she attains parinirvāṇa. Motivated by compassion, bodhisattvas who have overcome afflictive obscurations continue to take rebirth in cyclic existence. The continuity of buddhas’ mindstreams also remain forever.


From the viewpoint of Tantrayāna, after an arhat passes away the subtlest mind-wind continues to exist and a person is posited in dependence on this. That self is called an arhat. Someone who has attained full awakening obtains the four bodies (here “body” means collection) of a buddha. Since the mind’s ultimate nature is emptiness, the emptiness of the awakened mind becomes the nature truth body — the final true cessation of a buddha and the emptiness of that buddha’s mind. The subtlest mind becomes the wisdom truth body — the omniscient mind of a buddha. The subtlest wind becomes the form bodies of a buddha — the enjoyment body and the emanation bodies. An ārya buddha — a person who is a buddha — exists by being merely designated in dependence on these four bodies.




The Four Truths


In classical India, many spiritual traditions spoke about the unawakened state of saṃsāra and the awakened state of nirvāṇa, each tradition having its own description of duḥkha, its origins, cessation, and the path leading to cessation. Saṃsāra means to be reborn with karmically conditioned aggregates. Specifically, it is our five aggregates, subject to clinging (upādāna) and appropriated due to afflictions and karma.1


Liberation is freedom from the bondage of rebirth with polluted aggregates, impelled by afflictions and karma. Polluted means under the influence of ignorance. Liberation comes about by ceasing the ignorance and karma that cause cyclic existence. The mind renouncing duḥkha and intent on liberation is a precious mind that needs to be cultivated with care. Renunciation does not mean relinquishing happiness; it is the aspiration for liberation, the determination to seek a higher and more enduring happiness than saṃsāra can offer.


The first teaching the compassionate Buddha gave was the four truths: true duḥkha, true origins, true cessations, and true paths. These four truths cover our present state, one that is replete with unsatisfactory conditions (duḥkha) and their origins, and presents an alternative: nirvāṇa (true cessations) and the path leading to that. The Buddha did not create the four truths; he simply described the truth about saṃsāra and its origins as well as the truth that a path exists to cease those and bring about nirvāṇa.


We may wonder why these truths are sometimes called the four noble truths. After all, what is noble about suffering? Noble indicates (1) they were directly realized and taught by noble ones — āryas, those who have realized the ultimate nature directly, and (2) knowing these truths ennobles us by enabling us to become āryas. They are called truths because it is true that duḥkha and its origins are to be abandoned and it is true that cessations and paths are to be adopted. These four are true according to the perception of the āryas, and they are true in the sense that they form a nondeceptive explanation that will lead us beyond suffering.


The Buddha spoke of the four truths in many sūtras. In the first turning of the Dharma wheel, the Buddha presented the four truths by means of three cycles: first he identified the nature of each truth, then he spoke of how to engage with each one, and finally he described the result of realizing each truth.


The Nature of Each Truth


In terms of their nature, true sufferings (duḥkha) are the polluted aggregates that are principally caused by afflictions and polluted karma. More broadly, true duḥkha consists of polluted bodies, minds, environments, and the things we use and enjoy. In Compendium of Knowledge Asaṅga says, “If one asks what is true duḥkha, it is to be understood both in terms of the sentient beings who are born as well as the habitats in which they are born.” The body and mind are internal true duḥkha because they are in the continuum of a person; the environment and the things around us are external true duḥkha, which are not part of a person’s continuum. All true origins are also true duḥkha, although not all true duḥkha is true origins. All afflictions are unsatisfactory, but our bodies and our habitats, which are unsatisfactory, are not causes of saṃsāra.


What propels this process of uncontrollably and repeatedly taking the psychophysical aggregates of a being of one of the three realms? It is the true origins of duḥkha — afflictions and polluted karma (actions). The chief affliction that is the root of saṃsāra is the ignorance grasping inherent existence — a mental factor that apprehends phenomena as existing in the opposite way than they actually exist. Whereas all phenomena exist dependently, ignorance apprehends them as existing independently. The Tibetan term for ignorance — ma rig pa — means not knowing. Even its name implies something undesirable that disturbs the mind and interferes with happiness and fulfillment. Since the cause of cyclic existence is inauspicious, its effect — our bodies, habitats, and experiences in cyclic existence — will not bring stable joy.


Ignorance narrows the mind, obscuring it from seeing the multifarious factors involved in existence. From ignorance stems various distorted conceptualizations that foster the arising of all other afflictions — especially the “three poisons” of confusion, attachment, and animosity. Afflictions in turn create karma that propels saṃsāric rebirth. In the context of the four truths, the Buddha identified craving as the principal example of the origin of duḥkha to highlight its prominent role.




True cessations are the exhaustion of true duḥkha and true origins. From the Prāsaṅgika viewpoint, they are the emptiness of an ārya’s mind, specifically the purified aspect of the ultimate nature of a mind that has abandoned some portion of obscurations through the force of a true path.


True paths are āryas’ realizations informed by the wisdom directly realizing selflessness. With the exception of ethical restraints that are imperceptible forms, true paths are consciousnesses. Pāli sūtras emphasize the eightfold path, which is subsumed into the three higher trainings, as the true path. Of the eight, right view — the wisdom realizing selflessness — is what actually cuts the root of cyclic existence.


The four truths comprise two pairs, each pair having a cause-and-effect relation. True origins cause true duḥkha, and true paths bring about true cessations. Technically speaking, true cessation — nirvāṇa — is not an effect, because it is unconditioned and permanent.2 However, attaining nirvāṇa is due to a cause, which is the true path. The Buddha goes into more depth about the nature of each truth in the Establishment of Mindfulness Sutta (DN 22:18–21):




And what, monastics, is the ārya truth of duḥkha? Birth is duḥkha, aging is duḥkha, death is duḥkha, sorrow, lamentation, pain, dejection, and despair are duḥkha. Encountering the undesired is duḥkha, being separated from the desired is duḥkha, not getting what one wants is duḥkha. In short, the five aggregates subject to clinging are duḥkha . . .


And what, monastics, is the ārya truth of the origin of duḥkha? It is that craving that gives rise to rebirth, bound up with delight and attachment, seeking fresh delight now here, now there: that is to say, sensual craving, craving for existence, and craving for nonexistence.


And what, monastics, is the ārya truth of the cessation of duḥkha? It is the remainderless fading away and ceasing, the giving up, abandoning, letting go, and detachment from it [craving].


And what, monastics, is the ārya truth of the way leading to the cessation of duḥkha? It is just this ārya eightfold path — namely, right view, right intention, right speech, right action, right livelihood, right effort, right mindfulness, right concentration.







To look more closely at the Buddha’s description of true duḥkha: We are already aware of the suffering involved in birth, sickness, aging, and death. Sorrow is our response to misfortune and disagreeable situations. When sorrow intensifies so that it becomes unbearable, we cry out or weep. This is lamentation. Pain refers to physical pain of whatever sort; dejection is mental pain, unhappiness, and depression. Due to pain or dejection, suffering becomes overwhelming and we despair, giving up hope because we see no recourse to solve our difficulties.


Encountering the undesired is meeting with what is disagreeable. However much we try to avoid difficulties, they keep coming in one form or another. We encounter relationship and financial problems as well as prejudice, injustice, and climate change.


Being separated from the desired occurs when we have what we like and then are separated from it. Once we have friends, relatives, a job and income, a good reputation, and so forth, we do not want to lose them. Although we cling to these, it is impossible to hold on to them forever because they are transient by their very nature. The greater our attachment, the more painful our eventual separation from them will be. For this reason the Buddha said that worldly things are unsatisfactory and lack the ability to bring lasting happiness.


Not getting what we want is the situation of having unfulfilled wishes and needs. We seek good health, financial security, and stable relationships; we wish to stay young forever and have an excellent reputation. However much we want these, we cannot achieve them to a degree that fulfills us, and fall prey to frustration, moodiness, and despondency. This experience is common to the rich and the poor, the popular and the lonely, the healthy and the ill.


The above circumstances are fairly easy to discern in our lives. In them we find three types of duḥkha. There are (1) evident pain — the duḥkha of pain — and (2) the unsatisfactory situation of not being able to hold on to the pleasant — the duḥkha of change. (3) The basis upon which these arise is the body and mind — the five aggregates subject to clinging. Because we have these five aggregates, all the other unsatisfactory situations arise. This is the pervasive duḥkha of conditionality, which is intrinsic to the five aggregates that are clung to with ignorance.


The five aggregates are momentary processes, bound together in relationships of mutual conditionality. We believe ourselves to be independent persons, existing above and beyond the body and mind or existing within the body and mind and having control over them. This idea of being an independent self is delusion. Until now we have never examined how we grasp the self and simply assume there is a self in control of the aggregates.


When we look deeply into the nature of the five aggregates, we see that they are simply momentarily changing processes that are in a constant flux. They arise and pass away without interruption, giving rise to the next moment in the same continuum. What we consider to be the person consists of only momentary material and mental aggregates.


Our bodies and minds are transient by nature. There is no further cause or external condition for their changing and passing away other than their having arisen. The Buddha said, “Whatever has the nature of arising, all of it has the nature of ceasing.” This is subtle impermanence, and to realize it clearly through direct experience requires great mindfulness and concentration. This realization is very valuable because, when coupled with the understanding that our aggregates will never be something secure that we can take comfort in, it leads us to seek the origin of duḥkha and to investigate if it can be eradicated and, if so, how.


Repeatedly taking the five aggregates occurs due to ignorance, craving, and karma. Not only are our present aggregates the product of past ignorance, craving, and karma, but they also become the basis in this life for the arising of more ignorance, craving, and karma, which lead to taking another set of five aggregates subject to clinging in the future, which are under the control of ignorance, craving, and karma.


In pointing to craving as the prime example of the origin of duḥkha in the above passage, the Buddha was not disregarding the role of ignorance, other afflictions, and karma. Ignorance obscures the mind from knowing things as they are, and within that unclarity, craving is an active force that creates duḥkha. It does this in several ways: First, craving arises toward whatever is pleasurable. It seeks out objects, cognitive faculties, consciousnesses, contacts, feelings, intentions, thoughts, and images that are agreeable. In short, craving makes us into addicts who perpetually seek more and better physical and mental pleasures. Causing us to cling to the objects that appear to give us pleasures, craving breeds dissatisfaction and a sense of lacking. Thinking that gratifying all our desires will bring us happiness, we find ourselves immersed in cheating, lying, backbiting, and other harmful behaviors. In sum, craving lies behind much of the karma that projects rebirth in cyclic existence.


In addition to motivating many of the destructive actions we engage in during our lives, craving arises forcefully at the time of death, ripening the karmic seeds that project the next rebirth. As death approaches, craving seeks to preserve our sense of being an independent person; we do not want to separate from the body and mind of this life that are the basis for fabricating an independent self. However, during the death process, the body’s ability to act as the support for consciousness ebbs, and craving gives rise to clinging, which propels the mind to seek rebirth in another body. According to the karmic seeds fertilized by craving and clinging, the mind connects to another body at the moment of rebirth. For human rebirths, this is the moment of conception. When consciousness joins the fertilized egg, all five aggregates of the next rebirth come into existence together. The fertilized egg is the body; and along with consciousness come feeling, discrimination, and miscellaneous factors, thus forming the basis of the person of the new life.


The true cessation of duḥkha is the relinquishment of the afflictive obscurations, especially craving. In our daily lives, we may experience facsimiles of cessation — for example, the peace and relief we feel when we let go of having our way or of insisting on being right and having the last word in an argument. While the final true cessation is nirvāṇa, āryas attain several partial cessations while on the path each time they abandon a certain portion of afflictions and their seeds.


The Pāli tradition speaks of four types of cessation; not all of these are nirvāṇa:


(1) Cessation by factor substitution (P. tat anga nirodha) occurs after we have cultivated the antidote to a particular affliction and temporarily eliminated it. When angry, we meditate on fortitude, and when filled with sensual craving, we contemplate the unattractiveness of the body. By substituting a virtuous state of mind for a nonvirtuous one, there is a cessation by factor substitution.


(2) Cessation through suppression (P. vikambana nirodha) is the result of attaining the meditative absorptions. Strong samādhi temporarily overcomes the manifest forms of the five hindrances and other defilements (P. saṃkleśa, saṃkilesa), bringing the peace and bliss of concentration. Since the defilements are not active during meditative absorption, it seems that they have been eradicated. However, they have only been suppressed and their seeds remain in the mindstream.


(3) Cessation through eradication (P. samucheda nirodha) is the cessation attained through penetrative wisdom that cuts off the defilements so that they can never arise again. This cessation is attained beginning at the stage of stream-enterer (path of seeing), progresses through the stages of once-returner and nonreturner (path of meditation), and culminates in arhatship (path of no more learning).


(4) The ultimate cessation of defilement (P. achanta nirodha) as explained in the Pāli tradition is the reality that is the ultimate absence of all defilements. Cutting off defilements completely depends on a reality that is completely free from defilements, a reality that is ever-existing, unconditioned, and unborn. It is the existence of this unborn state — the reality of nirvāṇa — that makes the eradication of all defilements possible.3 This nirvāṇa is the object of penetrating wisdom. When wisdom sees the truth of nirvāṇa and actualizes true cessation, defilements are eradicated.
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1. Remember a time when you applied an antidote to an affliction such as greed or the wish for revenge, and that affliction temporarily subsided.


2. Consider that it is possible for afflictions to subside for a longer period of time due to the force of having strong concentration that makes the mind extremely tranquil and peaceful.


3. Consider that it is possible to perceive reality directly and, by this, eradicate some level of defilement.


4. Consider that it is possible to deepen and stabilize that perception of reality so that all afflictive obscurations are eradicated such that they can never return.


5. Make a strong determination to do this.







True cessation is attained not by wishing or praying for it but by means of training the mind. The principal true path that trains the mind is the right view — the wisdom realizing selflessness. We must put energy into understanding the four truths, first intellectually, then experientially, and finally with penetrative wisdom. When a person on the śrāvaka path penetrates the four truths with direct realization, she becomes a stream-enterer and has entered the stream leading to nirvāṇa. She becomes an ārya who will proceed to nirvāṇa and never again be an ordinary being. When those following the bodhisattva path gain this realization, they become ārya bodhisattvas and will irreversibly proceed to full awakening.


How to Engage with Each Truth


How do we engage with or practice the four truths? True duḥkha is to be fully known or understood, true origins is to be abandoned, true cessations is to be actualized, and true paths is to be cultivated. Maitreya’s Sublime Continuum (Ratnagotravibhāga, Uttaratantra) says (RGV 4.57):


In the case of disease, we need to diagnose it, remove its causes,


attain the happy state [of health], and rely on suitable medicine.


Similarly, we need to recognize our duḥkha, remove its causes,


actualize its cessation, and rely on the suitable path.


The Result of Each Truth


In terms of the resultant understanding of the four truths, true duḥkha is to be fully understood, but there is no duḥkha to understand; true origins are to be abandoned, but there are no origins to abandon; true cessation is to be actualized, but there is no cessation to actualize; and true paths are to be cultivated, but there are no paths to cultivate.


This may be understood in two ways. The first is common to all Buddhist schools: once we have completely understood duḥkha, there is no more duḥkha to understand; once we have totally overcome its origins, there are no more causes of suffering to overcome; once we have perfectly actualized cessation, our liberation is complete and there are no more cessations to actualize; and once we have fully cultivated the path, there is nothing more to cultivate.


According to the uncommon Madhyamaka approach, the Buddha is referring to the ultimate nature of the four truths, their emptiness. His thought is that it is possible for us to overcome true duḥkha and its origins and to actualize true cessations and true paths because their very nature is empty of inherent existence. Since they are primordially empty and have never existed inherently, duḥkha and its origins can be eliminated, and true cessations and true paths can be actualized. Their ultimate nature, emptiness, is also called natural nirvāṇa, and this allows for us to attain the three other types of nirvāṇa: nirvāṇa without remainder, nirvāṇa with remainder, and nonabiding nirvāṇa.4


According to the Madhyamaka approach, true duḥkha is to be fully understood on the conventional level, but on the ultimate level there is no true duḥkha. That is, true duḥkha exists on the conventional level by being merely designated by concept and term, but on the ultimate level there has never been inherently existent true duḥkha; true duḥkha is naturally empty of inherent existence. It is similar for the other three of the four truths: they exist conventionally, but ultimately cannot be found by ultimate analysis.


The Coarse and Subtle Four Truths


According to the Prāsaṅgikas’ unique presentation, the four truths have both a coarse and a subtle form. Vasubandhu’s Treasury of Knowledge (Abhidharmakośa) and Asaṅga’s Compendium of Knowledge (Abhidharmasamuccaya) described the coarse four truths: True duḥkha is all unsatisfactory circumstances arising from grasping a self-sufficient substantially existent person. True origins are grasping a self-sufficient substantially existent person and the afflictions and polluted karma arising from this grasping. True cessations are the abandonment of the duḥkha and origins that arise from grasping a self-sufficient substantially existent person. True path is the wisdom that sees the absence of a self-sufficient substantially existent person. This is the view held by the lower philosophical tenet systems.


The subtle four truths are described by the Prāsaṅgikas: True duḥkha is the unsatisfactory circumstances that are rooted in grasping inherent existence and karma. True origins are grasping inherent existence of persons and phenomena and the afflictions and polluted karma that arise from this grasping. True cessations are the complete eradication of these, and true path is the wisdom realizing the emptiness of inherent existence. As true origin, grasping inherent existence is much subtler and more tenacious than grasping a self-sufficient substantially existent person. It is also more difficult to identify when meditating on selflessness.


Ordinary beings can directly realize coarse selflessness — the lack of a self-sufficient substantially existent person. But this realization alone cannot remove the root of cyclic existence, the ignorance grasping inherent existence. At best, it can temporarily abandon coarse self-grasping and the afflictions that depend on it. Therefore the wisdom realizing the lack of a self-sufficient substantially existent person is not an actual true path capable of cutting the root of cyclic existence, and the cessation of this grasping is not an actual true cessation. Here we see the far-reaching implications of the Prāsaṅgikas’ way of positing the object of negation and the importance of identifying it correctly in order to cultivate the wisdom that sees it as nonexistent.


The Sixteen Attributes of the Four Truths of Āryas


The sixteen attributes of the four truths are found in the Treasury of Knowledge, Asaṅga’s Śrāvaka Grounds (Śrāvakabhūmi), and Dharmakīrti’s Commentary on Reliable Cognition. They are taught to protect sentient beings from duḥkha by helping them to develop wisdom and insight (vipaśyanā). Each truth has four attributes, which counteract four distorted conceptions about each truth. In addition to eliminating these sixteen misconceptions, which are obstacles to attaining liberation, the sixteen attributes establish the existence of liberation and the method to attain it. Each attribute is a quality of that truth and reveals a specific function of that truth.


If you have doubts regarding the possibility of eradicating duḥkha forever and if you wonder if nirvāṇa exists and if it is possible to attain it, contemplation on the sixteen attributes of the four truths will be very helpful. As we reflect on them, we may discover that we hold some of the misconceptions that are refuted. Making effort to understand the sixteen attributes will help us to dispel these, clearing the way for wisdom to arise.


Unless otherwise noted, the sixteen attributes are presented according to the common view acceptable to all Buddhist tenet systems. The unique Prāsaṅgika meaning is also presented when it differs from this.5 Please note that while each truth is often stated in the singular (e.g., true origin), it has many components, so sometimes it is expressed in the plural (true origins).


Four Attributes of True Duḥkha


True duḥkha (duḥkha-satya) is the polluted aggregates principally caused by afflictions and karma. They include internal true duḥkha, such as our polluted bodies and minds, and external true duḥkha, such as our habitats and the things in it.


The four attributes of true duḥkha — impermanent, duḥkha (unsatisfactory), empty, and selfless — counteract four distorted conceptions (ayoniśo manaskāra) or conceptualizations (vikalpa viparyāsa) — believing impermanent things to be permanent, things that are by nature unsatisfactory to be pleasurable, the unattractive to be attractive, and what lacks a self to have one.6 The Buddha said in Distortions of the Mind (AN 4.49):


Perceiving permanence in the impermanent,


perceiving pleasure in what is duḥkha,


perceiving a self in what is not-self,


and perceiving beauty in what is foul,


beings resort to wrong views,


their minds deranged, their perception twisted.


Such people are bound by the yoke of Māra7


and do not reach security from bondage.


Beings continue in saṃsāra,


going repeatedly from birth to death.


But when the buddhas arise in the world


and send forth a brilliant light,


they reveal this teaching that leads


to the stilling of duḥkha.


Hearing it, wise people regain their sanity.


They see the impermanent as impermanent,




and what is duḥkha as duḥkha.


They see what is not-self as not-self,


and the unattractive as unattractive.


By acquiring the right view,


they overcome all duḥkha.


The four attributes of true duḥkha counteract the four distorted conceptions.8 Understanding the first two attributes prepares us to realize the last two, which are the main antidotes that bring true cessations. While our physical and mental aggregates are pinpointed as an example of true duḥkha because they are the basis of designation of the self, the explanation pertains to everything conditioned by afflictions and karma.


1.	The physical and mental aggregates are impermanent (anitya) because they undergo continuous, momentary arising and disintegrating.


Overwhelmed by ignorance, we apprehend transient things — such as our bodies, relationships, and possessions — as unchanging, stable, and enduring, and expect them to remain the same and always be there. We do not feel that we are going to die — at least not any time soon. Believing that we are the same person we were yesterday, we expect our lives to be constant and predictable. We are surprised by a car accident or a sudden change in our conditions at work. As a result of holding what is impermanent to be permanent, we don’t prepare for death or future lives by avoiding harmful actions and engaging in constructive ones. Telling ourselves we will practice Dharma later when we have more time, we waste our precious human lives.	


Coarse impermanence is perceptible by our senses: the sun sets, a building is constructed and later decays, babies become adults and then die. All of these coarse changes happen due to subtle impermanence — changes occurring in each moment. These subtle changes are built into the nature of conditioned things; no other external factor is necessary to make things arise and cease in each moment.


Arising is something new coming into existence, abiding is the continuation of something similar, and ceasing is the disintegration of what was. These three occur simultaneously in each moment. From the moment something arises, it is changing and ceasing. There is no way to halt this process or take a time-out. Because everything changes in each moment, there is no stability or security to be found in saṃsāra. Understanding this gives us a more realistic view of life. This, in turn, helps us to release attachment to saṃsāric enjoyments and birth in saṃsāra in general, and frees our mind to seek a more reliable happiness that comes from Dharma practice.


2.	The aggregates are unsatisfactory by nature (duḥkhatā) because they are under the control of afflictions and karma.


Believing that what is unsatisfactory by nature — food, possessions, reputation, friends, relatives, our bodies, and so forth — is actual pleasure and happiness, we jump into the world of transitory pleasures expecting lasting joy. Viewing our bodies to be a source of great pleasure, we expend great effort to secure and experience sensual delights. In doing so we consume more than our fair share of the Earth’s resources and spend a lot of time chasing illusions. In actuality, our bodies have constant aches and pains and are seldom comfortable for long. If we saw them more realistically, we would keep them healthy in order to use them to practice the Dharma, but we would not expect true happiness from them.


Contemplating that the objects, people, and activities we see as enjoyable are actually unsatisfactory in nature because they are under the influence of afflictions and karma remedies the distorted belief that they are a source of secure happiness. What we commonly call pleasure is actually a state where one discomfort has decreased and a newer discomfort is just beginning. For example, when we’ve been standing a long time, sitting brings a feeling of relief and pleasure. But slowly, the discomfort of sitting increases, and after a while we want to stand up and walk around.


Our aggregates are subject to the three types of duḥkha mentioned above — the duḥkha of pain, which is physical and mental pain; the duḥkha of change, in which pleasurable circumstances do not last; and the pervasive duḥkha of conditioning, a body and mind conditioned by afflictions and karma. This last one is the source of the first two. Afflictions and karma condition our experiences, and without choice, our bodies fall ill, age, and die. Our minds are overwhelmed by disturbing emotions such as despair and rage. Understanding that whatever is under the power of afflictions and karma cannot be a source of lasting joy, we release unrealistic expectations and distance ourselves from the useless pursuit of clinging to saṃsāric pleasures. Instead we direct our energy toward actualizing true cessations.


The attributes of impermanence and duḥkha are linked. Āryadeva says (CŚ 50):


The impermanent is definitely harmed.


What is harmed is not pleasurable.


Therefore all that is impermanent


is said to be duḥkha.


Gyaltsab explains:




Whatever is impermanent, such as the body, which is a maturation of polluted past karma and afflictions, is definitely damaged by factors causing disintegration and therefore produces aversion. Anything affected by causes of harm, whose character is to produce aversion, is not pleasurable. Therefore all that is impermanent and polluted is said to be duḥkha, just as anything that falls into a salt pit become salty.





Impermanent and polluted things, such as our bodies, are under the influence of afflictions and karma that cause them to disintegrate. An aged or dead body is considered undesirable and unclean, just as beautiful flowers are ugly when they decay and rot. Anything that disintegrates under the influence of afflictions and karma and produces aversion and distaste in us is by nature duḥkha. It lacks a findable essence; it is empty. Seeing this leads to disenchantment with saṃsāra and inspires us to turn our attention to liberation.


3.	The aggregates are empty (śūnya) because they lack a permanent, unitary, and independent self.


The third distorted conception holds what is foul — specifically our bodies — as beautiful. Our own and others’ bodies are filled with ugly substances — blood, bones, muscles, organs, tissue, excrement, and so on. Because of ignorance, we preen our own bodies and see others’ bodies as desirable and lust after them. Needless to say, our infatuation with the body is misplaced and leads to disappointment and misery.


There are two aspects to seeing the aggregates as unattractive. The first focuses on the body and sees that its organs, fluids, and so forth are foul. No one finds the inside of the body gorgeous, and we clean away everything that the body excretes. The second understands that since the aggregates are impermanent and are unsatisfactory by nature, the body is unattractive and our afflictive thoughts are undesirable. As such, our saṃsāric aggregates are not worth craving and clinging to, for they lack the capacity to bring us enduring well-being. This inspires us to turn our attention to creating the causes for liberation.


The aggregates being empty refutes the permanent, unitary, independent self or ātman as conceived by the non-Buddhists. Permanent here means the self is eternal and does not change from one life to the next. Unitary means not made of parts, and independent in this context means not depending on causes and conditions. Such a self or soul has a nature that is entirely different from that of the aggregates: it is forever unchanged, monolithic, all-pervasive, and completely separate from conditioned phenomena. The aggregates, in contrast, change, consist of parts, and are influenced by causes and conditions. The aggregates cannot possibly be such a self. The attribute of empty also refutes the existence of an independent creator who is unchanging, monolithic, and not affected by causes and conditions.


How does the third attribute — empty — counteract the notion of the body as attractive? Our mistaken belief that the foul body is attractive and pure involves holding the person and the aggregates to be separate when in fact they are the same nature. During the Buddha’s time, people adhered strongly to the caste system and the brahmins prided themselves on being pure because they were born from Brahmā’s mouth, while those of lower castes were born from lower parts of Brahmā’s body and thus were considered impure. Brahmins maintained strict rules of cleanliness to the extent that they did not touch the bodies of lower-caste people, eat with them, or use the same utensils. The Buddha opposed the caste system and the notion of a “pure self” that was its basis. By teaching that there is no pure, eternal, monolithic self that is separate from the aggregates, he pointed out that all saṃsāric bodies — no matter what caste people belonged to — were unattractive and impure.




Although Prāsaṅgikas agree with the above, their unique viewpoint of the third attribute is expressed in the following syllogism: The aggregates are empty because of arising dependently. This expresses the emptiness of inherent existence of phenomena. If the subject were the person, it would express the emptiness of the person. The reason — dependent arising — proves the emptiness of both the person and the aggregates because in both cases inherent existence is being negated. The reason in this syllogism could also be “because of depending on causes and conditions” or “because they depend on parts.”


4.	The aggregates are selfless (nairātmya) because they lack a self-sufficient substantially existent person.


If a self-sufficient substantially existent person existed, it would be the same nature as the aggregates. When we say “I” or “my body and mind,” we have the impression that there is a self who is the owner and controller of the body and mind. This I instructs the mind to think and the body to move. Whereas we usually identify a person by seeing his body, hearing her voice, or thinking of her mind, a self-sufficient substantially existent person could be identified without cognizing any of the aggregates. The fourth attribute negates the existence of such a self.


According to Prāsaṅgikas’ unique view, a self-sufficient substantially existent self is a coarse object of negation, one that can be refuted by a conventional reliable cognizer. They assert that the fourth distorted conception is grasping all phenomena whatsoever as inherently existent, meaning they have their own intrinsic essence and exist under their own power, independent of all other factors. For Prāsaṅgikas emptiness and selflessness come to the same point.


The ignorance that grasps inherent existence is a big troublemaker. Based on it, we incorrectly consider ourselves to be self-enclosed entities, become attached to our individual well-being, and see everything in relationship to ourselves. Grasping inherent existence stimulates distorted conceptualization, which projects attractiveness and ugliness on people and things that don’t have them. As a result, we become indignant when criticized and arrogant when praised. This leads to manipulative behavior, personal anguish, societal discord, and vicious wars. It is important to understand this by examining our own experiences.




Because all phenomena are baseless — they lack an inherent nature — it is possible for the wisdom realizing the emptiness of inherent existence to overcome and dispel self-grasping ignorance, which holds phenomena to exist inherently. Seeing with wisdom that all persons and phenomena are selfless — that they lack inherent existence — is the path freeing us from saṃsāra.


In conclusion, based on not knowing the four attributes of true duḥkha, the four distorted conceptions arise in our minds one after the other. They give rise to afflictions, which instigate disturbing mental, verbal, and physical actions, which in turn leave karmic seeds on our mindstreams. Some of these karmic seeds ripen at the time of death and cause our next rebirth; others ripen in our future lives, affecting our environments, habits, and the experiences we undergo. This is the meaning of being under the control of afflictions and polluted actions, and it clearly illustrates that we are not free to experience the joy and fulfillment we seek. We must understand the four distorted conceptions well in order to overcome them, just as in ordinary warfare one has to learn about one’s enemies in order to defeat them.


The four attributes of true duḥkha build on one another. Our bodies and minds change moment by moment. This is their nature; once they arise, no further cause is needed to make them change. Knowing this contradicts the belief that they are static and unchanging.


Impermanent things are produced by causes and conditions; our aggregates are controlled by their causes — afflictions and karma — which are ultimately rooted in ignorance. Anything caused by or rooted in ignorance is unsatisfactory; this is the pervasive duḥkha of conditioning. Once we understand this, no matter how beautiful, pleasurable, and enticing things may appear, we know they are not worthy of our clinging to them.


The first two attributes center on the aggregates being dependent on causes and conditions. They lead to understanding the last two attributes that deny the existence of any kind of independent self or person. We aren’t free from these aggregates, so how could there be a permanent, unitary, independent self that is a different entity from the aggregates? We cannot prevent our bodies and minds from aging and dying, so how could there be a self-sufficient substantially existent person that controls the aggregates?


Whether we initially approach the four attributes from the viewpoint of reasoning or meditation, we must later combine the knowledge gained from both to attain a yogic direct reliable cognizer that realizes impermanence, duḥkha, emptiness, and selflessness. This mind is a mental consciousness that is a union of serenity and insight that directly realizes these four attributes.


Reflecting on the four attributes of true duḥkha makes us yearn to be free from our polluted aggregates and to attain nirvāṇa, a state of true freedom. The practice of the four establishments of mindfulness is one way to realize the four attributes of true duḥkha and to overcome the four distorted conceptions. Mindfulness of the body overcomes holding it as attractive; mindfulness of feelings overcomes seeing the aggregates as pleasurable and desirable; mindfulness of the mind counteracts grasping a permanent, unitary, independent self; and mindfulness of phenomena leads us to understand selflessness. The realization of subtle emptiness and subtle selflessness frees us from the bonds of cyclic existence.
















	DISTORTED CONCEPTIONS OF TRUE DUḤKHA


	

ATTRIBUTES OF TRUE DUḤKHA


The polluted aggregates are









	1.


	Believing impermanent things to be permanent


	Impermanent, because they undergo continuous, momentary arising and disintegrating







	2.


	Believing unsatisfactory things to be pleasurable


	Duḥkhatā, because they are under the control of afflictions and karma







	3.


	Believing the unattractive to be attractive


	Empty, because they lack a permanent, unitary, and independent self







	4.


	Believing what lacks a self to have a self


	Selfless, because they lack a self-sufficient substantially existent self
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1. Remember a situation in which you had strong animosity toward someone. Observe how you believed that person to be fixed and unchanging. It seems as if all he has ever been or done is condensed as that horrible person who harmed you.




2. Ask yourself if this is true. Is the person frozen in time like this? Or does he change depending on causes and conditions? Is there an independent person who always has been and always will be the image you currently have of him?


3. Seeing that the person is neither permanent nor independent, allow your anger to dissipate. Enjoy the feeling of being free from hurt and anger.





Four Attributes of True Origins


True origins (samudaya-satya) — afflictions and karma — are the principal causes of true duḥkha. Actions come from afflictions, especially craving and ignorance, the root of all afflictions. Buddhist tenet systems have various ideas of what ignorance is and how it relates to the view of a personal identity. These will be explained later.


A prominent example of afflictions is craving (tṛṣṇā), a strong liking for an object and unwillingness to let it go. Looking closely at our life experiences, we see that much of our suffering is due to craving — holding on to something or someone outside of ourselves as the source of happiness, security, and success. Craving creates feelings of dissatisfaction and inadequacy, so that no matter what we accomplish or possess, or who loves and appreciates us, we still feel discontent, pervaded by the longing for more and better.


The four attributes of true origins are cause, origin, strong producers, and conditions.


1.	Craving and karma are the causes (hetu) of duḥkha because they are the chief causes of duḥkha.


Our suffering is not haphazard but has causes — craving and karma. Under the control of ignorance, we crave to experience pleasant feelings and crave to not experience painful ones. This leads us to act, creating karma. Craving also spurs different karmas to ripen into their results, especially during the dying process. This attribute refutes the idea that duḥkha is random or causeless, as asserted by the Materialists (Cārvāka), a philosophical school in ancient India. By rejecting the law of karma and its effects, many Materialists denied ethical responsibility and lived hedonistic lifestyles, indulging in sense pleasures with little thought of the long-term effects of their actions on themselves or others.


2.	Craving and karma are origins (samudaya) of duḥkha because they repeatedly produce all of the diverse forms of duḥkha.


Afflictions and karma create not just a portion of our mental and physical misery but all of it in the past, present, and future. Understanding this dispels the idea that duḥkha comes from only one cause, such as an external deity or a primal cosmic matter. If duḥkha rested on only one cause, cooperative conditions would be unnecessary, in which case either that cause would never produce a result or it would never stop producing a result. If a sprout depended only on a seed and nothing else, the seed would continually grow because the change of seasons would not affect it at all; or it would not grow at all because the presence of warm weather, water, and fertilizer would not affect it. Duḥkha depends on the coming together of many changeable factors. It is not predestined or fated.


Seeing the diverse forms of duḥkha that sentient beings repeatedly experience under the control of afflictions and karma can be shocking at first. However, since they are conditioned phenomena, when conditions change or cease, duḥkha will similarly change or cease.


3.	Craving and karma are strong producers (prabhava) because they act forcefully to produce strong duḥkha.


We tend to think that our problems come from causes outside of ourselves — an external creator or another person. When some people experience illness or accidents, they attribute it to God, who willed that event. On a more mundane level, we blame our unhappiness on other people or external circumstances. This way of thinking locks us into a victim mentality where we believe we are unable to change our experiences because they are caused by someone outside of ourselves. Understanding the third attribute dispels the notion that duḥkha arises from discordant causes — for example, the motivation of an external creator.


Afflictions and karma bring intense duḥkha in both lower and higher realms, and they forcefully keep us bound in saṃsāra. When we understand that afflictions and karma are the actual origins of our problems, we accept responsibility for our actions and our lives. We become empowered, knowing that we have the ability to change our situation and create the causes for the happiness we want. Having correctly identified the origins of our misery, we learn, reflect on, and meditate on the Dharma to counteract afflictions and purify karma. Understanding this stimulates us to dispel these origins of duḥkha.


4.	Craving and karma are conditions (pratyaya) because they also act as the cooperative conditions that give rise to duḥkha.


Craving and karma are not only the primary causes of duḥkha but also the cooperative conditions that enable karma to ripen. When craving manifests in our minds, it acts like fertilizer enabling karmic seeds to ripen. Understanding that duḥkha depends on causes and conditions dispels the notion that it is fixed and unalterable and counteracts the idea that duḥkha is fundamentally permanent but temporarily fleeting — that is, thinking our unsatisfactory state cannot be overcome even though there are temporary times of reprieve. When the causes and conditions are eliminated, the resultant unsatisfactory and suffering experiences will also cease. Knowing this brings resilience to our Dharma practice.


Contemplating these four attributes strengthens our determination to abandon true origins.
















	DISTORTED CONCEPTIONS OF TRUE ORIGINS


	

ATTRIBUTES OF TRUE ORIGINS


Afflictions (especially craving) and karma are








	1.


	Believing that duḥkha is random or causeless (Cārvāka)


	Causes of duḥkha, because they are the chief causes of duḥkha







	2.


	Believing that duḥkha comes from only one cause


	Origins, because they repeatedly produce all the diverse forms of duḥkha







	3.


	Believing that duḥkha arises from discordant causes, such as an external creator (Vaiśeṣika)


	Strong producers, because they act forcefully to produce strong duḥkha







	4.


	Believing that duḥkha is fundamentally permanent but temporarily fleeting (Nirgrantha)


	Conditions, because they act as cooperative conditions that give rise to duḥkha
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1. Examine the role of craving in your life. What do you crave? Do these things actually satisfy you when you get them?


2. Does craving come from outside yourself? Is it from a creator, another person, the object you crave? How is craving related to ignorance?


3. What do you do under the influence of craving? What are the results of these actions?


4. Make a strong determination to overcome ignorance and craving by practicing the path.





Four Attributes of True Cessations


True cessations (nirodha-satya) include the cessations of various levels of afflictions that are actualized as we progress through the paths to arhatship and full awakening. Prāsaṅgikas add to this that a true cessation is the purified ultimate nature of the mind that has removed that level of afflictions.


An arhat’s true cessation of all afflictions and karma causing saṃsāric rebirth is taken as the example. This true cessation in the continuum of an arhat is the cessation of innate (sahaja) afflictions that have existed since beginningless time and acquired (parikalpita) afflictions that were learned from incorrect philosophies.


Prāsaṅgikas assert that the true cessations of the coarse four truths are not actual true cessations because eliminating the ignorance grasping a self-sufficient substantially existent person does not eradicate true duḥkha and its origins, although it will temporarily stop the manifest coarse afflictions explained in the two Knowledges. They also assert that a buddha’s true cessation is also the cessation of the cognitive obscurations that prevent full awakening.


The four attributes of true cessation address concerns that you may have. If you believe that afflictions exist inherently in sentient beings, so that a state of final peace is impossible, reflect on the first attribute. If you wonder if heaven is better than nirvāṇa, contemplate the second attribute. If you think that nirvāṇa isn’t total freedom, reflect on the third attribute. And if you wonder if it’s possible for nirvāṇa to deteriorate, contemplate the fourth attribute.


The four attributes of true cessation are cessation, peace, magnificence, and definite emergence (freedom).


1.	Nirvāṇa is the cessation of duḥkha (nirodha) because it is a state in which the origins of duḥkha have been abandoned, and it thus ensures that duḥkha will no longer arise.


Thinking that afflictions are an inherent part of sentient beings, some people believe that trying to eliminate them is futile. They do not try to remedy their situation and consequently continue to be reborn in cyclic existence. Understanding that attaining true cessations is possible by eliminating afflictions and karma dispels the misconception that liberation does not exist, immediately freeing us from a defeatist, and often cynical, attitude.


2.	Nirvāṇa is peace (śānta) because it is a separation in which afflictions have been eliminated.


Unable to correctly identify the qualities of liberation, some people mistake other polluted states, such as meditative absorptions in the form and formless realms, as liberation. Although these meditative absorptions are much more tranquil than our human existence, they have only suppressed manifest afflictions and have not eliminated subtle afflictions and their seeds from the root. Not understanding that nirvāṇa is ultimate peace, people do not try to attain it and are satisfied with a temporary, superior saṃsāric state. This attribute counteracts the belief that states polluted by ignorance are nirvāṇa. People who are convinced of the harm of afflictions and karma know that their cessation is a state of peace and joy that will not vanish.


3.	Nirvāṇa is magnificence (praṇīta) because it is the superior source of benefit and bliss.


Because nirvāṇa is completely nondeceptive and no other state of liberation supersedes it, it is supreme and magnificent. Nirvāṇa is total freedom from all three types of duḥkha. Knowing this prevents mistaking certain states of temporary or partial cessation as nirvāṇa. It also prevents thinking that there is some state superior to the cessation of duḥkha and its origins. Someone who mistakes a saṃsāric state as liberation will follow a detour that does not lead to their destination. For example, someone who enjoys the tranquility of suppressing the conceptual mind in blank-minded meditation does himself a disservice, because nirvāṇa will elude him.


4.	Nirvāṇa is freedom or definite emergence (niḥsaraṇa) because it is total, irreversible release from saṃsāra.


Nirvāṇa is a definite abandonment because it is an irrevocable release from saṃsāra’s duḥkha. This counters the mistaken notion that nirvāṇa can degenerate. Because nirvāṇa is the elimination of all afflictions and karma causing saṃsāric rebirth, there no longer exists any cause for such rebirth or for the suffering it entails.


Contemplating these four attributes encourages us not to stop partway but to continue practicing until we actualize full nirvāṇa.
















	DISTORTED CONCEPTIONS OF TRUE CESSATIONS


	

ATTRIBUTES OF TRUE CESSATIONS


Nirvāṇa — an arhat’s true cessation of all afflictions and karma that cause saṃsāric rebirth through the force of antidotes — is








	1.


	Believing that liberation does not exist


	Cessation of duḥkha, because it is a state in which the origins of duḥkha have been abandoned







	2.


	Believing that other polluted states (such as meditative absorptions in the form and formless realms) are liberation


	Peace, because it is a separation in which afflictions have been eliminated







	3.


	Believing that a state of temporary or partial cessation is nirvāṇa/liberation


	Magnificence, because it is the superior source of benefit and bliss







	4.


	Believing that nirvāṇa can degenerate, that it is reversible


	Freedom, because it is total, irreversible release from saṃsāra
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1. To get a small taste of what nirvāṇa could be like, imagine that an affliction such as anger is totally absent from your mind. No matter what someone says or does, no matter what happens, you will never get angry again.


2. Nirvāṇa is the complete absence of all afflictions forever. Aspire to attain it.





Four Attributes of True Paths


The true path (mārgasatya) is the wisdom realizing the sixteen attributes of the four truths, especially true cessation. Existing in the mindstreams of āryas of all three vehicles, true paths eradicate ignorance and other afflictions. When afflictions cease, polluted karma is no longer created and that which has already been created cannot ripen into a saṃsāric rebirth; liberation is attained.


The Pāli tradition says that the āryas’ eightfold path constitutes true paths, while Prāsaṅgikas say it is an ārya’s realization informed by the wisdom directly realizing the emptiness of inherent existence. The wisdom realizing emptiness is the principal true path because it views phenomena’s mode of existence opposite to the way ignorance does. While ignorance grasps inherent existence, the wisdom directly realizing emptiness realizes the absence of inherent existence. In this way, it is able to completely counteract ignorance and all afflictions rooted in it.


As above, these four attributes assuage doubts that we may have about the true path. If you fear that there is no path to peace, reflect on the first attribute. If you think that the wisdom realizing emptiness cannot counteract the afflictions, reflect on the second attribute. If you wonder if the wisdom realizing emptiness will actually eliminate all afflictions, ponder the third attribute. If you wonder if meditating with the wisdom realizing emptiness will bring nirvāṇa and not some other state, reflect on the fourth attribute.


The four attributes of true paths are path, suitable, accomplishment, and deliverance. These are explained according to the Prāsaṅgika viewpoint.9




1.	The wisdom directly realizing selflessness is the path (mārga) because it is the unmistaken path to liberation.


This wisdom leads to liberation. Knowing this counters the misconception that there is no path to liberation from saṃsāra. People who believe no path exists will not venture to cultivate it and will remain endlessly trapped in cyclic existence.


2.	The wisdom directly realizing selflessness is suitable (nyāya) because it acts as the direct counterforce to the afflictions.


The wisdom realizing selflessness is the suitable path leading to nirvāṇa because it is the powerful antidote that directly counteracts self-grasping ignorance and eliminates duḥkha. Understanding this eliminates the misconception that this wisdom is not a path to liberation. Having confidence that it is the correct path to nirvāṇa, we will be eager to cultivate the wisdom that knows the nature of bondage in and release from saṃsāra just as they are. This wisdom also knows the faults of the afflictions and the meaning of selflessness.


3.	The wisdom directly realizing selflessness is accomplishment (pratipatti) because it unmistakenly realizes the nature of the mind.


Unlike worldly paths that cannot accomplish our ultimate goals, the precious wisdom directly realizing emptiness leads to unmistaken spiritual attainments because it is an exalted wisdom that directly realizes the final mode of existence of the mind, its emptiness of inherent existence. In this way, it accomplishes the eradication of afflictions and attainment of liberation.


Understanding this counteracts the misconception that worldly paths eliminate duḥkha. Worldly paths are of many types, such as meditative absorptions that are mistaken for liberation. Blissful as they may be, they do not secure a true state of liberation. Some people practice the worldly path of extreme asceticism, mistakenly believing that harsh treatment of the body will eliminate craving for pleasure. This method does not bring the desired result, as the Buddha attested to by practicing — and then relinquishing — torturous asceticism for six years.




4.	The wisdom directly realizing selflessness is the way of deliverance (nairyāṇika) because it overcomes afflictions and duḥkha from their root and brings irreversible liberation.


Inherent existence and noninherent existence are contradictory. By realizing the lack of inherent existence, the ignorance that grasps inherent existence can be conclusively removed. This wisdom is able to overpower ignorance because it knows things as they are, whereas ignorance relies on faulty fabrications. Because it definitely abandons all duḥkha and obscurations, this wisdom does not stop partway, but definitively delivers us from cyclic existence. This attribute counteracts the misconception that afflictions can regenerate and cannot be removed completely. It also counteracts the mistaken notion that while some paths may partially cease duḥkha, no path can cease it completely.


Contemplating these four attributes encourages us to meditate on true paths in order to destroy duḥkha and its origins and to actualize nirvāṇa.
















	DISTORTED CONCEPTIONS OF TRUE PATHS


	

ATTRIBUTES OF TRUE PATHS


The wisdom directly realizing selflessness is








	1.


	Believing that there is no path to liberation


	Path, because it is an unmistaken path to liberation







	2.


	Believing that this wisdom is not a path to liberation


	Suitable, because it acts as the direct counterforce to the afflictions







	3.


	Believing that worldly paths (e.g., meditative absorptions) can eliminate duḥkha and are liberation


	Accomplishment, because it unmistakenly realizes the nature of the mind







	4.


	Believing that afflictions and duḥkha cannot be removed completely, or that once removed, they can reappear


	Way of deliverance, because it overcomes afflictions and duḥkha from their root and brings irreversible liberation
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1. Contemplate that true duḥkha — everything produced by afflictions and polluted karma — lacks any inherent essence.




2. Contemplate that all duḥkha as well as the origins of duḥkha depend on causes. Because they are dependent and do not exist under their own power, true duḥkha and true origins lack independent essence.


3. Contemplate the four attributes of true cessation. Abide in the certainty that nirvāṇa — a lasting state of peace and joy — can be attained, and let your mind be imbued with the optimism that brings.


4. Contemplate that true paths are also conditioned phenomena that depend on other factors. They too do not exist from their own side and thus are empty of inherent existence.





In conclusion, according to the Prāsaṅgika perspective, the entire complex of all sufferings and unsatisfactory circumstances of cyclic existence is rooted in self-grasping ignorance. This grasping at objective existence underpins our emotional reactions, such as craving, anger, jealousy, arrogance, guilt, and so forth. Cultivating the view of emptiness undermines this grasping and overcomes the four distorted conceptions. So there is a direct connection between the understanding of emptiness and our day-to-day engagement with the world.


While I have not realized emptiness directly, I can assure you that as a result of cultivating and deepening an understanding of emptiness and familiarizing myself with this understanding over time, I can see a progressive reduction of the influence of the afflictions that usually dominate our ordinary minds. There is a real impact and transformative power in this practice. If you make sincere effort to study, contemplate, and meditate on emptiness, the four distorted conceptions will no longer be able to nourish afflictions in your mind. When your afflictions have been eliminated, engaging in polluted actions ceases, and without these, rebirth due to afflictions and karma comes to an end.
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