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The final installment of the Steps on the Path to Enlightenment series examines the nature of reality with a master class in Buddhist Middle Way philosophy and meditation.


GESHE LHUNDUB SOPA’S Steps on the Path to Enlightenment is a landmark commentary on what is perhaps the most elaborate and elegant Tibetan presentation of the Buddhist path, the Lamrim Chenmo of Tsongkhapa (1357–1419). This volume is the fifth and final volume transmitting a twenty-year discourse on this monumental work that Geshe Sopa delivered to his Western students. Unrivaled in its comprehensiveness, the graduated series of teachings is meant to be studied, contemplated, and finally absorbed within meditation until the mind and heart are cleared of their obscurations and the practitioner perfects wisdom and compassion in the state of full enlightenment.


In this volume, Geshe Sopa explains the practice of superior insight (vipaśyanā), or wisdom, the pinnacle of the bodhisattva’s perfections. With his mastery of the Indian sources and his consummate training in the tradition of Tibetan scholar monks, Geshe Sopa is able to unpack the full range of nuance in the presentation of insight, from identifying the object to be negated, to establishing the harmony of emptiness and dependent arising, to presenting the superiority of the view of the Prāsaṅgika Madhyamaka school. In the end, he shows how in the union of insight and the deep meditative state of śamatha, all faults of the mind can be eliminated. Accompanied by insight into the nature of reality, all other positive actions, from morality to deep states of meditation, gain the power to liberate.
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Dechen Rochard worked very closely with Geshe Sopa over the last decade of his life to prepare this volume, and with her own extensive training in both Western and Buddhist philosophy and in Sanskrit and Tibetan languages, she brings a rare precision to these teachings, making this volume a fitting tribute to one of the luminaries of the Tibetan intellectual tradition.





BORN IN THE TSANG REGION of Tibet in 1923, Geshe Lhundub Sopa was both a spiritual master and a respected academic. He rose from a humble background to complete his geshe studies at Sera Je Monastic University in Lhasa with highest honors and was privileged to serve as a debate opponent for the Dalai Lama’s own geshe examination in 1959. He moved to New Jersey in the United States in 1963 and in 1967 began teaching in the Buddhist Studies Program at the University of Wisconsin–Madison, where he trained a generation of Western Buddhist scholars and became a towering figure in the transmission of Buddhism to the West. In 1975, he founded the Deer Park Buddhist Center in Oregon, Wisconsin, site of the Dalai Lama’s first Kalachakra initiation outside of Asia. He is the author of several books in English, including his memoir, Like a Waking Dream. He passed away in 2014.


DECHEN ROCHARD has a BA in philosophy from the University of London and a PhD in Buddhist philosophy from the University of Cambridge. She also completed the first ten years of the geshe degree program at the Institute of Buddhist Dialectics in Dharamsala, India, including the study of Madhyamaka. She is currently translating texts for The Dalai Lama Trust and is a fellow of the Dalai Lama Centre for Compassion (Oxford).
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Foreword


THE Great Treatise on the Stages of the Path to Enlightenment (Lamrim Chenmo), composed by Tsongkhapa and explained here by Geshe Lhundub Sopa, is a commentary on the Lamp for the Path to Enlightenment, by Atiśa. The primary goal of these teachings is to discipline and transform the mind. These texts have their source in the sutras and the other teachings of the Buddha himself, but their special virtue is that they convey the thought of the Buddha in a format that is easy to apply in actual practice.


The authors of these wonderful texts composed them in order to help all living beings. Since they developed the altruistic attitude to beneﬁt mother sentient beings, we too should follow their example, irrespective of our own weak situation.


The Buddha and the great teachers who followed him gave clear instructions on how to proceed from a state of suffering to a state of peace and happiness. Following such teachings of the great masters of the past, Atiśa summarized them in his famous text, the Lamp for the Path to Enlightenment. It is a wonderful text, and Atiśa’s disciples, such as Dromtonpa and Potowa, put what it teaches into practice. It was then transmitted through the Kadam lineages, ﬁnally coming down to Tsongkhapa.


He was an unparalleled scholar, who composed the Great Treatise on the Stages of the Path to Enlightenment, the marvelous text explained here in the manner of the great masters of Nālandā monastic university. We are indeed fortunate after so much time to have access to such a great work and to be able to read and think about what it contains. With this publication of Geshe Sopa’s commentary, Tsongkhapa’s words are brought to life and illuminated for a modern audience, continuing the lineages of scripture and realization that the Buddha set in motion more than 2,500 years ago.


The two principal aspects of practice described here are a proper understanding of emptiness and the awakening mind of bodhicitta. A correct understanding of the view of emptiness is very important, for whether you are taking refuge, or cultivating the awakening mind of bodhicitta, all other practices are enhanced by such an understanding. At the same time, it is extremely important that our insight into the ultimate nature of reality is supported by compassion and the awakening mind of bodhicitta.


In my own case, regardless of my limited capacity, I try my best to develop these two minds: the wisdom understanding emptiness, and bodhicitta — the wish to achieve enlightenment for the sake of all sentient beings. Merely trying to approach and cultivate these two minds brings greater peace and happiness. The development of these two minds is really the heart of Buddhist practice. It is the essential meaning of this Stages of the Path to Enlightenment. If we were to examine all the sutras and words of the Buddha, along with the subsequent treatises that are commentaries on them, we would ﬁnd that they can be summed up in these two practices. Therefore, we should study these teachings motivated by an aspiration to achieve enlightenment for the sake of all sentient beings.


Today, Buddhism is spreading throughout the Western world, encountering new cultures and new languages. During such a period of transition it is very important that the Dharma be transmitted by scholars and practitioners who possess a deep and vast understanding of the teachings, because that is the only way to protect the authenticity and purity of the teachings.


Atiśa exempliﬁed this role by bringing the pure teachings from the great monastic centers of North India and establishing them in Tibet in an authentic and complete form that was, at the same time, suitably adapted to the Tibetan personality. He reestablished monasticism in Tibet and emphasized ethical conduct as the heart of Buddhist training. He dispelled the many misconceptions and erroneous customs that had entered the practice of the Dharma in Tibet. In this way he reestablished the pure Buddhadharma in many places where it had been lost, and enhanced it where it survived.


Requested by Jangchub Ö to give a teaching that would be beneﬁcial to the Tibetan people in general, Atiśa composed the Lamp for the Path to Enlightenment, which condensed the essential points of both sutras and tantras into a step-by-step method that would be easy to follow. This text inaugurated the grand tradition of the study and practice of the stages of the path method in Tibet. Atiśa also worked with his Tibetan students on the translation of many texts from Sanskrit into Tibetan and so made a rich contribution to the ﬂourishing of Buddhism in the Land of Snows.


Geshe Sopa, the author of this commentary on the Lamrim Chenmo, was one of the several good students of Geshe Lhundrub Tabke and was therefore chosen to debate with me during my ﬁnal examination. Geshe Lhundrub Tabke, who became the abbot of Sera Je, was in turn one of the several good students of Geshe Tsangpa Lhundrub Tsondru, who was a renowned scholar at the time of the Thirteenth Dalai Lama and later ascended the throne of Ganden Tripa. Geshe Sopa is therefore the third generation of high-quality scholarship commencing from Geshe Tsangpa Lhundrub Tsondru, and he continues the excellent tradition today.


He is an exemplary heir of Atiśa’s tradition conveying the pure Dharma to a new world in an authentic and useful way. He has been a pioneer among those bringing Buddhism to the West. He left for America in 1962. In due course, Geshe Sopa was invited to the University of Wisconsin, where he became one of the ﬁrst Tibetan language instructors at an American university. He later rose to become a tenured faculty member, and his career as a professor of Buddhist studies eventually spanned more than thirty years.


All Tibetans should feel honored and proud that Geshe Sopa, a man from far-away Tibet, could rise to the highest levels of Western academic attainment largely on the basis of his Tibetan monastic education combined with his own brilliance and personal qualities. Publication of this excellent series of books is a ﬁtting tribute to an illustrious career.


Tenzin Gyatso, the Fourteenth Dalai Lama




Editor’s Preface


WORKING WITH GESHE Sopa Rinpoche on this volume has been a life-changing experience for me, and I hope that reading it will be a life-changing experience for others. Although parts of this text appear very technical, it is composed entirely of teachings to be taken to heart. As Geshe Sopa humorously declared, it is like chewing hard bones to get to the juicy marrow. The effort required to engage in this material is both painstaking and joyous, and the learning curve is steep. However, gentle perseverance over a long period of time is rewarded by gradual understanding that opens the mind to the holy truth, which can eventually transform our minds completely. I cannot find words to express my gratitude to the holy guru for his most illuminating, vibrant, and patient guidance. In working on this text with Geshe Sopa over the years, I held fast to his every word, to every nuance in his voice. This was absolutely necessary, whether listening to his live presentations or to his recorded teachings. Going over difficult points again and again, Geshe Sopa’s patience was boundless, his mind ever unperturbed and joyous. It has been an enormous privilege to witness his fresh yet authentic presentation of Tsongkhapa’s words and to contribute to the process of putting his penetrating explication into printed form for the benefit of all beings.


After completing the first draft of this volume, having worked on it for six years, I was obliged to take some time away from the project for academic reasons. I handed the text over to Wisdom Publications for the line edit. Beth Newman was asked to take on this task, which she very kindly accepted. She is the person most familiar with the style required, having already translated and edited volume 3 and having assisted with the editing of volume 1. Beth worked extremely hard on this volume for the next couple of years and succeeded in making it more readable. She has a special talent for bringing space into a text and letting it breathe. I am most grateful for her input. The new edit of volume 5 enabled me to work further with Geshe Sopa to revise and refine the philosophical content. This was a period of most intensive endeavor. Sadly, it was cut short when Geshe-la contracted pneumonia. Most happily, he recovered. But he never regained his former physical strength, so we could not resume reading the draft together after this point, the middle of chapter 18. Nevertheless, I had the opportunity to spend more than a year going over the text again while Geshe-la was still present, able to answer questions and give it his blessing. I have done my best to present Geshe Sopa’s commentary on the insight section of Lamrim Chenmo as accurately as possible in all its full and magnificent detail. However, with a text of this complexity and length, it is almost inevitable that some errors remain. Any such errors are undoubtedly my own.


This project would never have come into being in the first place were it not for David Patt, who initially conceived of it in discussion with the former Wisdom director Nick Ribush. David worked dedicatedly on the first two volumes, and I am most grateful to him for recommending me to work on volume 5, and to Geshe Sopa Rinpoche and Lama Zopa Rinpoche for accepting his recommendation. Lama Zopa Rinpoche is the rock on which this project has been built. As a devoted disciple of Geshe Sopa, he has both generously funded the project and lovingly managed its progress over the years. He has also been an inspiring presence at Geshe Sopa’s annual teachings on Tsongkhapa’s major texts, held at Deer Park Buddhist Center from the late nineties onward, which has been a great blessing to all.


I have found it a delight to interact with staff members of Wisdom Publications, notably Tim McNeill and David Kittelstrom, who have been consistent sources of support and guidance. During the final phase of this project, I greatly benefited from the beautifully light and accurate editorial assistance of Harmony DenRonden and Mary Petrusewicz. I would like to express my deep appreciation for all their hard work.


There are many people whom I would like to thank for their kind assistance: the 104th Ganden Tripa, H.E. Lobsang Tenzin Rinpoche, heart disciple of Geshe Sopa Rinpoche, who illuminated some difficult philosophical points; Geshe Tenzin Dorje and Geshe Tenzin Sherab, resident teachers at Deer Park Buddhist Center, who addressed some poignant questions; David Farrell and Vicki Schuknecht, who provided ready access to recordings of Geshe Sopa’s teachings; Ven. George Churinoff, who located sources difficult to find and proved to be a valuable conversation partner; Ven. Sherab and Ven. Chowang, who took phone calls from me to Geshe-la and relayed messages between us when speaking became impossible; Ani Drolma and other residents of Phuntsok Choeling, who accommodated me as Geshe-la’s guest and were most amiable companions; Ani Jampa (Alicia Vogel), Christina Yousafzi, Patrice Kennedy, Frank Barone and Cathy Kennedy, who accommodated me in their own homes and became my very dear friends; and all my Dharma brothers and sisters attending Geshe Sopa’s teachings over the years, who warmed my heart with their affectionate friendship. I am most grateful to you all.


Finally, I would like to express my deep appreciation for the wonderful work of Jim Blumenthal, who died of cancer in 2014 at the peak of his career. A renowned scholar and sincere practitioner, he will be sorely missed by many people throughout the world. He completed volume 4 of this series just in time before passing away in the wake of Geshe Sopa himself, and will surely be born close to Geshe-la in his next life. Although Geshe-la’s physical passing is a great sorrow to all who knew him, his holy mind pervades everywhere. We can rejoice in his continuing influence in our hearts through the teachings he so kindly bestowed in this world. I would like to dedicate the merit of the present volume to the swift reincarnation of Geshe Sopa Rinpoche and to the continuing presence of all our teachers, especially His Holiness the Dalai Lama. May all our gurus’ holy wishes be fulfilled and may all beings attain the state of enlightenment as soon as possible. As the King of Concentrations Sutra instructs:


If you analyze the selflessness of phenomena,


And if, having analyzed, you meditate upon it,


This will cause the result: the attainment of nirvana.


There is no peace from any other cause.


Sarva Maṅgalaṃ
Dechen Rochard
Bristol, England




Technical Note


REFERENCES


All works mentioned are referenced by their titles in English. Although there are many ways to render a particular title, in most cases we have employed the versions used in the Cutler et al. translation of the Lam Rim Chenmo — The Great Treatise on the Stages of the Path to Enlightenment — to make it simple for the reader to use the two works together.


At the first mention of a particular work we provide the title in its language of composition. Again, although scholars may find some irregularities, for the ease of the general reader in most cases we have followed the Sanskrit titles as they appear in The Great Treatise on the Stages of the Path to Enlightenment. The bibliography allows the reader to find an English title and see the same title in Sanskrit (if applicable) or Tibetan.


Quotations not drawn from The Great Treatise on the Stages of the Path to Enlightenment are cited by the English title, chapter, and stanza or page number. Quotations drawn from The Great Treatise on the Stages of the Path to Enlightenment are not cited in notes. Since in general we utilize the subject headings from Cutler’s translation for the ease of the reader, such quotations can be easily found in those volumes.


PRONUNCIATION


Terms from Sanskrit and Tibetan that have become part of the English language appear without diacritic marks or Tibetan spelling.


Tibetan technical terms and names are spelled phonetically for ease of use of non-Tibetan speakers. Sanskrit technical terms that are not commonly used in English appear in this work with diacritic marks. These terms appear in the glossary in English alphabetical order.


The following rough guide to Sanskrit pronunciation is from The Wonder That Was India, by A. L. Basham.


The vowels ā, ī, ū, e, ai, o, and au are long and have approximately the same pronunciation as in Italian, or as the vowels in the English words cam, machine, rule, prey, time, go, and cow, respectively. The vowels a, i, and u are short and equivalent to the vowels in the English words cut, bit, and bull. Ṛ is classed as a short vowel and pronounced ri as in rich.


The aspirated consonants th and ph are pronounced as they are in the words pothole and shepherd; they are never pronounced as the English thin or photo. C is pronounced ch as in church. Ś and ṣ are both generally pronounced sh as in shape. The distinction between the other subdotted retroflex consonants (ṭ, ṭh, ḍ, ḍh, ṇ) and the dentals (without subdots) is not important to the general reader.


STYLISTIC NOTE


Steps on the Path to Enlightenment is based on an oral commentary on Tsongkhapa’s Lamrim Chenmo that Geshe Sopa gave to his students over the course of more than a decade. In turning Geshe-la’s presentation into a series of books, the editors have chosen mainly to use an informal second-person voice. In contrast, the Tibetan language generally leaves person understood and is often rendered with an abstract third person: “one can do this” or “one should do that.” We chose the second-person style in order to preserve something of the oral nature of the original and to create a more intimate bond between the author and the reader. The intent of Tsongkhapa and of Geshe Sopa was to give those who wish to embark on the path to enlightenment advice on how to proceed. This advice is offered here in the direct address of a teacher to his students.


STRUCTURE OF THE BOOK


The outline of headings in this book is drawn from Tsongkhapa’s own outline of the Lamrim Chenmo. The full outline for this volume is reproduced in the appendix.




Introduction


THE LAMRIM


A FORTUNATE HUMAN LIFE, with freedom and opportunity such as we have now, is so incredibly special. On the basis of this very life we can completely free ourselves from suffering and its causes and attain genuine happiness and lasting peace. We cannot find such peace and happiness through acquiring material goods, because this does not remove our mental afflictions, those of attachment, hatred, jealousy, pride, ignorance, and so on. We can find genuine happiness only by actualizing the stages of the path to enlightenment.


Lamrim literally means “stages of the path.” A spiritual path or any of its stages is a special kind of realization. So the lamrim is really a series of realizations culminating in enlightenment. We cannot jump from a lesser realization to a higher realization — there are many steps involved. Je Tsongkhapa gathered together various teachings of Buddha and placed them in a specific order to show us how to develop these realizations gradually.


The words of Buddha are contained in one hundred large volumes of the Kangyur, each of which emphasizes a different subject. Some texts explain impermanence and emptiness, whereas others focus on suffering and compassion, and so on. When we approach such a vast collection of books, it is difficult to know where to find specific teachings or in what order to read them. Tsongkhapa’s presentation of the lamrim places them in a precise order relevant for the practitioner. This systematic organization of Buddha’s teachings was first introduced to Tibet by the great Indian master Atiśa. Following his innovation, other scholars and practitioners used this format to further explain the extensive collection of Buddha’s word. Tsongkhapa wrote three different lamrim texts. Among these the Lamrim Chenmo or Great Treatise on the Stages of the Path to Enlightenment is the most extensive version. It is a detailed presentation of the Buddhist path to enlightenment incorporating many quotations from the Kangyur as well as passages from the scriptures by great Indian and Tibetan scholars; it also includes stories and examples of earlier Tibetan scholars and yogis. This volume that you are reading now is a detailed commentary on the insight chapter of Je Tsongkhapa’s Lamrim Chenmo.


The Lamrim Chenmo is like a window through which we can see a vast landscape. All the different features of the view from it, such as trees, rivers, and sky, do not fit into the space of a small window — yet we can see them there. Likewise, though relatively short, the Lamrim Chenmo introduces us to the ultimate goal and shows us how to get there. It tells us what inner obstructions we need to remove and how to remove them, and what realizations we need to develop and how to develop them. The entire path to enlightenment is presented in the Lamrim Chenmo, and in particular a full explanation of how to develop the perfection of wisdom is explained in this volume.


THE CORRECT MOTIVATION


As spiritual practitioners our goal in life is not just to experience temporary sensual pleasures such as good food and comfortable accommodation. Sleeping when we are tired and eating when we are hungry provides short-term satisfaction and relief from manifest suffering. But real spiritual practitioners are dissatisfied with such transitory pleasures; they want to attain the everlasting peace and happiness of enlightenment. Enlightenment is not an external place; it is not some paradise we can fly to by physical means. Enlightenment is an inner state of being. To attain it we must accomplish our own mental purification — no one can do it for us. We engage in spiritual practice to purify our mindstreams, gradually removing mental afflictions and other inner obstructions. These levels of mental development constitute the path to enlightenment. Just as in the Western system of education — where first you have elementary school, then you go to high school, and then on to professional training — the lamrim method consists of three sets of progressively more advanced practices to purify and train the mind. We begin with the practices for beings of lesser spiritual capacity, motivated by a wish to prevent rebirth in the lower realms and attain the temporary goal of a good rebirth. Then, wishing to be free from all samsaric rebirths, including the upper realms, we move on to the practices for those of medium spiritual capacity. After that we engage in the practices for beings of great spiritual capacity in order to attain complete enlightenment. These practices are for courageous bodhisattvas, whose main wish is to benefit others and alleviate their suffering; for this purpose alone they are willing to undergo any hardship in their effort to attain enlightenment. Spiritual practitioners of all three capacities generate the desire to achieve their respective goals through learning about the paths. But desiring to attain the goal is not enough. Each person has to engage in the particular methods and actualize the particular paths that result in their desired goal. In other words, we must study and practice the Dharma precisely as explained in the teachings.


The practice of Dharma begins with morality, which refers to any kind of virtuous activity that leads to liberation or enlightenment. We engage in Dharma practice when we read a Dharma book, when we listen to a Dharma teaching, and when we meditate on its meaning. Our Dharma practice is our main refuge. Going for refuge to the Dharma does not mean that we put external Dharma objects in a high place and go for refuge to them! That is not real Dharma refuge. We take real refuge in the Dharma within our own mindstreams. For example, if we take monastic vows and keep them purely, this inner practice will protect us from misery and suffering. It will lead us to liberation.


The Sanskrit word dharma, or chos in Tibetan, has many meanings. The root of the Sanskrit word dharma is dhṛ, which means “hold.” Anything that exists, whether virtuous or nonvirtuous, holds its own identity and is dharma or chos. So one meaning of the word chos or dharma is that which “holds its own identity” (rang gi ngo bor ’dzin pa), which is equivalent to “exists.” In this sense, dharma refers to all phenomena or existent things. But when we go for refuge to the Dharma, the word dharma has a different meaning. It specifically refers to religious truth or virtuous conduct. In this context, “hold” indicates “holding away from lower rebirth.” Virtuous things have a special power to hold, not just in terms of holding their own identity but in terms of holding us away from falling into misery. Any virtuous activity, such as generosity, morality, and patience, as well as any realization of truth within our own mindstreams, is our Dharma refuge. We should think, “Now I want to rely on this Dharma; this Dharma has the ability to protect me.” Instead of regarding certain things on the altar or something in space as Dharma, we should regard the Dharma within us as the real Dharma. Our own Dharma is more important. People usually do not think like this. They forget their own Dharma and think of the Dharma as something external.


Practitioners of lesser spiritual scope fear the misery of rebirth in the lower realms and want to be free from that in their future lives. So they strive to be born in higher realms and to have a good life as a human or a god. Although a higher rebirth is only temporary, it is beneficial. It is extremely fortunate to be born where there is an opportunity to hear the Dharma teachings and learn about the truth. If we act on this properly, we can progress higher and higher on the spiritual path. We have the potential to attain permanent cessation of our own suffering or even complete enlightenment for the benefit of others. Both of these are possible because we have four excellent qualities: a human body with clear sense organs; the necessary conditions of food, clothing, shelter, and medicine, obtained without too much difficulty; helpful religious friends and spiritual teachers who present the excellent teachings of Buddha; and the power to accomplish our Dharma activities. The last quality refers to being able to complete whatever we undertake. Some people cannot carry their activities through to the conclusion. They begin to do something but soon give up and start something else; then before they finish that, they turn to something else yet again. It is an excellent quality to have a natural inclination to complete whatever we start — especially to carry our spiritual practice through to the end.


In order to improve our mind and to progress from path to path, these four qualities are essential. Without these four excellent qualities we cannot develop either the method side of the path — compassion, patience, and so on — or the wisdom side of the path — an understanding of the ultimate truth of emptiness, or śūnyatā. Humans who lack these four qualities, and beings such as animals who have taken lower rebirths, cannot complete the accumulations of method and wisdom. It does not matter how beautiful one’s body may be, being born as an animal is an obstacle to spiritual development. This is true even if one is born as a pampered pet belonging to a rich owner. Pets in the West are so well cared for; they have excellent food, a beautiful home, and are much loved and cherished. But even though they have such luxuries, they do not have the mental capacity necessary for attaining enlightenment. However much you might talk to an animal and even give it teachings on the Lamrim Chenmo, it will just shake itself and walk away. Maybe, if it is in a good mood, it will wag its tail. That is all it can do.


Taking birth as a human or god is not a perfect goal. Even if you are born healthy, wealthy, and famous, maybe as royalty with magnificent possessions and power, it is not totally faultless. It is not a state of final liberation or enlightenment. It is merely the result of previous virtuous action or karma; as soon as that result is finished you will descend to the lower realms if you have not created additional virtuous karma. Recognizing this, you evolve into a person of middling spiritual capacity and want to become completely free from samsara, not just from the lower realms.


What is samsara? Dharmakīrti explains in his Commentary on Valid Cognition (Pramāṇa-vārttika), where he introduces the four noble truths:


Suffering is the samsaric aggregates. (5.147a)


Samsara is not primarily external, like the sky and trees, though these things are part of the situation. Samsara is the collection of one’s own contaminated aggregates, which have arisen through the power of karma and mental afflictions. Samsara is one’s own continuous rounds of birth, sickness, aging, and death — all in the nature of suffering. This process has no beginning, and we keep creating it over and over again. Therefore samsara is called cyclic existence. Nāgārjuna says in his Precious Garland (Ratnāvalī):


As long as there is grasping at the aggregates,


Then there is grasping at myself.


If there is grasping at myself there is action,


And from these there is rebirth. (1.35)


“Grasping at the aggregates” is mentioned first because as soon as the aggregates appear, they appear to exist inherently — and because of that appearance, we usually hold them to exist inherently. Based on holding the collection of one’s own body and mind as inherently existent, each of us holds them to be inherently “me” or “mine.” This egotistic view immediately results in aversion to unpleasant experiences and desire for pleasant experiences. Motivated to gain good things for oneself and avoid painful things, we create both nonvirtuous and virtuous karma, which eventually gives rise to another birth. It would be wonderful if nothing happened to us after we died, no matter how much and what kind of karma we created in this life! But that is not what happens. We will be reborn in accordance with the karma we have created. In the next stanza Nāgārjuna explains how this occurs:


The three paths, without beginning, middle, or end,


Circle around like a wheel of flaming torches;


Continuously revolving, they cause each other:


This is cyclic existence. (1.36)


In this context the “three paths” are the samsaric paths: the thoroughly afflictive path of mental afflictions, the thoroughly afflictive path of contaminated karma, and the thoroughly afflictive path of suffering or contaminated rebirth. Here the term afflictive does not refer just to the mental afflictions. It includes all the misery of samsara that comes along with rebirth. These three paths do not have a beginning, middle, or end — just like the riddle “Which comes first, the chicken or the egg?” it is impossible to locate an original cause. From one point of view it is the mental afflictions that create karma, and then karma creates suffering and birth. From another point of view it is birth that gives rise to the mental afflictions, which then create karma, suffering, and yet another birth. So everything circles around like a wheel: We are born, age, and finally die. Then we are born again, create karma, and experience suffering, aging, and death. It is like the appearance of a ring of fire created by spinning a wheel of firebrands around on a dark night. This looks like a complete circle of light but is just a single torch moving quickly through points in space. In each place there is only a momentary point of light; the fast movement makes it look like a continuous circle. Samsara is like that — its different components mutually generate one another so they seem like a continuous circle. In this way we have been cycling around without beginning or end.


All the miseries of samsara arise from mental afflictions created by ignorance. These mental afflictions pollute and influence our actions. If we cut the root of our afflictions, our actions will become pure. As a result, we will cease to have contaminated aggregates. So to become free from suffering, we need to cut the root of the mental afflictions: ignorance. Ignorance is the innate misunderstanding that things truly exist as they appear to our ordinary perception. Until we develop a correct understanding that things have an illusion-like nature and do not exist as they appear, we act under the power of ignorance. How can we cut the root of ignorance? The only weapon is the supreme wisdom understanding emptiness, the ultimate truth. Such wisdom is called special insight. We need to develop this special insight because without it we cannot achieve freedom from samsara or attain full enlightenment.


Buddhahood, or full enlightenment, is the highest spiritual goal. A courageous bodhisattva yearns to become a buddha because only a buddha can lead all sentient beings to perfect peace and happiness. This supreme altruistic intention is known as bodhicitta — the mind or heart of enlightenment. Buddha taught various special practices to his bodhisattva disciples. All these practices are included, directly or indirectly, within the six perfections: generosity, ethical conduct, patience, joyous effort, meditative concentration, and wisdom. Each of the first five perfections has its own special qualities, and when combined they are like a powerful vehicle that can transport us to another place; but without the sixth they lack direction. Wisdom is like the eyes of a careful driver who steers the vehicle so as to arrive at the desired destination: enlightenment. In a similar analogy, blind people need someone with sight to take them to a particular place. They need a guide who can see the path and any obstacles on it in order to arrive at their destination. In the Verse Summary of the Perfection of Wisdom (Ratna-guṇa-saṃcaya-gāthā) Buddha says:


The multitude of blind people, without a leader,


Cannot see the route, so how can they enter the city?


The first five sightless perfections, without wisdom,


Have no leader, so they cannot reach enlightenment. (7.1)


Blindly engaging in any spiritual practice without wisdom will not lead to the final fruit of enlightenment, yet if we want to arrive at supreme buddhahood, we need more than wisdom alone. Just as a bird needs two wings to fly in the sky, we also need two wings — method and wisdom — to reach the highest goal of enlightenment. The first five perfections are called method. The sixth is wisdom. Wisdom alone is not enough, and method alone is not enough. Only when we have completed the collections of both wisdom and method and joined them together, like a pair of wings, can we fly to buddhahood. Candrakīrti puts it like this in his Introduction to the “Middle Way” (Madhyamakāvatāra):


With great white wings of the conventional and ultimate reality,


The king of swans soars ahead of common beings.


Borne aloft by the powerful wind of virtue,


He reaches the far shore of the ocean of royal qualities. (6.226)


In the first four volumes of this series, I commented in detail on Tsongkhapa’s explanation of the method side of practice — from the fundamental practices on the path for those of lesser spiritual scope through to the development of bodhicitta and the practice of the first five perfections for those who have great spiritual capacity. Attainment of any spiritual goal, whether individual liberation from samsara or complete enlightenment for all beings, depends on wisdom. We can say that all the teachings on the method side are directly or indirectly for the purpose of presenting the perfection of wisdom. Śāntideva says in his Engaging in the Bodhisattva’s Deeds (Bodhisattva-caryāvatāra):


All these branches were taught


By Buddha for the sake of wisdom. (9.1a–b)


WISDOM


We need to develop superior wisdom, or insight, to uproot the fundamental cause of suffering within our own mindstream. All types of suffering arise from their general and particular causes — contaminated actions of body, speech, and mind. The suffering of cyclic existence includes pleasant, unpleasant, and neutral experiences, which result from contaminated virtuous, nonvirtuous, and neutral actions, respectively. Contaminated actions include all actions that are propelled by ignorance. Ignorance is not a simple case of not knowing the truth; it is the opposite of knowing the truth, a fundamental misunderstanding of reality. Upon perceiving things to exist objectively, as if bearing their identity from their own side, ignorance grasps them as existing in that way. If something appears ugly, the mind of ignorance holds it to be ugly objectively; if something appears beautiful, it holds it to be beautiful objectively. To a mind influenced by ignorance things appear to exist from their own side, independently of being perceived; then a manifest mind of ignorance naturally arises that holds the appearance to be true. But that appearance is not reality; nothing really exists as it appears to our ordinary awareness.


There are many aspects or factors of our mind, each of which may also be called a mind. Ignorance is one of the six root mental afflictions, and it misapprehends the way things exist. Ignorance is a very deep and powerful mental factor that influences other aspects of our mind. It causes us to grasp things incorrectly, and we act on that wrong conception. Any ordinary actions propelled by ignorance lead to cyclic existence, including virtuous contaminated actions. Ignorance also gives rise to all our other mental afflictions, such as attachment, hatred, jealousy, and pride. We can see in our daily lives how much these mental states control our minds. Through the power of these afflictions we engage in nonvirtuous actions, whether verbally or physically. Nonvirtuous actions can only ever lead to misery in the end. The fundamental cause of all these problems is ignorance.


Ignorance is the root of all suffering, including rebirth itself. So we need to ask ourselves, Can I get rid of ignorance? Tsongkhapa addresses this question in a stanza praising Buddha and his profound teaching:


Ignorance is the root of all


The manifold misery in the world,


So he teaches dependent arising —


The seeing of which reverses it.1


To remove ignorance we need to apply its antidote: a special kind of wisdom that sees the truth of dependent arising. In order to see everything as dependently arising, we must understand the emptiness of inherent existence, śūnyatā. Emptiness and dependent arising have the same profound meaning. They are like two sides of the same coin. Emptiness does not mean nothingness or nonexistence; it means that all things lack something — they are empty of inherent existence. To say that a thing is empty of inherent existence means that it does not exist independently of a perceiving mind. There are different ways of being dependent, ranging from gross to subtle: dependent on causes, dependent on parts, and dependent on imputation by mind. When Tsongkhapa says that a realization of dependent arising will reverse ignorance, he is referring to the subtlest understanding of dependent arising: nothing exists inherently from its own side, independently of a mind that perceives or conceives it. If we do not comprehend emptiness, we cannot see the truth of dependent arising or relativity. A direct realization of emptiness, corresponding to the subtlest level of dependent arising, clears away ignorance.


CHEWING HARD BONES


The insight chapter in the Lamrim Chenmo provides a full explanation of how to develop the perfection of wisdom — the special insight that understands the true nature of reality. However, this is a very complicated subject and it covers a vast area. Tsongkhapa even discusses wrong views so that we students can learn their pitfalls and see how to negate them. He shows us how misinterpretations can be eliminated and replaced by the right view. Some of the quotations from the sutras and the great Indian commentaries are very difficult to interpret, and their implications are hard to understand. It is like chewing hard bones to reach the juicy marrow. But no matter how tough they may be, it is important to work with these teachings. So let us look a little more closely at ignorance and its opposing force, wisdom.


Fundamental ignorance is often referred to as the egotistic view. The great Indian scholar and spiritual master Śāntideva says:


All the injuries, harm, fear,


And suffering that exist in the world


Arise from the egotistic view;


What use is that great devil to me?2


The combination of the egotistic view with a profoundly selfish attitude gives rise to every unkind thought and harmful attitude toward others. We mistakenly think that pleasure, wealth, success, and fame are desirable and appropriate goals in life. Day and night, from birth until death, we try to gain these “goods” for ourselves. Automatically we follow our desires for attractive objects of the five senses and continuously hanker for pleasure. We want to have the best and to be the best and are always trying to obtain desirable things and avoid unpleasant things. If someone else gets the things we want, we become jealous and angry. We may even want to destroy those things or hurt those people. This harmful attitude is rooted in the egotistic view. When such a nonvirtuous attitude arises, we can see clearly how the egotistic view is functioning and how it dominates our awareness.


What is the egotistic view? Is it something external with horns or tusks? Is it something that you carry around in a bag? No. It is our own ignorant mind that grasps strongly at “I” or “me” as though it were an independent entity. Candrakīrti says:


First, thinking “I,” grasping at a self arises;


Thinking “This is mine,” attachment to things arises.


Thus sentient beings are powerless, like a bucket on a water wheel;


I bow to the bodhisattvas’ compassion for them.3


As soon as we think “I” we think “mine.” We are attached to my body, my house, my friend, my town, my country, and my world. Out of attachment we perceive “I” and “mine” on this side and “others” on that side. At a primitive level we do not want others to have good things — we do not even want them to exist! We think that only “I” and “mine” are worthy of existence. Even if we do not explicitly think this way, this attitude is always present under the surface. From the moment we get up in the morning, the thought of “I” and “mine” arises. We worry about what we will do today, what we will gain, what we want to get rid of, and so on. These thoughts are based on the egotistic view.


Śāntideva calls it “the devil.” When something goes wrong, we consider ourselves innocent and blameless. We immediately blame others. We may even think we are the victim of some evil external force. But the real devil is present in our heart, in our mind: it is the egotistic view that grasps at a truly existent “I” based on the five aggregates. We think of this “I” as unique, enduring, and perfect. We feel we are the best, most deserving, and most precious person in the whole world. We honestly believe there is nobody as wonderful as “me,” there is nobody better than “me.” Based on that attitude we indulge in all kinds of selfish behavior, harming others in thought, word, and deed. In this way we hurt ourselves most of all — for our actions give rise to many problems in our present life and result in our future rebirth in the lower realms. This selfish, egotistic attitude is the source of all suffering. Therefore it is the real devil. If we manage to see that our real enemy is this inner foe, then we will stop feeling any desire for it. When we no longer want this inner enemy, then we will determine how to destroy it. So to do this, first we must clearly recognize that our greatest enemy is our own egotistic view.


The egotistic view gives rise to all kinds of selfish attitudes, which are the opposite of universal love and compassion. If we remove the egotistic view from our mindstream, then those selfish attitudes can no longer arise because they have no basis. Until then, however, the cause of those selfish attitudes exists within us. Can those selfish attitudes ever give rise to bodhicitta, the desire to attain enlightenment for the benefit of other sentient beings? No, they cannot, because selfish attitudes and bodhicitta are completely opposite attitudes. When selfish attitudes are active in our mind, then there is no bodhicitta active at that time, and thus there is no Mahayana practice. If there is no Mahayana activity, how can we attain buddhahood? No matter how many times we say “I want to become a buddha,” this will not happen if we create causes that lead in the opposite direction. So in order to get rid of the cause of selfish attitudes, we must get rid of the egotistic view.


The term egotistic view is a convenient way of referring to what is literally called the “view of the perishable collection.” It is important to have a clear understanding of what is meant by this phrase. In general the phrase “perishable collection” refers to the five aggregates.4 The term “perishable” indicates that the aggregates are transitory, changing moment by moment. The term “collection” indicates that they are not a partless unit. In a special sense the phrase “perishable collection” may also refer to the person that is merely imputed on the five aggregates — for the person or self is both transitory and nonunitary.5 According to some non-Buddhist philosophical systems, the self or soul is a permanent, single unit without parts; it is not an aggregation of several transitory elements that are then identified as a whole and given a name. Buddha showed that there is no such permanent, partless self. The self that exists is impermanent and composed of parts and merely imputed on a perishable collection, the aggregates. Now, contrary to what its name suggests, the phrasing “view of the perishable collection” refers to a distorted mind that holds the self to be not a perishable collection at all! Although the phrasing suggests that this view holds its object to be a perishable collection, in fact it grasps its object wrongly as inherently existent. This wrong view grasps the self, which is imputed on the aggregates, to be inherently existent. It holds the self to exist in a way that is opposite to what is really the case. This view of the perishable collection is the fundamental ignorance that is the root of samsara.


The main thing to consider is the way in which the self exists and the way in which it does not exist. Everybody has a self; it exists in dependence on its causes, on its parts, and on its basis of imputation. There is a correct way of apprehending the self and a wrong way of apprehending the self. The basic object in both cases is the conventionally existent self. There is no problem with this self. The problem is with how it is held by the mind perceiving it or conceiving it. The object held by the correct way of viewing the self does conventionally exist — it is the self held to be dependently existent. But the object held by the wrong way of viewing the self does not exist at all — it is the self held to be inherently existent. That object held by the egotistic view is the self that is to be negated. Actually there are two kinds of self to be negated: the self of persons and the self of phenomena. Although the basis is different (a person or a phenomenon), the object negated — inherent existence — is the same in both cases. The egotistic view concerns only the self of persons. Moreover, it only apprehends the self of persons based on the subject’s own aggregates. You cannot have an egotistic view based on someone else’s body and mind. You do not think of someone else’s aggregates as “I” or “me” in any way; you only think of your own aggregates as such.


The egotistic view that grasps at a self of persons creates all the misery in the world. Every sentient being is under its power and totally lacks freedom. We cannot choose when we die, when we are born, or where we are born. We do not know what today will be like or what will happen next in life. Everything that we experience is under the influence of our past karma. Candrakīrti uses the example of a bucket on a water wheel to illustrate this. In ancient India water was obtained from wells by means of wheels with attached buckets. When the wheel went down, the buckets descended; when the wheel circled up, the buckets ascended. The buckets had no freedom of their own. In a similar way we sentient beings have no independence; we are trapped in cyclic rebirth due to the power of our karma. We have had many lives, one after another continuously, sometimes going up into human and celestial realms and sometimes going down into animal, hungry ghost, and hell realms. Good karma takes us up and bad karma carries us down.


Until this point in time we may have tried to control our experiences on a temporary basis by creating good karma and avoiding bad karma. But because we have not tried to get rid of the root of contaminated karma, our rebirths continue owing to the force of cause and effect, and we remain traveling in samsara. The last line of Candrakīrti’s stanza praises great bodhisattvas who understand the truth. Having uprooted their own causes of suffering, they have great compassion for sentient beings that continue to suffer. They fervently want them to be free of those causes and work selflessly toward that goal.


This is the key point. You are receiving these teachings in order to understand the supreme wisdom that removes all misery and its causes. I shall do my best to explain Tsongkhapa’s great insight chapter. However, I do not see myself as someone who really knows the meaning of all the quotations he has collected. Please do not think that I am omniscient and you are stupid. In this commentary I share what I have understood, through the teachings I have received and through my own studies. I have the lineage of transmission of the complete Lamrim Chenmo. However, I have not heard a detailed explanation of this section on special insight. It is rare to receive an extensive teaching on wisdom. Even in Tibet and India, a great number of scholars and teachers with the capacity to benefit and train others teach only the first half of Lamrim Chenmo in detail. Once they get to the insight chapter, where the subject is śūnyatā, they go through it very quickly. Perhaps even some of these great lamas do not understand it. So although I received some teaching on it and developed a deeper understanding of it through debate and studying various commentaries, I too enjoy this opportunity to further chew these hard bones.


Some of these bones are very hard indeed, and you may not be able to swallow them right now. But at least you will know they are there. Even if you do not understand the ideas perfectly, you are trying. This is a rare and excellent opportunity.


HOW TO PROCEED


So how should we use our human rebirth with excellent qualities? We should use it to achieve a definite spiritual goal in this life. Instead of falling under the influence of the mental afflictions, we should practice the spiritual path to develop the wisdom that understands the ultimate truth. Maitreya says in the Ornament for the Mahayana Sutras (Mahāyāna-sūtrālaṃkāra-kārikā):


Never go under the power of delusions


And do not pervert your actions. (17.2c–d)


The direct realization of emptiness will gradually free us from ignorance, attachment, and hatred. In addition, we must take care that the activities we undertake are not motivated by selfish egotistic attitudes. To properly understand what to do with our body, speech, and mind, we need a special kind of wisdom that understands conventional reality. Both kinds of wisdom — the wisdom that understands ultimate reality and the wisdom that understands conventional reality — are powerful and necessary attributes. Without them, any abilities we have might fall under the sway of delusions and turn into something evil. Thus wisdom is the essence of the Lamrim Chenmo teaching.


Do not read this volume on wisdom with the aim of becoming a scholar. Do not arrogantly think, “Now I will know śūnyatā.” Base your motivation on a deep appreciation of all the previous stages of the path explained in the Lamrim Chenmo, particularly the wish to free all beings from the causes of suffering. The altruistic intention of bodhicitta is the motivation for coming to understand the essence of both sutra and tantra. By studying and practicing the lamrim method in this way, you can develop the wisdom that is free of wrong views and beyond the power of delusions. The wisdom that sees ultimate truth is the weapon that directly severs the root of all mental afflictions. Developing this wisdom gradually reduces and eventually removes even the subtlest obstruction to perfect knowledge. If we do not develop the wisdom that realizes śūnyatā, we will not get rid of the source of the mental afflictions — even if we realize all the other stages of the path, from relying on the spiritual teacher up to developing bodhicitta. Remember this as you make your way through the book. Contemplate your life’s wonderful potential and generate in your heart a beneficial motivation. Then with great patience and joyous enthusiasm, gently chew on these teachings and slowly try to digest them. That is how to use your mind in the best possible way.
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Why Insight Is Needed


(ii) How to practice insight
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THE TITLE OF THE final section of the Lamrim Chenmo says:


How to practice insight, the essence of wisdom, after practicing the bodhisattvas’ deeds on the stages of the path of the great being.


Here we find an explanation of the latter stages of the Mahayana path. A “great being” is someone who has developed universal love and compassion and who always takes more care of others’ problems than his or her own. The heartfelt wish of a great being is to free all sentient beings from cyclic existence. Therefore a great being takes on the responsibility to lead all sentient beings away from suffering and place them in a state of freedom and lasting peace. Such a being will sacrifice him- or herself in order to benefit others. When this heartfelt sense of responsibility arises spontaneously it is called bodhicitta. Bodhicitta is literally the mind of enlightenment; it is the wish to attain buddhahood as soon as possible solely for the purpose of benefiting others. When bodhicitta arises spontaneously within one’s mindstream, one enters the Mahayana path; at this point one becomes a bodhisattva.


Bodhicitta alone is not enough to attain enlightenment. So what else must we do? We must practice the various stages of the path from the basic level, through the intermediate level, and finally through all the practices of a being of great spiritual capacity. After a practitioner has developed bodhicitta, he or she engages in the bodhisattva’s deeds or activities. This means taking the bodhisattva vows and practicing the six perfections. The vows embrace all physical, verbal, and mental actions, whereby whatever we do is only for the benefit of others and never just for ourselves. The great waves of the bodhisattva’s deeds can be summarized as the six perfections: generosity, ethical conduct, patience, joyous effort, meditative concentration, and wisdom. The first five perfections are the method side of a bodhisattva’s practice, which have already been explained in earlier volumes of this series.6 The sixth perfection is wisdom. The subject of this volume, except for a short section at the end of the text on how to practice tantra, is how to develop wisdom or insight.


(ii) HOW TO PRACTICE INSIGHT


Before beginning a discussion about how to develop insight, it is helpful to recall briefly the nature of the fifth perfection, meditative concentration. This is the ability of the mind to settle calmly on the object of one’s choice for as long as one wishes. With meditative concentration the mind can comfortably focus without distraction. Usually when we try to think about something the mind stays with the object for a short while — but before we know it, the mind goes off somewhere else without control. When we develop a special type of single-pointed meditative concentration known as śamatha, the mind no longer has this negative quality. It can remain focused on a chosen object for any length of time effortlessly and without distraction.


However, special conditions and great effort are needed to train the mind to focus this way. So when striving to develop śamatha, yogis usually go to live in quiet solitary places like mountain caves or forests. They know that if they stay close to distracting activities and interfering people, their minds will be filled with disturbing thoughts. If they are in the presence of alluring objects of the senses, they will fall under the power of attraction to them. In contrast, when sitting in a deep cave without hearing or seeing much of the outside world, concentration can arise more easily. Silence and solitude are required to free the mind to focus joyfully on an object of meditation.


Meditative concentration has many wonderful qualities, but three special ones should be noted in particular. The first is that when we have mastered śamatha, all discursive thought ceases. Although some meditation techniques employ analysis, the purpose of śamatha meditation is for the mind to stay on its object for as long as may be desired without any distraction or agitation. Once we find the object, we do not examine it. In this meditation the mind is like a butter lamp; once lit, it burns continuously for as long as the fuel lasts. The second special quality of śamatha is a mental clarity that is free of laxity and dullness. Generally we are able to focus on an object for only a short while. At a certain point we lose our clarity regarding the object and our mind becomes more and more dull, until finally we fall asleep. This is laxity or sinking. Both gross and subtle sinking are obstacles to meditative concentration. Tsongkhapa explained mental clarity in detail earlier in the Lamrim Chenmo,7 specifying how the object appears and how the mind holds the object with an awareness that is neither too tight nor too loose. The third special quality of śamatha is a mental and physical pleasure, a naturally arising delight. Usually when we sit for a long time the body starts to ache and does not want to cooperate with the mind. But with continuous mental training, a special energy-wind becomes active in the body. The body’s lack of cooperation with the mind slowly diminishes, and it becomes closer to the mind, which has already developed some mental pliancy. As the mind and its subtle physical vehicle, the energy-wind, begin to function in tandem, a physical pliancy is produced. Associated with this is a subtle sensual bliss beneficial for meditation because it eliminates any feeling of tiredness. As a result, yogis can remain for a long time in śamatha meditation. Some can stay in meditative absorption for days or even weeks without any hardship or without even noticing that they have a body.


In brief, there are two types of pliancy: mental pliancy, which arises first, and then physical pliancy. Each of these produces a subtle feeling of pleasure or bliss. Here we should note that each pliancy and the bliss that it causes arise at different times. The bliss associated with physical pliancy arises first, which then influences the mind to experience an even more subtle bliss. These pleasurable feelings are a little gross upon first arising, but gradually they calm down. Eventually the physical and mental enjoyment subsides and rests at a perfect level without disturbing the yogi’s meditation. These subtle pleasures cannot be described in words.


Although meditative concentration possesses the special qualities of nondiscursiveness, clarity, and bliss, it is only a temporary peace. It is not the final goal. Many practitioners achieve śamatha, but by itself this is a worldly goal. There are two kinds of goals: mundane and supramundane. Mundane goals are included within samsara, whereas supramundane goals are the liberation from samsara and the attainment of complete enlightenment. Here in conjunction with śamatha we must develop the supreme wisdom, or vipaśyanā, that investigates reality and sees it clearly. Analytical investigation and single-pointed concentration may seem contradictory, but when they are fully developed they are not. Some monastic textbooks explain how they function together using the example of a tiny fish in a huge bowl of clear water. The water is completely still, with no wind rippling the surface, and the tiny fish swims gently without disturbing the water at all. In a similar way the main part of the mind remains stable and focused, while a subtle analytical wisdom investigates and comes to understand the nature of reality. This illustration is given in the context of combining śamatha with vipaśyanā that analyzes the ultimate, for the purpose of gaining freedom from samsara or attaining enlightenment. This is what we really need to practice. But to accomplish a lesser goal śamatha may be combined in a similar way with vipaśyanā that analyzes the mundane.


The supreme mundane goal is the highest level of the formless realm. According to Buddhist cosmology there are three realms within cyclic existence: the desire realm, the form realm, and the formless realm.8 These three realms can refer to places; however, in the context of śamatha meditation they primarily indicate different levels of mental development. Above the desire realm are the four mental stages of the form realm. Above this is the formless realm, also divided into four levels: limitless space, limitless consciousness, nothingness, and the peak of samsaric existence. If we count the desire realm as one and add the four levels of the form realm and the four levels of the formless realm, there are nine divisions altogether. We distinguish these mental levels by the type of attachment manifesting in the mind of a being dwelling there. For example, the desire realm is identified by attachment to the objects of the senses, whereas the formless realm is identified by attachment to the bliss of concentration.


Both mundane and supramundane paths require the development of meditative concentration. This is not easy to achieve. To develop śamatha we must be free of strong attachment to sensual pleasure, though we will still have subtle, innate attachment. If we are addicted to enjoying the objects of the senses, such as visual beauty or sexual touch, the mind will have no place to abide calmly. So the way to achieve śamatha is to reduce worldly attachment and attraction to sensual pleasures. This is not a uniquely Buddhist practice; even non-Buddhist yogis engage in this practice to achieve śamatha. As soon as a person develops śamatha, his or her mind is superior to the rough and low mind of ordinary beings living in the desire realm. The next step for practitioners on a mundane path is to develop insight so as to remove the manifest mental afflictions associated with the various levels of samsara — though the innate afflictions will still remain. First they try to remove the mental afflictions of the desire realm, which are the roughest and most powerful. Then they try to remove the intermediate mental afflictions of the form realm. The subtler mental afflictions of the formless realm are the most difficult to remove, so they are left until last.


The mundane insight meditation to remove the mental afflictions of the desire realm involves comparing the desire realm with the first level of the form realm. We reflect on the nature of the desire realm, the ugliness and dirtiness of the body, the shortness of life, and the pain endured by all the various beings, from the lowest hell being to the highest desire-realm god. In every part of the desire realm there is the physical suffering of birth, aging, sickness, and death. Life in the desire realm is more gross and more painful than life in the first concentration, or dhyāna, which is the lowest level of the form realm. Life in the form realm is characterized by peacefulness, a long life span, and being unburdened by a physical body made of flesh and bones. Form-realm beings have subtle mental bodies that are free of physical suffering; just as a ray of light cannot be cut with a knife, their bodies of light cannot be hurt.


Those who engage in śamatha combined with analytical meditation that compares the characteristics of the desire realm and the first level of the form realm are on the path of the first dhyāna. This is the way to remove attachment to the desire realm and attain the first level of the form realm. The antidote that removes the obstructions is the union of śamatha and insight. While the practitioner engages in this particular meditation practice, the desire-realm afflictions do not manifest in the mind. They are completely subdued. When these mental afflictions are removed we obtain the fruit of our efforts, a deep mental absorption. In the next life we rise above the desire realm and are reborn in the first dhyāna. A practitioner of any spiritual tradition can rise through the levels of the form and formless realms in this way. Comparing the roughness of the first dhyāna with the peace of the second dhyāna, we remove the mental afflictions of the first dhyāna and attain the second level. Then we compare the roughness of the second dhyāna with the peace of the third dhyāna and so on through the levels of the formless realm until we reach the peak of samsara.


In the context of the mundane path, “remove” means to temporarily remove. The meditation practice combining śamatha and mundane insight removes the mental afflictions respective to each stage of mental development only for the present. In other words, the manifest mental afflictions are suppressed, but their seeds are still in the practitioner’s mindstream.9 Since the mental afflictions are only suppressed, the cessation of the misery of each level is merely temporary. We can temporarily stop the mental afflictions; we can also stop gross consciousness altogether for a period of time in a way that is much more subtle than deep sleep.10 But even if the mental afflictions and their results have ceased for a number of years, the situation is not permanent. They will arise again. Every being born into any level of the form and formless realms is still under the power of karma and mental afflictions. Someone may be born in a good place, but when that karmic ripening or experience is finished they can fall down into a lower rebirth.


Furthermore, this type of meditation can only temporarily remove the mental afflictions up through the third level of the formless realm, nothingness. It cannot remove the mental afflictions of the highest formless realm, the peak of samsaric existence. So the achievement of even the highest level of the formless realm is not a true cessation. Temporary cessations are not real cessations; they are just called cessations. A true cessation is a permanent cessation of a portion of the obstructions to liberation, which are the mental afflictions and their seeds.11 To remove the mental afflictions permanently one must practice a supramundane path combining meditative concentration with the insight cognizing emptiness. In other words, in conjunction with a śamatha that is peaceful, stable, and blissful, we must develop a vipaśyanā or wisdom that properly understands reality. Wisdom is a mind that arises from investigating the way things actually exist; it sees emptiness, śūnyatā, clearly. We should not be satisfied with any lower level of attainment. Śāntideva says:


Vipaśyanā conjoined with śamatha


Destroys the mental afflictions;


Having understood this, first search for śamatha


Achieved through the joy of being unattached to the world.12


Tsongkhapa’s point is that to remain for an incredibly long time in a subtle state of bliss is not the main reason for developing śamatha. We begin by developing meditative concentration. However, not only must we not be satisfied with mere meditative concentration, or śamatha conjoined with mundane insight, but we should also join śamatha to supreme insight in order to destroy the mental afflictions permanently. Permanent cessation of mental afflictions begins by way of a much higher level of insight meditation than those on the mundane paths. Only with supramundane insight can we get rid of the seeds of the mental afflictions and thereby achieve any permanent cessation. In short, the purpose of developing meditative concentration is to unite it with supreme insight so that we can eliminate all the mental afflictions with their seeds.


If we do not have a realization of śūnyatā, then no matter how skillfully or how long we engage in śamatha meditation, we will not eliminate the two kinds of self-grasping: grasping at a self of persons and grasping at a self of phenomena. The primary problem is the grasping at a self of persons, or more specifically, the egotistic view that holds oneself to be truly existent. Although we do not consciously use these descriptions, whenever we think or say something about ourselves, we usually feel that there is a “me” that is absolutely real. If somebody says, “You are stupid, and I am better than you,” our sense of self rears up and angrily objects. We have an innate attitude that “I” have a special kind of existence, an identity that is almost different from the aggregates making up the body and mind, which feels solid and absolute. Likewise, when we consider “my body” we usually grasp at the self of phenomena; we have an underlying assumption that our body possesses an inherent characteristic of bodyhood that is substantial and unique. What is the body? When we look at it carefully all we can find is hair, skin, flesh, bones, muscles, blood, an upper part, a lower part, inside and outside, and so on. There is no actual “body” existing from its own side.


Usually we do not analyze things this way. We naturally hold things to be inherently and absolutely existent. Simply seeing that they exist, we feel that they exist from their own side. This is called self-grasping. Every ordinary being has self-grasping. Even animals have it, though they do not have the language to express it. They recognize danger, experience fear, and know how to protect themselves. Even little animals that live underground will stick their heads out of their burrows and glance in every direction before they come out. I do not think they are trying to exercise their necks! They are checking to see if it is safe to leave their holes. They recognize when an enemy comes close, then they run and hide or attack in order to defend themselves. They are attached to themselves, to their friends, and to their offspring. They have a robust sense of self and a strong self-centered attitude.


We need to differentiate between the self that exists, which is dependently imputed on the aggregates, and the self that is held to exist from its own side, which does not exist at all. Only by means of the analytical wisdom realizing selflessness can we understand that there is no such thing as the latter kind of self, the object of self-grasping. There is no way to get rid of self-grasping until we achieve this insight. Just as light clears away darkness, the wisdom understanding emptiness that arises from engaging in ultimate analysis clears away ignorance. Ignorance is the distorted view holding things to be truly and objectively existent, just as they appear to the ordinary mind. Ignorance pervades all the other mental afflictions, such as desire, attachment, hatred, and jealousy. We naturally hold things to exist in the way that we see them. The innate mind of ignorance grasps whatever appears as it appears and holds it like that without any examination. Āryadeva says in his Four Hundred Stanzas (Catuḥ-śataka):


Just as the tactile sense power pervades the whole body,


Ignorance abides in all [the mental afflictions].


Therefore by destroying ignorance


All mental afflictions are destroyed. (6.10)


The body has many parts and various sense faculties, such as the eyes and visual sense power, the ears and auditory sense power, and so on.13 But the tactile sense power pervades all of them. It is present from the top of the head to the tips of the toes. In a similar way ignorance pervades and influences all the mental afflictions. They all arise in dependence on ignorance. Therefore we can eliminate all the eighty-four thousand mental afflictions by destroying their root, ignorance. Thus the most important antidote is the antidote to ignorance; it is the wisdom directly realizing emptiness that we must develop and utilize in meditation. It will completely uproot ignorance and its seed.


The great Indian scholar Kamalaśīla wrote in detail about the objects and techniques of meditation. He too says it is not sufficient to rely simply on meditative stabilization, or samādhi, because it is not able to remove mental afflictions from the root. In the first Stages of Meditation (Bhāvanākrama), he says:


When you have stabilized your mind on the object, you must analyze it with wisdom. The dawning of this wisdom clears away the root of all mental afflictions. If you do not do this, then, just like the non-Buddhists, you will not abandon the afflictions through mere samādhi alone. The King of Concentrations Sutra (Samādhi-rāja-sūtra) says:


Although worldly ones cultivate samādhi,


That does not destroy the false notion of self;


Afflictions return and disturb them,


Like Udraka, who cultivated samādhi up to this level.


Non-Buddhist yogis can achieve very high levels of samādhi, including the absorption of cessation, which stops the mind and mental factors and leads to rebirth in the highest level of the formless realm. But even this meditation does not get rid of the mental afflictions completely. It can only temporarily eliminate them up to the level of nothingness, the third level of the formless realm.


Kamalaśīla is not merely asserting this; he quotes from the King of Concentrations Sutra to prove his point. The first line of the stanza refers to “worldly ones.” These are ordinary living beings imputed in dependence on what is perishable and a mere aggregation — the mental and physical aggregates. Neither the body nor the mind is a single absolute thing. Each is an aggregation of many interdependent components. The body is a combination of flesh, blood, bones, and so on. The mind is a combination of feelings, perceptions, and so on. These aggregates are contaminated, impermanent, and subject to birth, aging, sickness, and death, without any freedom or power of their own. Even though mundane beings may cultivate meditative concentration and come to possess its special qualities — nondiscursiveness, clarity, and joy — they have only temporarily subdued certain obstructions. No matter how much they engage in this kind of meditation practice, it cannot get rid of the seeds of mental afflictions. The afflictions arise again because these yogis have not first abandoned grasping at the self. Until they have accustomed themselves to a direct realization of emptiness and uprooted ignorance, the necessary causes and conditions will gather together and ripen into a manifestation of the egotistic view, giving rise to the other mental afflictions. This leads to the creation of karma and to further rebirth in samsara.


The last line of the sutra mentions Udraka as an example. He was a non-Buddhist yogi who spent so many years in meditation that he accomplished all four concentrations of the form realm and the first three absorptions of the formless realm up to and including the level of nothingness. The mental afflictions on these seven levels no longer arose within his mental continuum, and those afflictions on the highest level of the formless realm, the peak of samsaric existence, are so very subtle that the meditator almost appears to be an arhat. At this point Udraka no longer experienced any noticeable attachment, hatred, or other affliction, so he thought that he had achieved liberation from samsara. During the time it had taken him to achieve this level, Udraka’s hair had grown very long. One day he awoke from his meditation and found that his hair had been eaten away by mice. This disturbed him. Seeing that his mind was agitated, he realized that mental afflictions were still present in his mental continuum. This made him angry. The karma of anger later caused him to fall into a lower rebirth. This story shows that Udraka’s concentration was limited to the mundane level, indicated by the final phrase “up to this level” in the preceding verse, without touching the supramundane.


If such an accomplished yogi cannot gain freedom from samsara through his meditation, then what kind of meditation do we need to do in order to gain liberation? The answer is given in the next stanza of this sutra:14


If you analyze the selflessness of phenomena,


And if, having analyzed, you meditate upon it,


This will cause the result: the attainment of nirvana.


There is no peace from any other cause.


Only through precisely analyzing the nature of phenomena can we generate the wisdom that sees selflessness, which is the cause of the final result, nirvana. Emptiness cannot be realized without refined logical examination. We must investigate how the subject and its object exist. Realizing emptiness does not mean making the mind empty by letting go of all thoughts. Some people think that every thought is pervaded by the mental affliction of ignorance and thus having no thoughts at all is the realization of śūnyatā. Tsongkhapa and Kamalaśīla strongly attack this interpretation. They say that if emptiness simply means making one’s mind empty so that nothing appears to it, nothing is known, and nothing is grasped, then it is like not having a mind at all. Cultivating a practice that makes the mind dull, as if it were deeply asleep, is not productive. Some animals hibernate during the winter; they sleep without any thoughts arising, and nothing bothers them for several months. But even though they spend all this time without thinking, they do not realize the truth. Their long sleep does not get rid of their mental afflictions. When they wake up in the spring they are still in samsara. The way to realize emptiness is to develop an understanding of emptiness through analysis and then meditate on what has been understood. In this way the object gradually becomes clearer and clearer until one finally has a direct realization. In brief, first we must examine in what way things are empty. Once we find the correct view of emptiness, we meditate utilizing that wisdom continuously. That meditation is the cause for attaining the final result, nirvana.


Suppose someone asks, “Is there another way to obtain liberation without needing to realize emptiness?” In the last line of the preceding stanza, Buddha clearly says, “No, the permanent peace of nirvana has no other cause. It is impossible to pacify suffering and the cause of suffering without the special wisdom that directly realizes emptiness. Meditation on any path that does not have this wisdom cannot free you from suffering and its cause.” Indeed, if there were another way we would not bother trying to understand śūnyatā.


Tsongkhapa draws this King of Concentrations Sutra quotation from the first of Kamalaśīla’s three Stages of Meditation texts. He quotes from all three texts at various points in his Lamrim Chenmo to support his views on emptiness. So it is helpful to know how and why Kamalaśīla wrote them. Buddhism first came to Tibet during the reign of King Songtsen Gampo in the seventh century. Later, in the eighth century, King Trisong Detsen fostered the spread of Buddhism in Tibet. He invited the great Indian master Śāntarakṣita to give monastic ordinations and teachings on the sutras. At that time the original religion of Tibet, called Bon, was still very popular. Bon involves the worship of local spirits and nature gods, such as tree gods and water gods. Each family also had their own gods that had to be worshiped so that they would not cause harm. Many of the king’s ministers were followers of Bon and were critical of the new religion from India. They tried to influence the king to protect Bon and prevent Buddhism from taking root in Tibet. In response, Śāntarakṣita urged the king to invite to Tibet the great Indian tantric adept and magician, Guru Padmasambhava. Padmasambhava spread the Dharma by dealing with the superstitions of the people and subduing the local demons. With his powers he overawed the local spirits; those gods promised to abandon their harmful ways and protect people engaged in virtuous activities. They are now called Dharma protectors because they assist practitioners of Buddhism. Padmasambhava also gave tantric teachings and initiations to the members of the royal family, the nobility, and certain restricted gatherings of people.


In the eighth century there was a strong relationship between China and Tibet. The Buddhism being brought to Tibet from China was quite different from the teachings transmitted by Śāntarakṣita. Indian Buddhism focuses on abandoning the ten nonvirtuous actions, engaging in virtuous activities, taking vows, and all the other basic practices. In contrast, a form of Chinese Buddhism exemplified by the teachings of the great Chinese master Hashang Mahayana seemed very simple. He gave Dharma teachings that everyone, even ordinary laypeople, could practice easily. He taught, “Do not think anything and do not do anything.” He told people not to engage in discursive thought. Why? The reason he gave is that all thoughts — judgments about things being good or bad, and so on — are obstructions to enlightenment in the same way that white clouds and black clouds both obstruct the sunlight, golden chains and iron chains both tie you down, and white dogs and black dogs both bite. He claimed that good thoughts and bad thoughts function in this way, so they should be stopped altogether. The mind should be completely blank. Hashang and his followers propounded that the mind is like a clear, colorless crystal. If we put a colored cloth underneath this clear crystal each of the colors will be reflected in it, though the crystal itself remains free of color. Similarly, the mind is influenced by sensory awareness and thoughts, but once we put these discursive thoughts aside the pure mind is revealed; this pure mind is the essence of buddhahood. Hashang’s followers contend that everyone is already a buddha; the nature of the mind is already completely pure. This teaching on the nature of the mind is special, but it needs to be understood properly. It is not to be taken literally.


However, in those ancient times some Tibetans were attracted to a literal interpretation of the approach taught by Hashang. They thought it was simple and marvelous; it did not require any scholarship or effort. There was no need to worry, no need to do anything, no need to engage in complicated meditation — just sit there and relax! Hashang had masses of followers from eastern Tibet all the way up to Lhasa. The king found himself in a difficult situation and wondered what to do about the rivalry between these two very different kinds of Buddhism. Hashang’s approach appeared to be opposite to the Indian Buddhist approach, which insisted on thinking carefully, abandoning nonvirtuous behavior, and replacing it with virtuous behavior. The king did not want to have two conflicting views in his land. Śāntarakṣita, prior to leaving Tibet, had advised the king that if a situation like this were to arise he should invite Kamalaśīla, Śāntarakṣita’s own disciple, to come from India to clear up the confusion about Buddhist philosophy and practice.


So King Trisong Detsen invited Kamalaśīla and a few of his Indian followers to come to Lhasa, where Hashang and his disciples had already gathered. The king and the Chinese master, with their respective entourages, went to welcome Kamalaśīla at the Tsangpo River, south of Lhasa. The party from Lhasa was on the north bank of the river, and the party from India approached on the south bank. Before they met, each of the great Buddhist masters wanted to check the skill and intelligence of the other. Kamalaśīla raised his walking stick and turned it in a certain way to ask, “What is the cause of samsara?” In response the Chinese master held the two sleeves of his coat to indicate, “Grasping at the duality of subject and object is the cause of samsara.” In other words, he was expressing his view that there should be no thought or any kind of mental grasping.


The king asked the two teachers to debate. He proclaimed that whoever lost the debate must offer a flower garland or silk scarf to the winner and then return home. The winner would remain in Tibet to teach the Dharma, and Tibetans would thereafter follow the winner’s view. Scholars have not determined whether the debate took place in Samye, Lhasa, or western Tibet. However, it does not really matter where it took place. As you may know, Indian scholars are great logicians; if there is a debate they will definitely win. So Kamalaśīla won. Hashang lost and had to go back to China. From that time onward, just as the king had proclaimed, Tibetans would follow the Indian Madhyamaka view and practice. The king recognized that his subjects needed clear and practical instructions on how to do that, so he asked Kamalaśīla to write a text explaining the teachings.


Based on this request Kamalaśīla wrote the three Stages of Meditation texts. In these texts he negates wrong views and proves the correct view by means of logical reasoning supported by a great many scriptural quotations. In the second Stages of Meditation he says we must be certain that the wisdom realizing selflessness is necessary to sever the root of cyclic existence. Many great non-Buddhist yogis had developed the highest level of mundane meditative concentration and thereby attained five types of supernormal knowledge: the divine eye, divine hearing, the ability to see past lives, miraculous powers, and the ability to read the mind of those whose attainments are lower than or equal to one’s own. However, there is a sixth supernormal knowledge not attainable merely through developing mundane meditative concentration: a direct realization that one’s mental afflictions have been permanently removed. This knowledge cannot be attained by non-Buddhists because they still have a strongly entrenched egotistic view. According to Buddhism these non-Buddhist yogis have many virtuous qualities, so most likely they would be reborn in the god realms. However, all their achievements occur within cyclic existence, not beyond it. Without the correct view of selflessness they have no means to obtain the sixth supernormal knowledge and be freed from samsara. It is impossible to attain liberation from cyclic existence without developing the wisdom realizing selflessness through analytical reasoning. The Scriptural Collection of the Bodhisattvas (Bodhisattva-piṭaka) says:


Being satisfied by mere meditative concentration, without realizing reality as explained in the scriptures, gives rise to pride — thinking that you have attained the path cultivating the profound meaning. Thus you will not be liberated from cyclic existence. Having considered this, I say: “It is through hearing others that you will be liberated from aging and death.”


Here Buddha clearly specifies that merely emptying the mind is not enough. The phrase “mere meditative concentration” refers to mastering the nine stages of developing śamatha, through which we can keep the mind steady and free of distracting thoughts. But if, as a result of this practice, we view all thoughts as obstructions to enlightenment and see the mind’s true nature as free of thought and without any reflection of objects, then we will be greatly misled. Buddha voices his concern that if we give rise to this experience we may feel pride, thinking, “I have found the true nature of the mind, the profound reality.” Such a thought prevents us from gaining liberation from cyclic existence, because this experience is not the realization of emptiness that destroys ignorance. In this quotation, “the path cultivating the profound meaning” refers to a realization of emptiness; the error is to think that emptiness refers to the mind being empty of all perceptions and conceptions rather than to the emptiness of inherent existence. When we make this mistake, we view all thoughts as obstructions to enlightenment.


Some people think that they do not need to study or hear the teachings from another person. They think that wisdom arises from within, simply through keeping the mind contained and stopping all thoughts and perceptions. But this is a misconception. Therefore Buddha says that we need to hear the teachings from others in order to become free of aging and death. We do not naturally have knowledge of ultimate reality, so we must learn about it from reliable, holy teachers. In this way we can develop the wisdom that arises from hearing about selflessness. After this we must study and analyze the meaning of the teachings we have heard. This is how to develop the wisdom that arises from thinking. Then we must meditate on what we have understood by means of this wisdom arisen from thinking and analyzing. In this way we develop the wisdom that arises from meditation. Through the development of these three kinds of wisdom we will be liberated from the misery of aging and death. Aging and death is the last of the twelve links of dependent arising. Each link arises in dependence on the previous one. So to become free of aging and death and the entire cycle, we move back through the twelve links to reach the root of the whole process — ignorance of the way things actually exist. Ignorance can only be uprooted by its opposite: the special wisdom that sees the true nature of reality, which arises from hearing, thinking, and meditating.


If the wisdom perceiving reality arose simply by stopping all thought and activity, why would Buddha have given so many teachings on wisdom? Why would so many scriptures state that we should hear, study, and concentrate on these teachings to gain a realization of the ultimate truth? Some Buddhist scriptures unambiguously explain reality, whereas others explicitly address other topics such as the truth of suffering and its cause or Mahayana practices such as boundless love, compassion, and bodhicitta. However, even the texts that explicitly explain the method side implicitly point toward developing the correct view of emptiness. Just as all the great rivers and little streams in the world — whether flowing from the east, west, north, or south — eventually reach the ocean, all the Buddhist scriptures — no matter what their subject and whether they are directed to practitioners of the lower, intermediate, or great spiritual scope — lead directly or indirectly to a realization of emptiness. The key point is that only through clearly understanding emptiness will we remove the root of cyclic existence, ignorance. Until we have a direct realization of reality, we cannot destroy the darkness of ignorance. Understanding śūnyatā is the light that makes the darkness disappear completely. Pure wisdom will not arise by merely developing the single-pointed mind that is śamatha. For this reason we should search without hesitation for the special wisdom that understands reality, the meaning of selflessness. Kamalaśīla’s second Stages of Meditation says:


When you have achieved śamatha, you should cultivate vipaśyanā. You should think, “All Buddha’s teachings were excellently taught. Whether directly or indirectly elucidating reality, they incline toward it. If I understand reality, it will remove all the tangled nets of wrong views, just as the light of dawn eliminates the darkness. Śamatha alone will not produce pure wisdom nor clear away the mental obstructions. However, if I use understanding to meditate correctly on reality, I will generate pure wisdom and realize reality. Only through this wisdom will I completely abandon the obstructions. Since that is so, I must abide in śamatha and use understanding to thoroughly search for reality. Thus I should not be satisfied with mere śamatha.” You may ask, “What is reality?” Ultimately all things are empty of a self of persons and a self of phenomena.


Being entangled in nets of wrong views, especially the egotistic view, gives rise to many wrong perceptions, such as considering what is impure to be pure, what is in the nature of suffering to be blissful, what is impermanent to be permanent, and what is selfless to have a self. These nets of wrong views are cut away by the special insight that realizes emptiness. A yogi must understand that all phenomena — whether external or internal, subject or object — do not exist ultimately. They are free of ultimate existence as a person or as a phenomenon. They exist relatively or dependently. Ultimate reality, the emptiness of existing ultimately, is known by the sixth perfection: the perfection of wisdom. The other five perfections, including meditative concentration, cannot directly realize emptiness. Those perfections are blind; wisdom alone sees the truth. So we must not confuse mere meditative concentration with perfect wisdom. We must develop special insight itself. Eventually we must actualize the union of śamatha and supreme vipaśyanā. In Basic Path to Awakening, Tsongkhapa says:


I do not see the ability to cut the root of cyclic existence


Merely with single-pointed concentration;


Yet no matter how much you analyze using wisdom without śamatha,


You will not get rid of the mental afflictions.


The wisdom reflecting deeply on the meaning of reality,


Having mounted the horse of unwavering śamatha,


Destroys all the objects of grasping at the extremes


With the sharp sword of reasoning of the Middle Way free from extremes.


Through the vast wisdom of correct analysis,


The vipaśyanā realizing reality flourishes.15


Right now we have erroneous perceptions as well as wrong views and an incorrect understanding of reality. We fall to one extreme or the other continuously. The logical methods of the Middle Way establish a view of emptiness that is free from the extremes of nihilism and eternalism. Nāgārjuna uses reasoning to establish the correct view in all twenty-seven chapters of Fundamental Treatise on the Middle Way (Mūla-madhyamaka-kārikā). To prove the correct view of emptiness, he presents many different arguments from many points of view, such as time, agent, and action. By properly examining the object of inquiry in this way, our wisdom gradually increases, and we understand that things are not absolutely, independently, or inherently existent. However, this logical understanding of emptiness is not sufficient by itself. We must unite it with meditative concentration. Wisdom alone without śamatha is dry and cannot remove the mental afflictions. So having understood the very depths of reality, we must put this wisdom into practice by conjoining it with the meditation technique of śamatha. In this way we will finally generate a powerful vipaśyanā that can cut the root of cyclic existence. This kind of wisdom is special insight. In Tsongkhapa’s analogy śamatha is like the horse and vipaśyanā is like the warrior riding it, wielding the weapons of Nāgārjuna’s sharp arguments. Mounted on a horse, a warrior can move very fast, turn in any direction, and manipulate powerful weapons to gain victory over the enemy in battle. Similarly, using the weapons of logical analysis, wisdom rides the obedient and powerful horse of śamatha to destroy the objects of wrong perceiving and wrong conceiving, thereby cutting the root of cyclic existence.


Buddha turned the wheel of Dharma three times. This does not mean that he taught only three times; it means that he presented three fundamental approaches to understanding reality. In the first turning of the wheel Buddha taught that everything exists in a real sense; he explained the four noble truths, the six realms of rebirth, cause and effect, and so on. In the second turning Buddha presented a doctrine that seems to reject what he taught in the first turning of the wheel. He taught the perfection of wisdom so as to show the empty nature of all phenomena. The teachings in this turning include, for example, the Heart Sutra, which says that form, feeling, discernment, the four noble truths, and even buddhahood do not exist. In the third turning of the wheel Buddha deals with this apparent contradiction. It is said that at Vaiśāli the bodhisattva Avalokiteśvara pretended not to understand these ostensibly contradictory teachings. He made a special request to Buddha: “First you taught the four noble truths, cause and effect, and so on, to be real things. Then you taught us that none of them exist. For us this seems to be a great contradiction. However, you are an omniscient being; for you there is surely no contradiction. So please explain to us what you mean, especially with regard to the second set of teachings.” In response to this supplication Buddha taught the Sutra Unraveling the Intended Meaning (Saṃdhi-nirmocana-sūtra). In this sutra Avalokiteśvara asks Buddha:


Bhagavan, through which of the perfections do bodhisattvas behold the absence of essential nature of phenomena?


In reply Buddha says:


Avalokiteśvara, they behold this through the perfection of wisdom.


Similarly, in the Sutra of Cultivating Faith in the Mahayana (Ārya-mahāyāna-prasāda-prabhāvanā-sūtra), Buddha says, “If you lack the perfection of wisdom, I do not say that you gain release from samsara, no matter what Mahayana practices you do with faith in the great vehicle of bodhisattvas.” In short, wisdom is the most important of the six perfections. No matter how much faith a bodhisattva has in the Mahayana, no matter how sincerely or how much a bodhisattva practices the first five perfections, he or she will not gain release from cyclic existence without wisdom.
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Relying on Definitive Sources


(a') Fulfilling the prerequisites for insight


(1') Identifying the scriptures of provisional and definitive meaning


(2') The history of commentary on Nāgārjuna’s intended meaning
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THE WAY TO DEVELOP insight is explained in four main topics:


(a') Fulfilling the prerequisites for insight (chapters 2–21)


(b') Classifications of insight (chapter 22)


(c') How to cultivate insight in meditation (chapters 22–23)


(d') The measure of achieving insight through meditation (chapter 24)


Tsongkhapa now describes the causes and conditions that give rise to insight. This is the main topic. Next we learn about the divisions of insight and then how to employ insight meditation. The fourth section describes how to determine when we have achieved insight. These topics occupy the majority of this book; only a short summary and conclusion follow.


(a') FULFILLING THE PREREQUISITES FOR INSIGHT


If you want to understand emptiness, you must learn about it from somebody who understands it well. In other words, the first step is to rely on a spiritual master who has great knowledge of the essence of the scriptures. It is very important to study the teachings that have been passed down from master to disciple, including the sutras as well as the commentaries of great masters. There are many ways to gain a correct initial understanding of the teachings: you can attend the teachings of a lama, listen to recordings, watch videos, read books, discuss various topics with your friends, and so on. After this you need to use logic to analyze what you have heard. This will clarify your understanding until you are very sure about what is correct and what is incorrect. The correct view of emptiness arises from the wisdom that comes from hearing and thinking about the subject. If you have neither listened to the teachings nor thought about them, then you have nothing to meditate on and so cannot generate genuine insight. There is a Tibetan saying that goes, “A person who claims to be a great meditator without having heard many teachings is like someone without hands trying to climb a steep, rugged mountain.” Mountain climbers need their hands to ascend a cliff; similarly, the understanding arising from hearing and thinking is indispensable for developing genuine insight into the nature of reality.


The nature of reality is emptiness. Emptiness is the ultimate truth; it refers to reality as it is. When you directly realize something as it is, the object exists as it appears. There is nothing to be changed. Only emptiness is stable in this sense; it appears exactly as it is. All other phenomena appear in various ways that are different from how they exist; but they are, in reality, empty of that way of appearing. Emptiness alone is free of this variation. The ultimate nature of reality, emptiness, is such a very deep subject. After attaining enlightenment Buddha initially thought that no one would understand it. He says:


Profound, peaceful, free of elaborations, radiant, unproduced:


I found a truth like nectar.


No one I teach this to will understand it.


So I will not speak about it; I will hide in the forest.16


If Buddha had immediately declared, “There is no form, no sound, no smell,” and so on, everyone would have thought that he was crazy!17 They would have wondered why a man from a royal family, after many years of meditation, came back to say that nothing exists. So for a time Buddha taught what was best for beginners, such as cause and effect expressed in the four noble truths. Eventually he gave explicit teachings on emptiness — because, as we have seen, only a direct realization of emptiness can free one from contaminated cyclic rebirth.


Understanding emptiness comes about in dependence on studying the scriptures and teachings given by others. When we search for the truth we have to depend on what is known as the four reliances:


Do not rely on the person, rely on the teaching;


Do not rely on mere words, rely on their meaning;


Do not rely on the provisional meaning, rely on the definitive meaning;


Do not rely on conceptual understanding, rely on direct realization.


Buddha was very clear that we should not be swayed by a charismatic person. He never said or implied, “I am great, and so you should accept whatever I say.” We should rely on what someone teaches, the Dharma. However, we should look deeper than the words; we should rely on what the words mean. The meaning of a text can be either provisional, in that the words require further interpretation to establish the intended meaning, or definitive, where the words require no interpretation to establish the ultimate meaning. We should rely on the definitive meaning. In relying on the definitive meaning, we should not depend merely on our conceptual understanding. Although we need this kind of understanding, it is not sufficient. In the end we have to rely on understanding that arises from our meditation: a direct realization of emptiness that is free of thought.


In order to develop a direct realization of emptiness, we must start by studying the meaning of the definitive scriptures. To do that we need to recognize which scriptures are definitive and which are provisional. Initially we do not know which teachings to follow; we do not know whom to trust. We are like a blind person, liable to walk into danger because we are without a guide. We should not trust just anyone; we should trust only someone who knows the truth directly and can explain it clearly, logically, and in detail. If we find that kind of person, then we should follow them absolutely.


Tsongkhapa says we should rely on Nāgārjuna and Asaṅga, the two great openers of the chariot way. This may seem like a strange epithet to you; when I first studied this topic, I did not understand it either. When I was a child there were no wheeled vehicles in Tibet. Reading this appellation, I often wondered, “What is a chariot?” But it makes sense when you think that in ancient India kings and queens traveled in elaborate chariots or coaches that required wide roads. As time went by, these roads ceased to be used. The jungle would grow over them, and the thoroughfare would disappear until someone rediscovered and reopened it. A similar thing happened to the Mahayana teachings. Buddha taught the Mahayana, but over time people became more interested in their own liberation and so focused on the Hinayana teachings. Gradually the teachings on universal compassion, bodhicitta, and the extensive presentation of emptiness became less common. The Mahayana tradition was virtually lost to the world because the scriptures explaining the subtle way to understand emptiness, as well as those who practiced it, had disappeared.


Buddha prophesied that the Mahayana would dwindle until it almost vanished, but then two individuals would reestablish it. Asaṅga would place special emphasis on reopening the method side of Mahayana practice, and Nāgārjuna would reopen the teachings on emptiness. There are many sutras and tantras in which Buddha prophesied that Nāgārjuna would clearly explain the profound reality that is free of the extremes of nihilism and eternalism. For example, in the Descent into Laṅka Sutra (Ārya-laṅkāvatāra-sūtra) he says:


In the south, in the area of Vidarbha,


There will be a monk known widely as Śrīman


Who will also be called Nāga.


Destroying the extreme positions of existence and nonexistence,


He will thoroughly teach in the world


My vehicle — the unsurpassed Great Vehicle.


Then he will achieve the Very Joyous stage,


And upon passing away go to the Blissful Pure Land.18


This prophecy says that after Nāgārjuna explains the unsurpassable Mahayana vehicle, he will achieve the first bodhisattva stage, the first moment of the path of seeing. Some other texts say that he reached as high as the seventh bodhisattva stage. This account does not contradict the previous one if we understand it to mean that Nāgārjuna accomplished at least the first stage, without mentioning whether he might also have progressed further.


There are many other prophesies about Nāgārjuna. He is said to be famous in the three worlds: below the earth, on the earth, and in the heavens above the earth.19 According to legend, Nāgārjuna was particularly famous underground in the nāga kingdom. Not only did he teach the nāgas, but he also retrieved the Perfection of Wisdom Sutras from the nāga kingdom, where they had been kept safe since the passing away of Buddha. Nāgārjuna reintroduced the teachings on emptiness here on the earth. He explained from many points of view what Buddha taught, using various logical reasons and examples. Without his detailed explanation to guide us, we would find it very difficult to understand such statements as “There is no form, no sound,” and so on. Candrakīrti emphasizes the importance of understanding Nāgārjuna:


Those outside the path of the honorable Nāgārjuna


Have no means to find peace;


They deviate from the ultimate and conventional truths;


Diverging from these, there is no achievement of liberation.20


Tsongkhapa agrees with this assessment of Nāgārjuna, and he follows Nāgārjuna’s views closely throughout the Lamrim Chenmo. He gives reasons why we too should rely on Nāgārjuna’s system to develop the correct view: because Buddha prophesied that Nāgārjuna would be the reopener of the Mahayana and because Nāgārjuna wrote excellent commentaries on the Perfection of Wisdom Sutras to guide us toward an understanding of emptiness.


The prerequisites for developing insight are explained in three subtopics:


(1') Identifying the scriptures of provisional and definitive meaning


(2') The history of commentary on Nāgārjuna’s thought


(3') How to determine the view of emptiness (chapters 3–21)


(1') IDENTIFYING THE SCRIPTURES OF PROVISIONAL AND DEFINITIVE MEANING


Those who wish to understand reality must rely on Buddha’s scriptures. His teachings are many and varied because they were given to disciples with differing attitudes and capacities. He had particular purposes for saying different things at different times — just as parents tell their children different things, some true and some not, in order to help them in a specific way. So you may wonder, “With all these different scriptures, how are we to discern the correct explanation of reality?” Tsongkhapa says we will know the nature of reality through relying on scriptures of definitive meaning.


So we must be able to distinguish which scriptures are definitive and which are provisional. There are different ways to divide the scriptures into these categories: some differentiate them from the point of view of the words of the text and others from the point of view of the text’s subject matter. The Madhyamaka school of thought differentiates scriptures from the point of view of their subject matter. The scriptures and commentaries that principally explain the ultimate truth are classified as definitive. Although the textbooks of different monasteries define the characteristics of the scriptures differently, they all agree that the main subject of a definitive scripture is the ultimate truth. Scriptures that principally explain conventional truth are classified as provisional scriptures. The Teachings of Akṣayamati Sutra (Akṣayamati-nirdeśa-sūtra) says:


What are the definitive scriptures and what are the provisional scriptures? Sutras that teach conventional things are provisional. Sutras that teach ultimate reality are definitive. Sutras that teach various [referring] words and terms are provisional. Sutras that teach profound reality, which is difficult to see and difficult to realize, are definitive.


Are all scriptures that teach conventional things provisional? Not necessarily; we qualify this by saying: those scriptures that principally show conventional things are provisional, and those scriptures that principally show ultimate truth are definitive. So the question is, “How does a text teach conventional things so as to be labeled provisional?” Likewise, “How does a text teach the ultimate truth so as to be labeled definitive?” The answer is given in the sutra just quoted:


Sutras called provisional are those that teach about an owner, even though there is no owner, using various terms such as self, sentient being, living being, nourished being, creature, person, vital being, able being, agent, and experiencer. Sutras called definitive are those that teach the three doors to liberation — emptiness, signlessness, and wishlessness — as well as no composition, no birth, no production, no sentient beings, no living beings, no persons, and no owners.


Provisional scriptures use various terms, labels, and synonyms to teach the diverse characteristics of conventional things. For example, there are many ways to refer to the person or the self. Each of these words, such as “experiencer” or “sentient being,” highlights a slightly different function of a living being.21 Even though there is no substantial or inherently existent self, the language used makes it look as if there is such a self. Let us consider an easier example. In the ancient Indian tradition various terms are used to refer to the moon. One name is given from the point of view of the white color of its light. Another name indicates that the temperature becomes cooler when the moon rises and the sun sets. Another describes the moon’s appearance as having a rabbit-shaped form on its surface. All these epithets — White Circle, One with Cooling Rays, Rabbit Bearer — refer to the same object, the moon. They simply show the conventional nature of the moon — its color, temperature, and appearance — from different points of view.


Whereas provisional scriptures elaborate the various aspects of the self, a living being, a person, and so on, definitive scriptures cut away those elaborations by teaching no self, no production, and so on. Elaborations — such as good and bad, beautiful and ugly, cause and effect — do exist conventionally. However, definitive scriptures cut through these elaborations by showing that they do not exist in an ultimate sense, an understanding of which gradually eliminates the wrong view holding them as such.


Definitive scriptures teach about the emptiness of inherent existence and that the realization of emptiness is the door to liberation. This can be divided into three aspects: emptiness, signlessness, and wishlessness. Emptiness indicates that everything has the nature of being empty of inherent existence. Signlessness shows that although conventional things, such as trees, water, and fire, have their own sign — which can be interpreted as their own name, mark, or cause — ultimately there are no signs. Things look as if they truly exist, in that they have their own unique qualities or causes. However, they do not have any real or inherent existence. They exist conventionally. The third door of liberation, wishlessness, relates to the future arising of a result. In a conventional sense things are compounded through the accumulation of causes and conditions, but in an ultimate sense there is no such thing. There is nothing arising inherently (with regard to the future) and nothing produced inherently (with regard to the past). Likewise there are no inherently existent sentient beings, living beings, or persons, and neither is there any inherently existent ownership. Thus the three doors show the emptiness of inherent existence of nature, cause, and effect, respectively. Nāgārjuna also presents his arguments in these terms, showing the emptiness of inherent existence from the point of view of action, agent, and object of action.22


The King of Concentrations Sutra says we can categorize the scriptures based on whether they primarily teach conventional or ultimate reality:


Know to be instances of definitive sutras


Those that teach emptiness as explained by Buddha;


Know to be provisional all teachings


That explicate sentient beings, persons, living beings.


The subjects explained in the definitive scriptures, such as the emptiness of the self, emptiness of production, and emptiness of cause, are themselves ultimate; they are ultimate truth. Likewise the subjects explained in the provisional scriptures, such as birth, person, self, cause, effect, and sign, are themselves conventional; they are conventional truth. Kamalaśīla says in the Illumination of the Middle Way (Madhyamakāloka):


Therefore you should understand that only those scriptures presenting the ultimate truth are of definitive meaning; the converse ones are of provisional meaning. The Ornament for the Light of Wisdom That Introduces the Object of All Buddhas (Sarva-buddha-viṣayāvatāra-jñānālokālaṃkāra) says, “Anything of definitive meaning is the ultimate.” Also the Teachings of Akṣayamati Sutra shows that the absence of production and so on are called “definitive meaning.” Thus it is certain that only the absence of production and so on are called “ultimate.”


Emptiness is the ultimate truth and therefore definitive meaning. Subjects other than emptiness are conventional truths and therefore provisional meaning. Emptiness is definitive because it cannot be interpreted to mean something else. In contrast, provisional indicates something temporarily arranged or adopted for the time being in the place of something permanent or final. It is accepted in default. It is interpretable in that it serves to set forth the meaning of something else. Consider, for example, form and the emptiness of form. Form is provisional. The emptiness of form, or form’s lack of inherent existence, is definitive. When we look at form we see various characteristics — shape, outline, color, and so on. But when we look for how form really exists, its final nature, we find nothing absolute in itself. The object we are examining does not exist from its own side. In the end we find only that negation; yet that negation is not nothing.


Similarly, the person has various characteristics — the body, mind, and so on. When we look for the true nature of the person — the self, the soul, or whatever we choose to call it — we find that there is no inherent self or soul. That lack of inherent existence itself is the final nature. From there we cannot go any further. That is the final meaning. We can see and further analyze the characteristics of form, such as its color and shape. We can see and further investigate the characteristics of oneself, such as one’s sense powers and consciousness. But when we arrive at the final truth, the emptiness of inherent existence, that is the end. There is nowhere further to go. That is the meaning of reality. If we look at reality itself, we find it is also empty of inherent existence. We cannot interpret the final meaning in any other way than the emptiness of inherent existence. This is why it is called the definitive meaning.


So according to this system, the definitive and the provisional meaning as well as the definitive and the provisional scriptures are differentiated on the basis of the two truths. All types of emptiness are the definitive meaning and are explained in the definitive scriptures. The remaining phenomena are the provisional meaning and are presented in the provisional scriptures. Kamalaśīla’s Illumination of the Middle Way says:


To what does definitive meaning refer? It refers to whatever has validity and expresses the ultimate truth, because it cannot be interpreted as something else by anyone else.23


This statement presents two aspects of definitive meaning. First, whatever is explained as definitive must be established by valid knowledge — either valid reasoning or valid perception.24 It cannot be proved in any other way. In addition, the definitive must have as its subject matter the ultimate, the final nature of reality, which is the furthest limit of investigation. Thus a definitive scripture must fulfill two requirements: it must be valid, in that it cannot be disproved as it is expressed, and its subject matter must be the final nature of reality, which cannot be interpreted in any other way — not even by a buddha. This quotation also implicitly shows us how to understand provisional meaning and provisional scriptures. The provisional is the converse of the definitive: it is not suitable to be held as it is expressed, and it must be interpreted to mean something else. In other words, its meaning is not the final meaning; it is a text whose subject matter is not the ultimate.


To clarify this distinction let us look at a statement such as the first of the four seals, “All products are impermanent.” This statement is valid. It can be proved logically, and there is no valid way to prove the contrary, that is, that any products are permanent. However, even though the statement “All products are impermanent” is established by valid knowledge and can be taken literally, it is still not a definitive teaching. It is provisional because it does not concern the ultimate nature of reality. Even if we understand that form is impermanent, and that is indeed true, the impermanence of form is not the ultimate truth. We can subject form to ultimate analysis if we want to search for its final nature. However, when we search for the impermanence of form existing from its own side, we will not find it; all we find is emptiness. The final nature of each thing is its emptiness. So the meaning of any scriptures presenting conventional things must in the end be interpreted further.


There is some difference among the Buddhist philosophical schools regarding the categorization of provisional and definitive scriptures. Some schools say that scriptures that are acceptable literally as expressed are definitive scriptures, and those that are not literally acceptable are provisional. Based on this understanding an opponent may pose the following question. Any definitive sutra must be literally acceptable; so if it says “There is no production” or “There is no person” and so on, we would have to conclude that there is no production and no person at all. Otherwise that sutra would not be literally acceptable and instead would be a provisional scripture. Tsongkhapa says that this position appears to be incorrect. Indeed there are many definitive teachings, such as the Heart Sutra, that say there is no production, no cessation, and so on; however, at certain critical points in the sutra Buddha applies a special qualification to this list of negations. When a qualifying term, such as “ultimate” or “inherent,” is used in one place, it does not need to be repeated continuously. It should be understood to apply to the whole list of negations as a common attribute.


For example, the Heart Sutra says, “Perfectly see that even the five aggregates are empty of inherent existence.” According to the Prāsaṅgika-Madhyamaka system, this means that the aggregates exist conventionally but not ultimately. Having stated the word “inherent” on the first occasion, in the rest of the sutra the word is dropped. It is not necessary to repeat it all the time; occasional occurrences are enough. So where it says that there is no form, no feeling, no discernment, no conditioning factors, no consciousness, and that there is no suffering, no cause of suffering, no cessation, and no path, it means that these things do not exist ultimately or inherently. Because this qualification is not specifically stated in each case, the individual phrases cannot be taken literally; we have to understand what is intended. There are many similar instances where the negations are explicitly qualified by terms such as “ultimate” and “inherent.” In places where they are intended but not explicitly stated, you should add them yourself. Thus, since the ultimate reality of phenomena is the subject matter, and the qualification “inherently” is applied implicitly to all the particular cases mentioned, how could such a sutra not be definitive? Otherwise, if the statement “There is no production” were to be held literally so as to be a definitive teaching, then we would end up negating production in general. If we negate the generality, this necessarily implies that we negate the particular instances, in which case there could not be even one thing that is produced. The unintended consequence is that even the words we use to talk about these things could not exist. Therefore, Tsongkhapa concludes, although a scripture may contain a few individual words or phrases that cannot be accepted literally on their own, this does not disqualify such a text from being a definitive scripture. That is how it is understood in the Prāsaṅgika system.


The Svātantrika-Madhyamaka and Prāsaṅgika-Madhyamaka schools differ a little regarding this point. According to the Prāsaṅgika-Madhyamaka system of Buddhapālita and Candrakīrti, the following six terms are synonymous and indicate ways of existing that are to be rejected: ultimately existent, truly existent, inherently existent, existing by way of its own characteristics, existing from its own side, and existing by its own nature. The absence of these modes of existence is the Prāsaṅgika understanding of emptiness. The Svātantrika-Madhyamaka system of Bhāvaviveka, Śāntarakṣita, and Kamalaśīla defines emptiness very differently. They say that truly existent and ultimately existent mean the same thing and are to be rejected. The absence of these two modes of existence is the Svātantrika understanding of emptiness. However, in their system the following four terms are synonymous and indicate ways of existing that are accepted: inherently existent, existing by way of its own characteristics, existing from its own side, and existing by its own nature. In short, the Svātantrikas accept things to exist inherently, by their own characteristics, or by their own nature, whereas the Prāsaṅgikas do not accept anything to exist in that way at all.


The Prāsaṅgika and the Svātantrika systems are both Madhyamaka systems; they equally reject anything to be truly existent or ultimately existent. Both understand the emptiness of true existence and the emptiness of ultimate existence to be the actual profound emptiness, śūnyatā. The Prāsaṅgika system is more encompassing; they say that inherent existence is synonymous with true existence and ultimate existence, and thus the emptiness of inherent existence is also the profound emptiness, śūnyatā. This is not the case for the Svātantrika; they accept that things do inherently exist.


Therefore, according to the Svātantrika system, the Heart Sutra is provisional because even though it explains ultimate truth, it is not valid as it is expressed. The phrase “Perfectly see that even the five aggregates are empty of inherent existence” is not literally acceptable according to them. As discussed earlier, the term “inherent” here should be understood to apply throughout the text to all statements such as “There is no form, no feeling, no discernment, no causal factors, and no consciousness.” None of these statements with the implied qualification can be taken as definitive by the Svātantrikas, because doing so would contradict their view that form and so on are inherently existent. According to the Svātantrika system it is insufficient to interpret “There is no form” to mean “There is no inherently existent form.” The real meaning of such a statement must be: “There is no ultimately inherently existent form” or “There is no truly inherently existent form.” They must add the terms “ultimately” or “truly” to the negation of existence or to the negation of inherent existence in order to correctly indicate the ultimate truth. Since such terms do not appear in the Heart Sutra at all, this text is taken to be a provisional scripture. Although this text discusses the ultimate as its subject matter, for the Svātantrikas it does not present a view of the ultimate that can be taken as valid in the way that it is literally expressed.


The Prāsaṅgika-Madhyamaka system does not require a definitive scripture to be valid as it is literally expressed. The single requirement that a scripture primarily discusses the ultimate is enough to make it definitive. Thus, according to Tsongkhapa, whether the meaning of a text can be accepted literally is not a sufficient criterion to determine if it is definitive. The main issue is the primary subject matter of the text. A definitive scripture must principally show the ultimate truth, śūnyatā, the final nature of reality. If it principally shows conventional things, it is a provisional scripture. The Svātantrika system agrees that texts that describe conventional things are provisional; however, they include other texts in this category also.


This is an important difference between these two philosophical systems because according to the Prāsaṅgika-Madhyamaka system both types of scripture sometimes use language in a way that cannot be held literally. A common example from a provisional scripture is the statement “One’s father and mother are to be killed.” These particular words were said to particular disciples, in a specific situation, and were meant to be understood in a particular way. The words “father” and “mother” do not refer to one’s biological father and mother; here “father” refers to karma, and “mother” refers to mental afflictions, both of which are to be destroyed. This kind of provisional or interpretable language is the obvious kind; everyone accepts that such language needs to be interpreted.


(2') THE HISTORY OF COMMENTARY ON NĀGĀRJUNA’S THOUGHT


Nāgārjuna’s six treatises correctly explain the view expressed in scriptures such as the Perfection of Wisdom Sutras that all phenomena are without any kind of inherent production, inherent cessation, and so forth.25 There are various interpretations of Nāgārjuna’s great treatises, and later scholars endeavor to explain what Nāgārjuna really means. Nāgārjuna’s direct disciple, Āryadeva, is considered by later Madhyamaka scholars to be as valid and reliable as Nāgārjuna himself. Even great commentators of the Svātantrika and Prāsaṅgika schools, such as Buddhapālita, Bhāvaviveka, Candrakīrti, and Śāntarakṣita, trust Āryadeva in the same way that they trust Nāgārjuna. Thus Nāgārjuna and Āryadeva are referred to as the father and son; they are the source of all the other Madhyamaka commentaries and make no division into what later came to be called the Svātantrika-Madhyamaka and Prāsaṅgika-Madhyamaka views. Prior to the time of Tsongkhapa, Tibetan scholars referred to Nāgārjuna and Āryadeva as “great Mādhyamikas” or “Mādhyamikas of the great texts” and to the later Mādhyamikas as “one-sided Mādhyamikas.”


Scholars have divided the Madhyamaka into subschools of thought in a number of ways. One earlier Tibetan scholar posits two types of Mādhyamikas in accordance with their way of presenting conventional truth: those Mādhyamikas who accept conventionalities in a way that is closer to the Sautrāntika system versus those Mādhyamikas who accept conventionalities in a way that is closer to the Yogācāra system. Sautrāntika-Mādhyamikas assert that conventionally there are independent external objects that are not of the nature of the mind, which act as causes that give rise to specific types of consciousness, and that consciousness is a different entity from external things. Yogācāra-Mādhyamikas assert that conventionally there is no duality of subject and object, there are no independent external objects, and everything is of the nature of the mind. When we make a twofold division of the Madhyamaka based on how conventional reality is understood, Śāntarakṣita and Kamalaśīla belong to the system called Yogācāra-Madhyamaka.


This earlier scholar also posited two types of Mādhyamikas in accordance with their way of asserting the ultimate: the Proponents of Rationally Established Illusion, who assert the combination of appearance and emptiness to be ultimate truth, versus the Proponents of Thorough Nonabiding, who assert ultimate truth to be the mere negation of elaborations with respect to appearances. This scholar says that Śāntarakṣita and Kamalaśīla are included in the former division. The terms characterizing these two divisions used by the earlier Tibetan scholars, namely, illusion-like and thorough nonabiding, were even used by some Indian scholars. Although some Indian and Tibetan scholars divide the Madhyamaka this way, Tsongkhapa does not bother too much with it. He says there are a lot of people with different ideas, views, and terminologies — so who in the world could possibly explain all of these different approaches? It is more important to understand the views of the great Mādhyamikas who follow Nāgārjuna. Tsongkhapa agrees with the great translator from Ngog, Loden Sherab,26 who said that only fools are impressed by the twofold division of Mādhyamikas based on how they present ultimate truth.


A brief explanation of this division of the Madhyamaka will illustrate why Tsongkhapa does not go into detail here. The Proponents of Rationally Established Illusion are given this name because of the way they say that emptiness is understood. When people first try to understand śūnyatā, they attempt to logically prove that things are not truly existent. They may reason, for example, that because a thing, such as a sprout, dependently arises, it is not truly existent. One begins by thinking about what a sprout is and how it exists. A sprout arises as a result of planting a seed, which then germinates, and from which a shoot appears. A sprout arises in dependence on many things: the seed from which it grew, the soil, water, warmth, and so on. When all the necessary conditions come together, the sprout appears. Therefore it dependently arises. If a sprout were truly or absolutely existent, then its appearance would not depend on those other factors. It would exist through its own nature. But that is not how it is; it is dependently related. This inferential understanding occurs by first imagining a sprout and then thinking about how that sprout exists. Based on this one develops an inferential understanding that a sprout does not exist inherently, and one forms a mental picture of that. Then these two images, of subject and attribute, are combined together. The subject is the sprout; the attribute is not truly existent. To ordinary perception the sprout seems to be truly existent, but with this inferential understanding one knows that this appearance is not real. In other words, through inferential knowledge one understands that the appearance of a truly existent sprout is illusion-like. Hence the name of those following this approach: the Proponents of Rationally Established Illusion.


The Proponents of Rationally Established Illusion hold that the object of knowledge that is the combined appearance of the illusion-like nature and emptiness is ultimate truth. Having an illusion-like nature means that although something appears to exist in a particular way, one knows that it does not truly exist in that way. Because the appearance of emptiness is mixed with a conventional appearance, it is like an illusion: the image of śūnyatā, the attribute, is combined with the image of the subject, in this case a sprout. This inferential knowledge of śūnyatā is not as pure as a direct realization. A direct realization of emptiness arises in the mind as the perception of a mere absence — the emptiness of true existence.


Tsongkhapa says that the combined subject and attribute of such an inferential understanding — emptiness of true existence in combination with an appearance of the sprout as illusion-like — is not ultimate truth. It is not śūnyatā because the combination of a sprout and nontrue existence is an implicative negation.27 It implies a nontruly existent sprout. Śūnyatā is a mere negation; it does not imply the existence of anything else.28 The way to arrive at a genuine understanding of emptiness is to start by examining the subject or basis — in this case, a sprout. The appearance of the sprout is a conventional truth. Through examining whether it exists truly, we will succeed eventually in negating truly existent on the basis of the sprout. Then we meditate on that. In time just the pure negation, not truly existent, appears to the mind unmixed with the subject. When we actually perceive the emptiness of true existence, the subject or basis no longer appears to the mind. There is no combination of the appearance of emptiness and the appearance of the conventional object that is its basis.


Inferential understanding of śūnyatā, such as is generated by the Proponents of Rationally Established Illusion, relies on logical analysis; it arises in dependence on thought, not on direct perception. In general an object does not appear directly to a thought apprehending it; it appears mixed with a conceptual image of that object. However, the mind comprehends the object through this conceptual image. For example, when we look at a statue of Buddha we see it directly with our visual consciousness. When we close our eyes and try to recollect it, we see an image of that statue in the mind and can describe it to someone else. But it is not the same as seeing it directly with our eye consciousness. The mind is focused on a mental image of the statue, not on the statue. However, without the image appearing to our conceptual awareness, we would not understand the object. Every thought has this kind of quality. In the beginning we cannot realize emptiness without a conceptual image of emptiness. It is through the appearance of emptiness mixed with a conceptual image of it that we come to understand that there is no true existence. The appearing object of this inferential understanding based on reasoning, however, is not ultimate truth. It is an image of ultimate truth.


Śāntarakṣita’s Ornament for the Middle Way (Madhyamakālaṃkāra) and Kamalaśīla’s Illumination of the Middle Way both say that the object of an inferential understanding of emptiness “approximates ultimate truth,” and therefore it is sometimes called ultimate — but it is not genuine ultimate truth. Other Mādhyamikas also say that the object arrived at when logical reasoning cuts away the elaborations of true existence is too rough to qualify as ultimate truth. Ultimate truth is the mere emptiness of inherent existence. It does not refer to something else that appears to the mind when the elaborations of true existence are conceptually eliminated. A direct realization does not directly rely on thought. So Tsongkhapa concludes that the twofold division of Mādhyamikas into the Proponents of Rationally Established Illusion and Proponents of Thorough Nonabiding is not appropriate.


Regarding the history of commentary on Nāgārjuna’s thought, Yeshe De29 mentions that Nāgārjuna and Āryadeva did not clearly specify whether external objects exist. Mādhyamikas do not accept anything to be ultimately existent; so the question here is whether, on a conventional level, an object exists as a separate entity from the mind apprehending it. Bhāvaviveka rejects the Yogācāra assertion that there are no external objects and that everything is of the nature of mind. According to the Yogācāras, the mind is truly existent; so if everything is of the nature of mind, then everything would be truly existent. The two lower philosophical schools, the Vaibhāṣika and the Sautrāntika, assert that physical things exist externally and are separate substances from the minds apprehending them. External things are made up of tiny partless atoms, which collect together to form bigger substances — such as the different elements of earth, water, fire, and air. Gross objects are formed from these elements coming together in certain ways. When objects are large enough they can be perceived by the senses and recognized as specific things, such as mountains, elephants, people, and houses. So according to these two schools, external objects are formed first and then the minds that perceive them arise. Bhāvaviveka accepts this differentiation between object and subject and rejects the Mind Only interpretation, so his system is called Sautrāntika-Madhyamaka.


Yeshe De further reports that Śāntarakṣita, a later commentator on Nāgārjuna, relies on the Yogācāra texts, such as those by Asaṅga, to show that conventionally there are no external objects. In contrast to the two lower schools, the Yogācāra says that the mind is primary and functions as the substance out of which externally appearing things are formed. Śāntarakṣita applies this to the Madhyamaka teachings. He shows that conventionally there are no external objects — there is just the mind. However, ultimately the mind does not exist by way of its own nature — there is no mind ultimately. Śāntarakṣita adopts a Mind Only position, so his system is called Yogācāra-Madhyamaka. In this way two Madhyamaka systems arose, the earlier being Bhāvaviveka’s Sautrāntika-Madhyamaka and the later being Śāntarakṣita’s Yogācāra-Madhyamaka.


Tsongkhapa says that from the point of view of the order in which they historically appeared, this way of labeling these systems is correct. However, it is not correct from the point of view of a representation of their assertions. A division into Yogācāra-Madhyamaka and Sautrāntika-Madhyamaka should not be made based on whether they accept or reject external objects conventionally. It is incorrect to say that any Mādhyamika who accepts external objects to be conventionally existent should be called a Sautrāntika-Mādhyamika. For example, Candrakīrti accepts external objects to be conventionally existent but not in the way that a holder of Sautrāntika philosophical tenets believes them to exist. Likewise, it is totally incorrect to label Candrakīrti as being similar to the Vaibhāṣika system simply because of his acceptance of external objects. Thus Tsongkhapa does not accept this early division of the Madhyamaka system into Sautrāntika-Madhyamaka and Yogācāra-Madhyamaka.


The terminology for another twofold division of the Madhyamaka system evolved in Tibet: the division into Svātantrika-Madhyamaka and Prāsaṅgika-Madhyamaka. This division of the Madhyamaka accords with Candrakīrti’s commentary on Nāgārjuna’s Fundamental Treatise on the Middle Way, called Clear Words (Prasanna-padā), so Tsongkhapa concludes that later Tibetan scholars did not invent it. In fact he shows that this division developed in India as the great Madhyamaka scholars attempted to explain Nāgārjuna’s ideas. The terms Prāsaṅgika-Madhyamaka and Svātantrika-Madhyamaka refer to the different systems of Buddhapālita and Bhāvaviveka, respectively. Buddhapālita wrote a commentary on Nāgārjuna’s Fundamental Treatise on the Middle Way in which he presents the arguments they contain in the form of logical consequences (prasaṅga): P entails Q; if you cannot accept Q, because it contradicts your own assumptions, then you must reject P.30 So Buddhapālita began what was later called the Prāsaṅgika school — those who follow the system of consequences. This form of argument differs from the more traditional positive proof statement. A proof statement is usually expressed as a three-part inference: X is Y because of being Z. In other words: every Z is Y, X is Z, and therefore X is Y.


According to Buddhist philosophy the word inference (anumāna) refers to the understanding that arises within a person’s mental continuum on the basis of some other correct understanding. Logical arguments are employed to engender that new understanding, so these are often called inferences too. Both logical consequences and trimodal proof statements are inferences in this sense. In order to differentiate between them, this volume uses the term syllogism to indicate a trimodal proof statement (rather than adopt a restricted notion of “inference” that excludes logical consequences — a popular approach among academics).


A syllogism is called autonomous (svatantra) if it presupposes that the referents of the elements of the syllogism exist by their own nature. Bhāvaviveka, having studied Buddhapālita’s commentary, considers many aspects of Buddhapālita’s work to be very good and relies on them in his own text. However, he rejects Buddhapālita’s reliance on logical consequences, which do not assume the inherent existence of anything. Bhāvaviveka says that logical consequences are not enough for a realization of emptiness. A final realization, he says, must depend on inferential knowledge consisting of inherently existing, autonomous, positive proofs. This is one of the major points that differentiates the Madhyamaka systems, based on which they may be divided into Svātantrika-Madhyamaka and Prāsaṅgika-Madhyamaka; this concerns how to develop the correct view of emptiness within one’s mindstream.


Now which of those great scholars should we follow when trying to understand Nāgārjuna and Āryadeva? The great Atiśa considers Candrakīrti’s system to be the best. Many early Tibetan masters follow Atiśa. Probably most of Tsongkhapa’s teachers follow Atiśa’s and Candrakīrti’s interpretation of the Madhyamaka view. Candrakīrti says that among the eight great famous commentaries of Nāgārjuna’s Fundamental Treatise on the Middle Way, Buddhapālita gives the most complete explanation of Nāgārjuna’s thought.31 Therefore he takes Buddhapālita as his basis. Candrakīrti feels that Bhāvaviveka also made many good points; these Candrakīrti incorporates into his system. However, he rejects Bhāvaviveka’s refutation of Buddhapālita. Tsongkhapa sees the commentaries of the two great masters, Buddhapālita and Candrakīrti, as the best explanations of the texts by Nāgārjuna and Āryadeva. So he says that he will explain the thought of Nāgārjuna following them.
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The Stages of Entering into Reality


(3') How to determine the view of emptiness


(a") The stages of entering into reality
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(3') HOW TO DETERMINE THE VIEW OF EMPTINESS


ESTABLISHING A CORRECT philosophical understanding of śūnyatā has two parts:


(a") The stages of entering into reality


(b") Actually determining reality (chapters 4–21)


(a") THE STAGES OF ENTERING INTO REALITY


We cannot attain any kind of enlightenment unless we actualize the perfection of wisdom, the true path. This applies to all three ultimate spiritual goals: the nirvana of the śrāvaka, the nirvana of the pratyekabuddha, and the perfect nirvana or full enlightenment of a buddha. According to the Prāsaṅgika system, Hinayana and Mahayana goals are impossible to accomplish without a direct realization of śūnyatā, the true path. All three final attainments are based on completely abandoning the root of samsara: the ignorance that holds things to exist in a way that is completely opposite to reality. Ordinary beings cannot distinguish between actual existence and inherent existence. Things naturally appear to exist from their own side, and we believe them to exist just as we perceive them rather than merely through the power of thought and labels. We generally think that if things were not truly existent, then they would be merely imaginary, like objects in a dream. So we have a tendency to hold things to exist as totally objective. This grasping at inherent identity is the root of samsara. All the mental afflictions — attachment, hatred, and so forth — as well as any actions and results based on them, spring from this ignorance. So we need to get rid of this ignorance, the root of all suffering. We need to destroy the view that holds things to exist inherently. To accomplish this, we need to gain a direct realization of śūnyatā.


As a practitioner seeking to understand Nāgārjuna’s view of śūnyatā we should not begin by asking, “What is śūnyatā?” or “How are things empty?” We must begin by considering how to enter a spiritual path. We need to know, “What is the goal to be attained?” and “How do we attain that goal?” First we must determine the goal. The goal is nirvana. So what is nirvana? According to the Madhyamaka system, nirvana is a special type of ultimate truth. More generally we can say that nirvana has two aspects: the ultimate nature of all things and the purified state to be attained. The first is not actual nirvana, though it is ultimate truth and totally pure; the second is actual nirvana, of which there are three types.32 In the first case, the mind is naturally empty of inherent existence from the very beginning, just like everything else. This is called natural nirvana, though it is not actual nirvana. Our minds are already naturally empty and naturally pure in this sense, so it is not something to be attained. Yet we have inner obstructions, impurities, and mental afflictions that cause our suffering. These are temporary and can be removed; they are not part of the true nature of the mind. We can remove them with certain methods and eventually attain actual nirvana.


Right now as unenlightened beings our mindstreams are not purified. External and internal phenomena appear to us to be inherently existent, even though they do not exist in that way; based on this appearance, we grasp them to be inherently existent. This grasping at inherent existence is a mental affliction, a mind of ignorance, which leaves two kinds of potentialities in the mental continuum. One is called a seed, which gives rise to further grasping at inherent existence. The other is called an imprint, which gives rise to the mistaken appearance of things as inherently existent as soon as we perceive them. Seeds are abandoned together with the mental afflictions themselves by means of the first seven grounds of the Mahayana path of meditation. Imprints, which are the subtlest obstructions, are purified by the three highest stages of the Mahayana path of meditation. A ground or stage of the path of meditation is a special type of wisdom that directly perceives śūnyatā and removes the root of certain obstructions. The absence of those obstructions at each stage of purification is known as the different levels of cessation. Each of these cessations is permanent, being the mere absence of those specific obstructions that will never arise again. When all the gross and subtle obstructions have been removed from the mental continuum, that stream of awareness becomes the infinitely compassionate and holy mind of a buddha: the Dharma body (dharmakāya).


The Dharma body has both an ultimate nature and a conventional nature, neither of which ultimately exists. Its conventional nature is the completely purified immaculate mind itself, known as the wisdom Dharma body (jñānadharmakāya). Its ultimate nature is the emptiness of the immaculate mind, its śūnyatā, known as the nature body (svābhāvikakāya). There are two aspects of the nature body: the aspect that is naturally pure and the aspect that is purified of all temporary stains. The latter is the final true cessation.33 This is a very special type of śūnyatā because not only is its basis naturally pure, but its basis is also completely purified of all temporary obstructions and faults. This emptiness is called nonabiding nirvana.34


Tsongkhapa identifies this aspect of the Dharma body, nonabiding nirvana, as the primary goal of the spiritual path. Now we need to consider, “How do we enter into this reality? How do we attain the Dharma body?” First we must critically reflect on the faults of samsara. When we become completely disgusted by the suffering nature of samsara, we will feel a strong desire to be rid of it. Seeing that we cannot eliminate it without eradicating its cause, we seek to discover the root of samsara. In short, the motivation to practice Dharma is the desire to discover and eliminate the fundamental cause of samsara. If the root cause were outside us and beyond our control, such as God, Truth, or Universal Nature, then we would not be able to change it. Such a cause would always be out there, independent, untouchable, and absolute. No matter how much we want to get out of samsara, we would have no way of doing so because we could not affect its cause, much less remove it. It would be a hopeless situation. But from the Buddhist perspective the situation is not hopeless. When we become thoroughly disgusted with samsara and are desperate to get out, there is something that we can do. Since our suffering has a cause, which is internal, we can remove it and attain the longed-for freedom. What is this cause? After searching for it deeply, we discover that it is fundamental ignorance, the egotistic view — literally, the view of the perishable collection.


Why is this ignorant view called the view of the perishable collection? The phrase “perishable collection” is often used to refer to the aggregates because they are momentary and usually considered as a group. Buddha explained the conventional nature of the aggregates to be impermanent and a collection of causes and conditions. However, the meaning of the phrase in this context is more profound. Buddha taught that all caused things are impermanent and nonunitary. Each and every produced thing, whether the self, the body, an atom of matter, or a moment of thought, is just composed of fleeting parts. The view of the perishable collection actually holds the opposite of what its name suggests. It does not hold its object to be a perishable collection. Somewhere within our own aggregates, which are in fact transitory, we think there is an absolute controller that owns them. We identify this as “I” or “me,” existing from its own side. The mind that identifies it in this way is the egotistic view, the view of the perishable collection. This mind is the opposite of the correct view, which understands the self to be dependently imputed on the aggregates. But our innate self-grasping mind does not think of the self as merely imputed on its parts. Instead, to our natural way of thinking, our “I” seems to be a unit, something single, with its own identity. When we say “my eyes,” “my body,” and so on, we feel that there is one thing, “me,” to which these things belong in an objectively established sense.


We have become accustomed to the false perception and wrong conception of “I” and “mine” throughout all our countless previous lives. This way of seeing and thinking of ourselves as objectively identifiable is deeply rooted. We do not need any effort to see things in the wrong way — it happens all the time — or to think of things in the wrong way — it occurs quite naturally. Without questioning our notion of ourselves we just assume it is correct. This grasping “me” and “mine” as inherently existent is the egotistic view that gives rise to all our daily frustrations. Our feeling of being an independent self is at the center of our lives, and everything revolves around that. We have a natural urge to be supremely successful, most highly cherished and honored, and in every way better than anybody else. If we see that someone else has accomplished more than us, we get jealous and fearful that his or her success may hinder our own. Each of us naturally feels, “Everyone should notice me and appreciate me, and if they do not, they are fools!” This attitude arises from the deeply entrenched notion that we are truly or inherently existent. Based on this distorted grasping, we act out of desire, worry, frustration, and fear. This is how the egotistic view functions. It is a fundamental misunderstanding of how the self actually exists. It influences all our other thoughts and perceptions, thereby contaminating our actions and leading us to rebirth in samsara. Furthermore the egotistic view produces all our other mental afflictions, thus giving rise to miserable experiences and leading us to rebirth in the lower realms. Buddha taught that the mental afflictions and contaminated karma together give rise to samsara, represented as a chain of events known as the twelve links of dependent arising. This contaminated cycle of existence begins with ignorance, which in the next moment gives rise to conditioning action and so on throughout the links, to birth, then aging and death. It ends in death every time, and then from ignorance another cycle begins.


When we have examined this process thoroughly and fully understood it, we will see that the root of samsara is the egotistic view. At that point we will have identified the real enemy that causes us to suffer, and we will spontaneously wish to be free from it from the depths our hearts. We do not have to go out to destroy the enemy. The real enemy is within, lurking in the depths of our experience. When we understand this, we will not complain so much about others, blaming them for our problems. When we recognize that the real enemy is the ignorance within our own mind, then the wish to be liberated from that spontaneously arises. You may have already managed to develop a slight wish to leave samsara, based on some teachings that you have heard or read, but that is something artificial and constructed. It is not spontaneous. Genuine renunciation of samsara arises spontaneously as a result of deep reflection, meditation, and understanding. It is a complete change of heart — an all-encompassing desire to get rid of the inner enemy, the view of the perishable collection, which is the root of samsara.


How can we get rid of it? Eliminating this wrong view that grasps at the self depends on generating the wisdom that understands selflessness. We must recognize that what this egotistic view holds as its object — an independent, inherently existing self — is in fact not there. We have to see that no such self exists at all. In order to see this, we must study various logical proofs that demonstrate that there is no such independent, absolute self. The egotistic view is a wrong understanding; it holds its object incorrectly. It is like confusing a coiled piece of rope in the corner to be a big poisonous snake. As long as we believe that there is a large snake in our room, we experience fear. To get rid of that fear we have to see the object clearly; we must see that it is a piece of rope. It is completely empty of being a snake. Until we recognize that, we will not be able to get rid of the view that it is a snake, and we will have problems until we get rid of that view.


To develop the right view, we must prove to ourselves that the object of this wrong view does not exist. An inherently existent self is already nonexistent, but we naturally conceive it to exist. We have to realize for ourselves that it does not exist, by negating it through logical inference and scriptural quotations. We need to develop a firm understanding, because without true conviction we will not be able to attain liberation. If you are sincerely seeking liberation, the wisdom understanding śūnyatā is crucial. Without it, no matter how much you pray “May I attain liberation,” there is no way to eliminate the egotistic view. It will not happen. So first we have to find the correct view — an understanding that there is no inherently existent “me” or “mine.” But just understanding the right view is not enough; we have to meditate over and over again on what we have understood. Meditation influences the mind much more deeply than mere conceptual understanding. So we must familiarize ourselves with the right view by meditating for a long time.


The word commonly translated as “meditation” literally means to become accustomed to something. In order to become accustomed to the correct view, we need to use a special method that combines profound wisdom with single-pointed concentration. Our situation until now has been that all our mental states have been under the influence of the egotistic view. Right now we are trying to turn this whole process around, which requires meditation over a long period of time. If we do this meditation properly we can purify all the mental afflictions and their seeds as well as their imprints. However, this final result will arise only if we are motivated by bodhicitta, the wish to attain buddhahood solely for the benefit of others. With this special motivation we can use these powerful meditation practices to influence our minds; this gradually enables us to complete the two collections of profound wisdom and vast merit and eventually obtain the Dharma body. Candrakīrti’s Clear Words says:


Just as a celestial city is not reality, mental afflictions, karma, bodies, agents, results, and all such things are not reality, but they appear to the spiritually immature as reality. If one asks in this context, “What is reality? How does one enter into it?” it must be explained as follows. Through not seeing internal and external things [as reality], the grasping at internal and external things as the self or as belonging to the self is completely extinguished: that is reality in this context.35 As for entering into reality, look in the Introduction to the “Middle Way,” which says:


All afflictions and faults without exception


Arise from the view of the perishable collection;


Seeing this with wisdom and realizing the self to be its object,


The yogi negates the self.


Internal and external things conventionally exist, but they do not exist exactly as they appear to ordinary beings. They appear to exist inherently but are in fact empty of inherent existence. Hence we say that they have an illusion-like nature. There are many analogies for this illusion-like nature in the sutras, such as a celestial city, a face reflected in a mirror, a moon reflected in water, an echo in a cave. None of these are even conventionally real as they appear. Ārya beings understand everything to be like reflections because they have directly realized conventional and ultimate truth. When they see conventional things, they know that those things do not exist as they appear. Based on this understanding the mental afflictions naturally do not arise so strongly. So they have less attachment, hatred, and so on. Ordinary beings, on the other hand, have not directly realized śūnyatā; they are like children who naturally think things are real, just as they appear. Śāntideva says:


When their sand castles collapse,


Children howl in despair.36


Ordinary beings are not so different from little children who cry when their sand castles fall down because they think they are really their own houses. Thinking that everything is real, just as it appears, is a spiritually immature view. Candrakīrti asks and then answers the questions, “What is reality? How does one enter into a realization of it?” The general situation is that internal and external things do not exist as they are held by the egotistic view. Conventional things appear to ordinary beings to be inherently real, but that is not their final nature.


It will help here to clarify the use of the word exist. To exist means to be known, proved, or established by valid knowledge. If something is known, it exists; if it is not known, it does not exist. So, not known and not existent indicate the same thing.37 In this context, to say that the yogi does not perceive or know inherently existent things means that inherently existent things do not exist. The afflictive mind grasping at internal and external things as an inherently existent self or as belonging to such a self is the egotistic view, the view of the perishable collection. A mind grasping at these is a distorted awareness. The wisdom that understands the absence of inherent existence of the self and of belonging to the self gradually and completely brings to an end such grasping. This realization also purifies the grasping at internal and external phenomena as an inherently existent self or as belonging to such a self, along with the seeds of this grasping. We should remember here that through their meditation on emptiness, bodhisattvas on the paths of accumulation and preparation gradually reduce the intellectually acquired grasping at inherent existence. This contrived grasping is totally removed by a direct realization of emptiness occurring at the second moment of the path of seeing. It takes much longer to eliminate the innate grasping at inherent existence, which is accomplished gradually on the path of meditation up to the eighth ground. Upon attaining the eighth ground, the gross obstructions blocking liberation are finally removed. Then on the eighth, ninth, and tenth grounds, bodhisattvas meditate on emptiness as an antidote to the subtle obstructions blocking omniscience. These are finally removed upon attaining buddhahood.


Candrakīrti urges the practitioner to look for the way to understand reality as he expresses it in Introduction to the “Middle Way.” In the first line of the stanza that he quotes in Clear Words above, the word “faults” refers to all samsaric suffering, which are the karmic results of the mental afflictions. The afflictions themselves are always instances of mind. Mental afflictions and suffering arise from the egotistic view, which is a distorted mind that observes the self imputed on the aggregates and holds it to be inherently existent. It directly observes the self. Indirectly it observes any of one’s own five aggregates and holds them to be lasting, independent, and inherently existent, thus grasping them to exist in a way that is contrary to their actual nature when in fact they are fleeting, dependently arising, and noninherently existent. After much analysis, the yogi sees, by means of his or her supreme wisdom, that all the problems of samsara arise from the view of the perishable collection. This understanding is a special kind of wisdom that directly realizes emptiness and indirectly realizes this particular cause-and-effect relationship. Having seen this, the yogi recognizes that the object of this view is the wrongly grasped self. So he or she tries to negate the wrongly grasped self by means of logical proofs and scriptural citations.


There are two possible ways to explain the two occurrences of the word “self” in the last two lines of Candrakīrti’s stanza. According to one explanation, both occurrences of the term refer to the wrongly grasped self — the self as it is held by the egotistic view. That is my preferred explanation. According to another explanation, the first use of the term “self” refers to a general undifferentiated notion of self, whereas the second refers to the self as it is held by the egotistic view. It is the latter self that is negated.38


Tsongkhapa immediately quotes another passage from Candrakīrti’s Clear Words:


A yogi who wants to abandon all mental afflictions and faults completely and enter into reality carefully investigates, “What does this samsara have as its root?” When he investigates in this way, he sees that samsara is rooted in the view of the perishable collection, and he sees that the self is the object of the view of the perishable collection. Based on this he sees that by not perceiving the self to exist, the view of the perishable collection is removed; by removing it, all mental afflictions and faults are reversed. So at the beginning he carefully investigates just the self, asking, “What is this so-called self that is the object of self-grasping?”


The term “object” in this passage simply indicates that the self rather than the aggregates is the object of the view of the perishable collection. It does not indicate a more specific object — differentiated as either the basic object or held object of the egotistic view. When a yogi investigates the source of samsara, he sees that it is the result of the view of the perishable collection. What is the view of the perishable collection? It is a view that wrongly grasps its main object, the self, as inherently existent. Again there are two possible explanations of the two occurrences of the term “self” in this passage. According to my preferred explanation, the yogi recognizes that the inherently existent self is the object held by the wrong view of the perishable collection. Upon analyzing the self, which is wrongly held by this view, he or she understands that this wrongly held self does not exist and thus gradually abandons the egotistic view. The yogi realizes that the object (the self) as it is held by that view (as inherently existent) does not exist at all; in other words, an inherently existent self does not exist. By meditating on this for a long time he or she eventually destroys the view of the perishable collection. Seeing that all mental afflictions and suffering are gradually eliminated by abandoning this wrong view, the yogi tries to discover the nature of the so-called self that is the held object of the egotistic view.


According to another explanation, the yogi recognizes that the self in general is the object in general of the wrong view of the perishable collection. Upon analyzing this general self more deeply, he or she distinguishes between the mere self, which is an appropriate basis, and the inherently existent self, which is the wrongly held object of the egotistic view. The basic object, the conventionally existent self, exists; but the held object, the inherently existent self, does not exist. The egotistic view holds the basic object, the conventionally existent self, wrongly — as inherently existent. The phrase “the self that is the object of self-grasping” refers to the held object, the inherently existent self that does not exist at all. So the yogi begins by analyzing just the general self; then he sees that the conventional self, which is the basic object of the egotistic view, is held wrongly by that view as inherently existent, and he finds that such an inherently existent self does not exist at all. In this way the yogi abandons the wrongly held object of the egotistic view. That view is gradually destroyed when the yogi realizes that the object as it is held by that view does not exist at all.


Both of these explanations present a situation that is similar to the case of believing that a certain coiled rope in a dark place is a poisonous snake; when you see that it is a rope and not a snake after all, then your fear of the poisonous snake automatically disappears.


In the scriptures taught by Buddha, Nāgārjuna, and others, there are many logical proofs refuting the inherent existence of everything. Nāgārjuna’s Fundamental Treatise has twenty-seven chapters, each containing analyses proving that different types of phenomena — causes and effects, conditions, samsara, nirvana, agents and actions, coming and going, and so forth — do not inherently exist. However, when yogis begin such an analysis, they summarize all the countless phenomena into two categories: subject and object. Since everything is included within the twofold division of subject and object, the logical analysis of these two encompasses all objects of knowledge. Buddhapālita says that this is the meaning of the eighteenth chapter of the Fundamental Treatise. This chapter is a condensed explanation that includes all the evidence establishing the emptiness of the inherent existence of the self and of belonging to the self. In dependence on Buddhapālita’s explanation of this chapter, Candrakīrti wrote a detailed exegesis of the selflessness of persons in Introduction to the “Middle Way.”


Someone asks, “Is this not an explanation of the Mahayana way to enter into reality? If so, then the exhaustion of the grasping at the self and belonging to the self cannot be the emptiness that is the final goal. Both the emptiness of inherent existence of the self and belonging to the self are considered to be the selflessness of persons, not the selflessness of phenomena. If you wish to enter into the Dharma body, you must realize both the emptiness of persons and the emptiness of phenomena. But what is emphasized here is only the selflessness of the person; it does not include an explanation of the selflessness of phenomena. Therefore it is not correct to posit this as the path entering into reality. In short, by realizing merely what is explained here, you cannot attain the final goal of buddhahood.”


The issue here concerns whether the grasping at anything other than the self of persons is the grasping at the self of phenomena. In general there is the self and there are the aggregates, which are other than the self. Candrakīrti says that first we grasp at ourselves and then we generate attachment for what we think of as our own:


First, thinking “I,” grasping at a self arises;


Thinking “This is mine,” attachment to things arises.39


Holding any of the aggregates to be inherently existent is grasping at the self of phenomena, whereas holding the self itself to be inherently existent is grasping at the self of persons. That much is clear. But there are various opinions expressed in different monasteries’ textbooks concerning whether the mere belonging to the self — “mine” itself — is included in the self of phenomena or the self of persons. Grasping the self as inherently existent is, of course, grasping at the self of persons. But if we say that grasping at anything other than the self is grasping at the self of phenomena, we may be committed to maintaining that grasping at “mine” is grasping at the self of phenomena. Grasping at specific objects that belong to the self, things that we refer to as mine, such as “my nose,” or “my house,” is definitely grasping at the self of phenomena. However, Jetsun Chokyi Gyaltsen’s textbook40 says that grasping at “mine” in general, rather than the particular things that are mine, is a part of the egotistic view — which is a certain type of grasping at the self of persons. Some other textbooks disagree and say that “mine” is not “I,” and therefore it is the grasping at the self of phenomena.


The question above asks, “How can the complete exhaustion of the grasping at ‘I’ and ‘mine’ be the final goal, the Dharma body?” Tsongkhapa says there is no problem here because the phrase “the complete exhaustion of the grasping at I and mine” has two meanings. One is that the mental afflictions have been completely abandoned so that they can never arise again. This permanent cessation of all the mental afflictions is the attainment of liberation, accomplished by śrāvaka and pratyekabuddha arhats. The other meaning is that all signs of elaborations of external and internal phenomena have been abandoned. Here signs should be understood to be the stains left by the mental afflictions previously removed. When these stains have been completely removed, there is nothing left that could give rise to the elaborations of dualistic appearance. This permanent cessation of all the mental afflictions and their stains is the attainment of the Dharma body, accomplished only by a buddha.


You may wonder, “How can there be anything left to purify once one has eliminated all desire, hatred, and ignorance from the root? Surely one must be enlightened?” According to the Prāsaṅgika system, Hinayana arhats have completely removed the mental afflictions (which are minds) and their seeds (which are not minds). Both of these constitute the obstructions to liberation. Arhats have removed grasping at inherent existence and have attained liberation from samsara. Yet they have not attained the highest goal — the Dharma body — because they still have the subtle stains, or imprints, that generate the mistaken appearance of things as inherently existent. These imprints are different from the mental afflictions and their seeds, which can be understood using the following analogy. Suppose you keep a smelly, rotten object wrapped in a piece of cloth for a long time. If you decide to clean that cloth, first you have to remove the dirty object it contains. But even after you have discarded that object and washed the cloth, a slight odor still remains in the cloth. No blemish is visible, but a subtle stain remains. This is similar to what happens within the mindstream once all the mental afflictions and their seeds have been removed; a subtle residue is left. This stain is an obstruction to omniscience — the Dharma body. Due to this kind of obscuration an arhat cannot fulfill all the aims accomplished by a buddha.


Unlike Hinayana arhats, a buddha has completely abandoned the signs of the elaborations: the imprints of the mental afflictions and their seeds (in addition, of course, to having removed their root — grasping at a self of persons and phenomena). The utter abandonment of these imprints so that they become totally nonexistent is the attainment of the Dharma body. We will reach this attainment only after purifying the wrong views that are grasping at the self and phenomena as inherently existent, including all the other mental afflictions and their seeds, as well as all the subtle imprints left over after those afflictions and seeds have been removed. In short, the removal of the mental afflictions alone does not give rise to the Dharma body. To achieve buddhahood we must remove the subtle obstructions, the imprints left by the mental afflictions and their seeds. This is done through generating within our mindstream the vast collections of profound wisdom and extensive merit, based on a sincere motivation to practice for the sake of others. We cannot attain the Dharma body without taking heartfelt responsibility for the welfare of all mother sentient beings. With that motivation alone, a future buddha engages in extensive practices for a very long period of time.


When a yogi realizes the emptiness of inherent existence of the self, he or she can reverse the grasping at the inherent existence of the aggregates, which are the limbs or parts of the self. For example, if a chariot has been totally burned up and destroyed, then its wheels and other parts will have been burned and destroyed also. It is similar here; by understanding that there is no inherently existent self, we will understand that there cannot be anything belonging to it. For if there is no inherently existent “I,” then there is no inherently existent “mine.” Candrakīrti’s Clear Words says:


Those who seek liberation analyze, “What is it that appears to own the five aggregates on which is based the manifest self-grasping of those who are totally ignorant of dependent imputation? Does that [apparent self] have the characteristics of the aggregates or does it not have the characteristics of the aggregates?” Those wishing for liberation do not perceive [such a self] when they thoroughly analyze in this way. Therefore to them [Nāgārjuna says]:


If the self does not exist,


How can belonging to the self exist?


Because they do not perceive the self, they obviously do not perceive anything belonging to the self — the basis on which the self is imputed. When a chariot is totally burned, its parts are totally burned also; therefore they are not perceived at that time. Similarly, when yogis understand the absence of the self, then they understand that the aggregates, which are things belonging to the self, are also selfless.


When we realize that the self lacks an inherent nature, we realize that the aggregates belonging to that self also lack a self, an inherent nature. Usually we grasp ourselves to be inherently existent based on the five aggregates of the body and mind. The aggregates themselves are not the self; they are the bases on which we impute the self. The self is merely a conventional reality imputed on the bases of the five aggregates; but ignorance grasps this self to be inherently real. That inherently real self does not exist at all. However, the five aggregates appear to be owned or appropriated by something. An owner appears to exist. We all talk about “my body,” “my hand,” “my mind,” and so on. So what is it? Why is there this appearance of an owner, ownership, and things that are owned?


There are two sides to consider here: the subject or owner and the object or the things owned. Look at what occurs when someone says to you, “You are stupid!” Suddenly a strong sense of “I” arises, and you think, “No, I am not stupid!” The “I” appears to be an owner, a dominant subject. What is the basis of this appearance? It is the aggregates. Are there any real, inherently existent aggregates or not? Is there any real, inherently existent self or not? When yogis thoroughly examine this matter, they see that there is no such thing as an inherently existent self. Therefore there is no real owning of the five aggregates. This topic is discussed extensively in Nāgārjuna’s Fundamental Treatise on the Middle Way. As Nāgārjuna points out, if the inherently existent self does not exist, how can it own anything? If there is no owner, how can there be ownership or anything owned? When yogis realize that a self or owner does not exist as it appears, then they realize that there is no ownership by that self and therefore nothing owned in that way. Because an inherently existent self does not exist, the bases on which such a self is imputed — what belongs to the self — also do not inherently exist. The point here is that when you understand the emptiness of inherent existence of the self — the selflessness of persons — then you also understand the emptiness of inherent existence of the aggregates owned by that self — the selflessness of phenomena. Candrakīrti’s Commentary on the “Introduction to the ‘Middle Way’” (Madhyamakāvatāra-bhāṣya) says:


Since you wrongly see an inherent nature of forms and so on, you do not understand the selflessness of persons, because you [wrongly] see the basis of imputation of the self, the aggregates. [Nāgārjuna] says:


As long as there is grasping at the aggregates,


Then there is grasping at me.41


As long as you hold phenomena to be inherently existent, you cannot realize the selflessness of the person. In other words, if you do not understand the emptiness of inherent existence of the aggregates, you will not understand the emptiness of inherent existence of persons.


Someone suggests there may be a problem with saying that anyone who understands the selflessness of persons must thereby understand the selflessness of phenomena, and anyone who grasps at a self of phenomena cannot understand the selflessness of persons. For does the same mind that realizes the selflessness of persons also realize the noninherent existence of the aggregates? If that is the case, then the mind realizing the selflessness of persons and the mind realizing the selflessness of phenomena must be one and the same. This is a problem. They cannot be the same because persons and phenomena are two different things. Therefore the minds that realize each one’s emptiness must also be different. For example, the impermanence of a pot and the impermanence of a pillar are realized by different minds. The mind that understands a pot to be impermanent does not necessarily understand a pillar to be impermanent. Those realizations arise separately. In that case, if the mind that understands the noninherent existence of the person does not understand the noninherent existence of the aggregates, how can it be that when someone realizes the selflessness of persons they also realize the noninherent existence of the aggregates?


There are actually two questions here. The first is: “Does the mind that understands the selflessness of persons also understand the selflessness of phenomena?” The second question is: “If that is not the case, then how can you say that when a yogi realizes the selflessness of persons, he or she realizes the selflessness of phenomena?” Tsongkhapa says he does not assert the position expressed in the first question, so he will not address it. In answer to the second question, Tsongkhapa says that when a yogi realizes the selflessness of persons, the wisdom observing the selflessness of the person is not looking at the five aggregates. That particular mind understands only the self, or person, to be not inherently existent. It does not realize anything else, such as understanding the selflessness of the aggregates. However, this realization of the selflessness of persons can be used at any later moment to cut the deluded grasping at the self of phenomena. We turn the understanding of the selflessness of the person to the aggregates and investigate them in the same way. By the power of the earlier understanding of the emptiness of the self of persons, any misconceptions concerning the way in which the aggregates exist are swept away. We will naturally understand the aggregates to be empty of inherent existence.
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