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Written in a warm and accessible style by one of today’s most respected Tibetan Buddhist masters, Reality and Wisdom leads the reader on a journey of discovery, beginning with the very first teachings of the Buddha and continuing to the profound experience of emptiness.


“In Reality and Wisdom, Khenpo Migmar Tseten explains important sutras clearly for students who wish to understand them more deeply. Careful study and practice of these important teachings will bring great blessings in one’s daily life and Dharma practice.”


—His Holiness the Sakya Trichen


“Lama Migmar Tseten’s new book is about what matters most—to see the truth, the way things really are. The Buddha’s first teaching of the four noble truths and the view of emptiness presented in the Heart Sutra are discussed here with admirable clarity. Reality and Wisdom is enjoyable to read, conversational in tone, and deeply informative.”


—Cyrus Stearns, translator and author
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The Four Noble Truths and the Heart Sutra are two of Buddhism’s most well-known and important teachings.


The Four Noble Truths was the first teaching given by the Buddha after his enlightenment. In it, he explained the cause and result of both samsara and nirvana. Defilements are shown to be the cause that results in suffering. Removing those defilements on the path is the cause which results in nirvana.


The Heart Sutra is part of a larger group of sutras known as the Prajnaparamita, or Perfection of Wisdom sutras. It is the essence of the Buddha’s teachings. Given to bodhisattvas, it is the means by which all buddhas, bodhisattvas, shravakas, and pratyekabuddhas attained realization.


In Reality and Wisdom, Khenpo Migmar Tseten explains these important sutras clearly for students who wish to understand them more deeply. Careful study and practice of these important teachings will bring great blessings in one’s daily life and Dharma practice.
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Preface


This compilation of teachings combines revised and updated versions of two previously self-published books on the four noble truths and the Heart Sutra. The teachings on the four noble truths were conducted over the course of several months at the Sakya Institute in Cambridge, Massachusetts. The classes were then transcribed and adapted to book form.


The teachings on the Heart Sutra are based on retreats at Harvard University, MIT, and various Buddhist and yoga centers throughout the United States. These classes were also transcribed and adapted for print.


In an effort to promote the accessibility of these teachings, the transcriptions have been left much as they were. For this reason, the book remains conversational in nature and less formal than a scholarly text.


Whether you are new to Buddhism or a long-time practitioner, hopefully these pages deepen your understanding of the four noble truths and the Heart Sutra and inspire your practice. May all sentient beings everywhere be free from suffering.


Lama Migmar Tseten
Cambridge, MA
August 24, 2022













PART I


The Four Noble Truths and the Eightfold Path
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The First Noble Truth: Suffering
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THE FOUR NOBLE TRUTHS are the central teachings of the Buddhist tradition. They provide the framework upon which all Buddhist philosophy and meditation are based. Although we may already be familiar with them, by repeatedly studying them and their sixteen corresponding aspects, our realizations on the spiritual path can become more transformative and profound.


These noble truths are the truth of suffering, the truth of the origin of suffering, the truth of the cessation of suffering, and the truth of the path leading to the cessation of suffering.


These four truths are based on the realizations of Prince Siddhartha, who reached enlightenment to become the Buddha Shakyamuni. It is said that the Buddha’s very first teachings after attaining enlightenment were these teachings on the four noble truths.


Prince Siddhartha’s early life in India was one of great wealth and privilege. He was given every luxury imaginable, but he soon realized that none of these comforts were bringing him true happiness, and he began to venture outside the palace walls.




On these early trips, the young prince was first exposed to the sufferings of impermanence. As he toured the town, he saw sick, aging, and dying people in the streets. He recognized that, despite all the comforts one may possess, no one can avoid the sufferings of sickness, old age, and death.


As he continued to venture from the palace, Prince Siddhartha also saw a meditator and was introduced to the idea of a spiritual life. This was the moment in which he saw that there was another way to live.


At this point he abandoned his life as a prince and renounced the kingdom. He dedicated his life to spiritual practice and eventually came to the profound realization of enlightenment. Through this awakening he came to recognize the four noble truths, including the noble eightfold path, which outlines the essence of Buddhist practice and provides eight practical instructions that lead to the cessation of all suffering.


These eight interconnected factors are to be developed simultaneously in our lives, and they instruct us on the following ways to live: right view, right intention, right speech, right action, right livelihood, right effort, right mindfulness, and right concentration.


It is essential in our perfection of the practice that we not only comprehend these four noble truths intellectually but also integrate such wisdom into our meditation and into every aspect of our lives.


SHAMATHA (CALM ABIDING) AND VIPASHYANA (INSIGHT) MEDITATIONS


The most effective method to begin cultivating some realization of the first noble truth, the noble truth of suffering, is to begin practicing shamatha meditation. Through gradually training our minds to remain focused on one object of meditation for a period of time, we start to familiarize ourselves with the underlying thought patterns and afflictive emotions that cause so much restlessness and suffering in our lives.


To those who have not done any meditation, shamatha practice may at first sound very easy or relaxing. We are instructed to focus our attention on a single object, most often a blue flower or our breath.




As we begin this practice, we discover it is actually very challenging to sit still. The mind is constantly distracted with racing thoughts and conflicting emotions. What we believed might be relaxing is actually very difficult at first! Our physical bodies are filled with discomfort, and our minds suddenly seem more restless and distracted than ever before. This early stage is crucial to our recognition of the nature of suffering. Through observing this discomfort, we begin to see that we are always running away from these feelings. When we cease to distract ourselves with worldly activities, we notice that there is tremendous suffering just beneath the surface of even a seemingly happy or privileged life.


If we persevere with our shamatha practice for a period of time, we will begin to gain some experience. There are five different levels of realization in shamatha meditation that are compared to different states of water, ranging from the first stage, in which the mind is a waterfall of rushing thoughts, to the fifth stage, in which the mind has attained a state like that of an ocean without waves.


At this fifth level of shamatha meditation, we have reached a stage of very good attention without much distraction and disturbance. When we experience this fifth level of concentration, we will observe that our minds have become very clear and mindful. Now shamatha meditation can become the base on which we further cultivate insight meditation.


With that insight we will begin to see something we have never seen before. We will begin to recognize that what we believed was real in the past is not actually true. Perhaps the four noble truths are called noble truths because they help us to move beyond our conditioning toward a more accurate view of the reality of our human existence.


Through very deep insight during meditation, our old view of the nature of our lives begins to fall apart. This can be very frightening without proper training and guidance because all our former conceptions of reality are shattered. Our way of looking at life is completely transformed, and we come to understand that our previous ways of seeing were all based on misperceptions.


Our old view of life was based on lies, on relativity, on false conditioning. With the cultivation of shamatha and insight meditations, we come to deeply understand the profound meaning of the four noble truths, and we are introduced to the path that can lead us beyond the confines of our suffering.


We recognize these noble truths when we first begin to see things with a very clear mind and without any emotions. This perceptual change affects not only how we see ourselves but also how we view all other objects. For the first time we realize that what we have seen and experienced in the past is mostly due to our inner emotional conditions. We understand that we have falsely projected many things onto outer objects as well as onto our own idea of ourselves. As our insight deepens, all these projections start to dissolve. This false reality we have constructed begins to shatter. As we progress from shamatha meditation to the practice of insight meditation, our realizations will counteract many of the misconceptions we have projected onto different objects.


Each of the four noble truths has four different aspects, and we will explore these sixteen aspects more thoroughly through the course of these teachings. Understanding these aspects is based on our insight and on the clarity of each of our minds. As our vision grows purer, these aspects become more apparent.


IMPERMANENCE


The first aspect of the first noble truth is the aspect of impermanence. Impermanence is the understanding that whatever is created due to causes and conditions is subject to decay. Everything is changing, and nothing can remain forever.


In order to understand our own impermanence, we must first examine what we are made of. According to Buddhist philosophy we consist of five aggregates, which are the foundation of our current experience. These five aggregates are the form of the physical body, feeling, ideation, formation (which includes all of the other emotions), and mental consciousness. These are the five aggregates that are the basis of all our physical and mental experiences.


Normally in our lives we possess a very strong attachment to the five aggregates. Due to our strong attachment, we have many misconceptions. Although subconsciously at some level we know that we are constantly changing and that we will eventually grow old and die, due to our very strong attachment to our bodies, we remain in denial about our own impermanence.


Although intellectually we understand that whatever is born must decay, due to our attachments we become ignorant of this reality in our daily lives. No one wants to get older. No one wants to get sick. No one wants to experience the death of a loved one. Due to this fear, we create a strong sense of denial around impermanence.


There is a real conflict between our attachment to these five aggregates and the truth of impermanence. No matter how much attachment we may have to our physical bodies, they are constantly changing. Our feelings are changing. Our ideas are changing. Our emotional states are changing. Our consciousness is constantly shifting. All these aggregates are impermanent, and they are continuously in a state of flux.


So the truth of impermanence and change versus our attachment to the five aggregates creates an underlying conflict in our lives. As a consequence, whenever we are confronted with the truth of impermanence, we experience tremendous pain and suffering.


SUFFERING


The second aspect of the first noble truth is suffering itself. There are three main types of suffering. First, we have the suffering of suffering, which includes all the physical illnesses and discomforts. Sickness is called the suffering of suffering because it is adding physical or emotional pain to our underlying state of suffering.


The second type of suffering is the suffering of change. The source of this suffering is often very surprising to people. This suffering actually stems from all of our pleasurable experiences and all of our conditional states of happiness.


Nothing in this life can stay the same, but we often remain ignorant of this impermanence. When you fall in love with someone, you expect that blissful state of happiness to be permanent. When the relationship begins to change, when you begin to see your partner’s flaws and you start to argue, you experience much suffering.


When you first have a child, you are so excited. You feel that your baby is lovely and has made your life complete. Then when the child gets older and begins to separate from you and becomes a difficult teenager, the child can become a source of pain. You miss the early days when your child was an infant, and you wish you could go back to that happy time in your life.


What we fail to see is that our suffering is actually rooted in that original happiness. All of these delightful experiences are actually the suffering of change because they become the causes and conditions for future pain and suffering. Since anything good will inevitably change, our greatest pleasure is already sowing the seeds of loss and disappointment.


The third type of suffering is the suffering of conditioning. We will all grow old and die. Nothing in this life can stay the same. Everything will decay and change over time.


This third form of suffering is actually the basis for both the suffering of suffering and the suffering of change. The suffering of conditioning refers to conception and the very beginning of the five aggregates within a person. You could say that from the very moment that we are conceived, we are already beginning to die. Everything in this life is conditioned, and this impermanence is at the root of all our suffering.


These three kinds of suffering become much more intensified when our emotions are involved. If we have no meditation experience, then the changing aspects of our lives will create many difficult feelings for us.


So we see that all three kinds of suffering are magnified because they are related to destructive emotions. The suffering of suffering is related to the destructive emotion of anger. The suffering of change is related to emotions of desire and attachment. And the suffering of conditioning is based on our ignorance.


Suffering is constant in our lives because every moment is filled with change and impermanence. Even when things are going well, we have an underlying fear of our inevitable death. On a deep level we are still trying to distract ourselves from the truth of our conditioned existence.


In our lives we are constantly striving for happiness and pleasure. Everything we do in our lives is motivated by our desire for pleasure and comfort. We are completely driven by our attachments, and we are ignoring the suffering nature of our lives. This ignorance to the causes of suffering and this effort to cling to our pleasurable experiences creates tremendous conflict in us.


When we practice insight meditation, we begin to see deeper and deeper into the nature of our lives. We recognize the truth of change and impermanence. This seeing helps us begin accepting the reality of our lives.


This acceptance happens when we truly understand our attachment as the cause of our emotional pain. We do not want to die, but the nature of life is impermanence. Through meditation, when we begin to accept the truth of suffering and its causes, the conflict at the very core of our existence begins to dissolve.


Only through insight meditation, when our minds are clearer and we are free from destructive emotions, will we see impermanence more clearly. We will begin to see the suffering of conditioned existence.


When we can observe that every moment everything is changing, we can stop clinging to our lives. We can stop living in fear of our own deaths. We can begin to move beyond our ignorance to see the noble truth of suffering.


INSUBSTANTIALITY AND THE FIVE AGGREGATES


The third aspect of the first noble truth is insubstantiality. Another way for us to understand the truth of suffering is for us to integrate it into our five aggregates. As we have discussed, each person has the five aggregates of form, feeling, ideation, formation, and consciousness. Through developing stronger insight meditation, we come to know the characteristics of all these aggregates.




The first aggregate of form is, of course, what our material body consists of. While we are alive, we have this physical component. This is the aggregate of matter. Once we know the nature of our physical bodies, we will also understand the nature of other people’s bodies. Their bodies are impermanent just like ours. This observation will help us to understand how all other material things outside of our bodies are also impermanent.


The Buddha said that as our insight meditation deepens, not only do we see impermanence in ourselves, but we also begin to see impermanence in all living beings. We begin to see impermanence in all material things. By realizing the changing nature of our own bodies, we learn to recognize this impermanence in all sentient beings and all physical matter.


By nature, all physical matter is composed of material atoms. According to Buddhist philosophy, these atoms are comprised of the four basic elements of earth, water, fire, and air. If we look deeper into these atoms, then all material things begin to lose their identification. At the atomic level, what reference do we have with which to identify an object? At the level of the atom, we discover the insubstantiality of all objects.


Generally in our lives, we do not break things down to the atomic level, and instead we assign an identity or label to each object in the material world. Then, based on its usefulness to us, we get attached. It is one thing to enjoy something and to let it go. But if we get emotionally attached to it and then something happens to that object, we will experience so much suffering of change.


The second aggregate is that of feeling. Based on the recognition of our own feelings, we can comprehend that other beings have feelings. If we look closely at feelings, whether they are pleasure or pain, happiness or unhappiness, even neutral feelings, they are all a form of suffering. This is because feelings are based on the five aggregates, and the five aggregates are defiled.


Even a neutral feeling is a form of suffering. Neutral feelings are a result of our underlying ignorance. This ignorance is the basis of all the suffering of suffering and the suffering of change.




Through contemplation we can recognize the insubstantiality of feelings. If we look closely, can we find any lasting feeling? Can we find any substantial or permanent state? The same principles apply to the rest of the five aggregates: ideations, formations, and consciousness. They are all insubstantial.


Insubstantiality is not limited only to material things. Consciousness and emotions are not material. But what is the mind? Even with strong insight, if we look into the mind, we cannot actually find it! The mind loses its identity.


EMPTINESS


The fourth aspect of the first noble truth is emptiness. When we look deeper into any of the five aggregates, we cannot find lasting evidence of them. They are insubstantial. As our meditation deepens, we begin to go beyond all concepts, beyond all identification of objects, to discover the empty nature of things.


Right now in our lives we have a lot of attachment to objects. Whenever something happens to those objects of attachment, we experience pain and suffering. This is because we have believed that these objects are real and substantial. It is very difficult for us to see the empty nature of things without meditation experience.


An understanding of impermanence can only arise from deep insight meditation experience. Through reflection, we see the impermanent and empty nature of all things. This realization counteracts our misconceptions of reality. We even come to accept and eventually embrace the inevitability of our own death.


By learning to view even our happy feelings as a cause of suffering, we can counteract the misconception that life should always be pleasurable. As long as we are expecting life to be pleasurable, we will constantly be disappointed and experience pain instead. As long as we have emotional attachment to objects, thinking that they are real, we will experience much pain and sadness when we lose them.


To counteract these attachments, we need to develop a profound understanding of the insubstantiality and empty nature of those objects, emotions, thoughts, and even of the mind itself. Reflecting and meditating on each aspect of the four noble truths helps to counteract our misconceptions about reality.


In our lives we cling to the idea of a self. Most of what we do in our lives is based on self-cherishing because we believe that the self and ego truly exist. As we have discussed, the objects of our attachments are rooted in the five aggregates. This self-cherishing is based on our bodies, our feelings, our ideas, our habitual formations, and our consciousness.


When we look deeper, we discover there is no substance to what we thought existed. That is why emptiness, the fourth aspect of the first noble truth, includes not only the empty nature of ourselves, but of other objects as well. They are all empty. Insubstantiality and emptiness help us to overcome the misconception of self, which is based on our five aggregates.


These aspects also help us to overcome all our ideas of ownership based on our sense of self. Concepts like “my” are based on the idea of the phenomenal self arising from the five aggregates. These notions of “my house” or “my car” arise from misconceptions related to the five aggregates. We each have attachment to ourselves and to the whole universe. It is very important to understand the aspects of insubstantiality and emptiness in order to counteract these attachments.


We can study the four noble truths and gain some intellectual understanding of them. But only when they become true experiences through deep insight meditation will they become noble truths. Through meditation we learn to see these four aspects: impermanence, suffering, insubstantiality, and emptiness. We see these four aspects in ourselves, other beings, and all other things in the conditioned world.


When we see in this way, then we are seeing the first noble truth because we are seeing right through our misconceptions. We are no longer clouded by our desires. We are no longer seeing reality through anger or ignorance.


At this level, we have gone beyond all three afflictive emotions of attachment, anger, and ignorance. We have stopped viewing the world through the lens of these emotions, and we have stopped relating to ourselves and those around us with desire, anger, or indifference. Now we are gaining some wisdom, some equanimity in our experience.


The noble truth or insight means seeing with wisdom; seeing with equanimity that is free from all destructive emotions. We no longer have the inner conditions with which we falsely project our emotions onto an object. The way we see reality will be very different.


That is why it is called a noble truth. When we see beyond our delusions, we will realize for the first time that what we saw before was actually defiled. We will realize that our old way of seeing was tainted. It was all based on misconceptions.


The way yogis see, and the way we see now, are two completely different experiences of reality. What we see is based on ignoble perceptions. If we have ignorance, then we will have all the other emotions. Then everything we see will be affected by those other emotions.


But when we can see through our delusions to the noble truth, we recognize that the nature of all our feelings was suffering. Only nirvana is unconditioned and is beyond death. Nirvana is the cessation of feelings that were rooted in the ego. All feelings, even neutral feelings, are rooted in the ego. The seed of these feelings is poisonous. Whatever grows from such a seed is always poisonous.


But through practice, as we recognize the wisdom of the four noble truths, we will see that there is an entirely new way to experience our lives.
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The Second Noble Truth: The Origin of Suffering
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THE SECOND NOBLE TRUTH is the origin of suffering. As we have established in the first noble truth, the nature of conditioned existence is suffering. The second noble truth looks closely at the origins of that suffering.


Origination is subtler because many times we do not see origination directly. There are many misunderstandings and doubts about origination. The Buddha also taught four different aspects related to the second noble truth. These aspects help to clear away our misconceptions related to the origin of suffering.


CAUSE


The first aspect of the second noble truth is cause. This is to help us see the true source of our pain and suffering. When we experience the suffering of suffering in the form of a headache, we feel the pain of that headache, but we do not know what the real causes of it are.


We may go to the doctor and receive many different tests. Sometimes a doctor can offer a solution. Other times a doctor may misdiagnose the source of the headache. There can be many different kinds of headaches. There are migraine headaches. There are stress headaches. Some headaches are a warning sign for a stroke. We feel the pain, but the cause can be many different things.


If we look closely, we can see that pretty much all suffering has some cause. But the causes are complex. They are subtle. There are various durations of time during which we experience such suffering. Sometimes we cannot remember the causes of our suffering because the suffering has extended over many lifetimes.


There are many reasons why our attempts to determine the causes of suffering can lead to misunderstandings. There are many schools of thought. Perhaps the reason why the Buddha taught cause as the first aspect of the second noble truth is because there are many people who do not accept the natural law of karma.


From a medical standpoint, doctors may determine the causes for a physical illness and accept those as the original causes of that particular suffering. Doctors do not necessarily accept karma. So if they find an obvious physical explanation for a particular illness, they may see that as the only cause and rarely look deeper at karmic causes and conditions.


Perhaps the majority of people in the world do not accept karma. That means that people accept only what they can prove, only what they can diagnose materially. But if something is immaterial, then how can they find a diagnosis? The purpose of the first aspect of the second noble truth is to emphasize the natural law of karma.


What is the law of karma? Karma refers to cause, condition, and result. And within these three, there is interdependency; there is relativity. That is karma. The natural law of cause and effect has the meaning of relativity and interdependency.


Since we do not see the causes and conditions most of the time, many people do not believe in karma. Some people may say “it’s karma” but fail to comprehend the depth of it. Thus, one reason for this first aspect of “cause” is to prove that everything is interdependent and based on cause, condition, and result.




So all three kinds of suffering that we have outlined in the first noble truth are interdependent. They all have causes and conditions. In order to prove this fact, the Buddha taught this first aspect of cause.


We can study all the details of different causes, conditions, and results in the Abhidharmakosha, which is actually the most detailed approach to the four noble truths. Through extensive study of all the causes, conditions, and results, we can prove that everything we experience is actually due to karma. As a result of negative karma, we experience suffering.


Everything we experience is due to the interdependency of cause, condition, and result. The first aspect of the second noble truth is to prove that, although everything has a cause, condition, and result, each particular cause will have its own particular result. We may expect a mango seed to grow into a pomegranate, but it will never happen! The result has to have its own cause and condition.


This is how we can prove that all suffering is caused by negative karma based on negative emotions. We can study the various factors of negative karma. We can study the ten negative karmas, which correspond to physical, verbal, and mental negative emotions. Basically, we can prove that all suffering is due to negative karma created by negative emotions. This demonstrates that all karma is based on specific causes and conditions. The negative emotions are the seeds and suffering is the result.


So through this first aspect of cause, we can study karma in general, as well as the causes and results of negative karma. This first aspect, cause, can prove that everything manifests as a result of this cycle of cause, condition, and result.


ORIGINATION


The second aspect of the second noble truth is origination. Origination here does not mean that karma has an origin or a first cause. Once we’ve established interdependency and relativity between cause, condition, and result, then within interdependency we cannot find a first cause. Origination here refers to that cycle where every cause has its own cause, and that cycle keeps repeating again and again.


Each past cause and condition has a present result. Then the present result is the cause and condition for a future result. So this is the cycle through which everything originates. Origination is not to be misunderstood as a first cause. Origination refutes a first cause. It refers to interdependent origination, which means the result becomes the cause for another chain of events.


In this cycle, one thing can be both the result of something in the past as well as the cause of whatever happens next. So that is why things are interdependently continuing all the time.


We could say, then, that origination proves that there is no first cause and also no singular cause. Take for example how one entity can be both a cause and a result. One man can be a son to his father and a father to his son simultaneously. He’s one person, but he can be referred to in multiple ways.


In dependent origination, causes are always multiple. They are multiple in the sense that one entity can have different aspects. The entity can be a result, a cause, or a condition, depending on our frame of reference. That is why the second aspect of the second noble truth is to refute the existence of a first cause and a singular cause.


Everything is unfolding in a cycle, and each thing has multiple aspects. Origination supports the very philosophy of interdependency and the law of karma. This aspect of origination refers to multiple causes and conditions as well as to interdependency. The main object is to refute a first cause and a singular cause.


PRODUCTION


The third aspect of the second noble truth refers to the process of being produced. This third aspect is to show that whatever we experience is a direct result of our karma. When we experience suffering, it is because we have participated personally in the creation of that karma.


Whatever suffering we experience is a direct result of our past actions and emotions. Sometimes this extends over multiple lifetimes, so it is difficult for us to see how we have caused it. But it is important to recognize that no one else has produced that karma for us.


When the Buddha taught the four noble truths, he was refuting all theistic religions. He asked the question, “If everything was created by God, then why would a benevolent God create so much suffering?” The Buddha couldn’t reconcile these opposing factors.


Thus the Buddha taught that every form of suffering we experience, whether it manifests as feelings of pain or of pleasure, must have been caused by karma that we have personally created.


In order to prove this, the Buddha taught this third aspect of the second noble truth. Being produced means that due to our own karma we are now experiencing such suffering. It has nothing to do with some other force creating such suffering. This is also related with karmic law. The Buddha said that whatever we experience has a direct connection to what we have personally done in the past. All results are due to our own karma and our own emotions.


Another person cannot produce our suffering. We have to have participated in the production of our suffering and pain. To prove that point, the Buddha taught this third aspect of the second noble truth. This third aspect confirms that every experience, every feeling we have, is preceded by our own karma and our own emotions.


CONDITION


The fourth aspect of the second noble truth is condition. There are some religious traditions like Jainism that believe we have a permanent soul. This permanent soul is said to always be at peace even though circumstantially we have pain and suffering. The Jains believe in a soul that is always happy and free from suffering.


To refute such teachings, the Buddha discussed conditions. He observed that the experiences we have are not only due to our causes but also to our conditions. Causes are like the seed, and conditions are like the water, soil, and everything that makes the seed grow. Causes and conditions are very much related to each other and determine the result.


This aspect is mainly to refute a permanent cause. In this way the Buddha is saying that the second noble truth of origination or causation is a product of causes and conditions. As a result of these causes and conditions we experience suffering.


As we have established, the first noble truth is suffering, which includes all three kinds of suffering. The second noble truth examines all the causes and conditions of that suffering. Generally we see that there are three main causes of suffering: ignorance, desire, and anger. Due to ignorance we create karma. Ignorance is the main cause of birth and rebirth. When we die without any awareness or any practice, when we experience overwhelming pain and suffering at the time of death, we tend to lose consciousness. When the elements of our physical bodies are dissolving at the time of death, we often cannot maintain our awareness. That unconsciousness is, in some sense, an experience of that ignorance. Because we become unconscious at the time of dissolution, we cannot maintain wisdom, we cannot maintain awareness.


Out of that lack of awareness, out of that unconsciousness, when we enter the bardo or intermediate state after death, those habitual patterns and all the karma that has been impressed on our consciousnesses will take over our minds.


All these afflictive emotions that have been imprinted on our mindstreams will follow us into the bardo. We will carry very strong desire and attachment after death, which will then force our rebirth.


We are conceived and reborn again and again. In that very first moment of conception, when our consciousness is combined with our father’s and mother’s elements, that is the beginning of the suffering of conditioned nature. The very fact of our birth means we will experience old age and death and will experience the suffering of the conditioned nature of all things.


The Buddhist teachings always discuss death as occurring every moment. Death is “momentary.” From the very moment we are conceived we have started toward death because every moment we are changing. We can experience that impermanence in every heartbeat. At any moment that heart can stop, and we can leave this body.


Recently I was talking with a friend who is a doctor. He said that the more he learned about the workings of human physiology, the more amazed he was that we live as long as we do! The more he studied, the more he came to see that our physical bodies are almost like a ticking time bomb. He was amazed that our bodies function as well as they do most of the time. At any moment a human body can stop working.


We have evolved to have this physical body that becomes the basis for the other two kinds of suffering. If we are never born, then we do not have a body. However, due to ignorance, we are conceived. With conception we have physical bodies. Then, with a physical body, we have the three kinds of suffering. Either way, the suffering of suffering and the suffering of change are both based on the suffering of conditioning. The basic suffering of conditioned existence is there all the time, even when we do not actively feel the suffering of change or the suffering of suffering.


Shantideva said in his Bodhicharyavatara that most anger is rooted in pain and suffering. When we have physical pain we may become short tempered and impatient. Often we express this anger to the people we are closest to emotionally.


Pain can make adults act like children again. When children have physical pain, sometimes they take it out on their parents. Maybe children think they can get away with expressing anger toward their parents since they feel unconditionally loved by them.


It is a common human trait to try to find someone to blame for our suffering. We try to find some kind of excuse by becoming angry at outer circumstances or at someone in our lives.


The other obvious source of suffering occurs when our desires are not being fulfilled. This may also cause us to become angry. And the desire is there in the first place because we do not see the true nature of the object of our desire.




So we can see how the afflictive emotions are completely interdependent. Desire is there because of ignorance. Unfulfilled desire can cause suffering. Suffering can be the root of anger. They are all interrelated.


The expression of these three afflictive emotions at a mental level generates karma. At the verbal level, when we express these three emotions, that becomes verbal karma. At the physical level, when we express these three emotions through actions, that becomes physical karma.


We can see how karma and those destructive emotions are the causes and conditions for the three kinds of suffering. The more we understand the way causes and conditions operate, the more we can free ourselves from misconceptions about karma.


On a larger scale, when we accept karma, karma can refute all those big philosophical questions about whether a creator god is responsible for our suffering. When we take personal responsibility for creating our own karma, we can begin to recognize how our karma is creating our experiences of the entire universe. This can encourage us to stop blaming outer circumstances and to begin creating causes and conditions for a positive future.


This is not to diminish how interdependent we are. Our personal experiences generated by our individual karma also affect the universe. For this reason it is very important to understand karma.


The Buddha taught that one act of killing can have multiple results. One example is that this act of violence may shorten our lives. Furthermore, if we kill with desire—killing an animal for meat, for example—then that type of killing can increase our desire. If we kill with anger, then that will increase our anger. If we kill with ignorance, that will increase our ignorance.


All these types of killing will also make our habitual pattern of killing stronger. As a result, by killing others, by eliminating their lives, a feeling of lifelessness will pervade our environment—the energy of our external world will be affected. You can really sense this in areas of war or conflict.


If we examine the situation closely, then we will see that there are many factors involved in killing just one sentient being. For this reason, studying the complexities of karma can be very important. The more we study, the more we can clear away doubts and misunderstandings. This in turn will give us more confidence about the natural law of karma.


In this way, these four aspects of the second noble truth—cause, origination, production, and condition—are designed to clear away misunderstandings related with the three kinds of suffering and their causes and conditions.
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The Third Noble Truth: Cessation


[image: Image]


THE THIRD NOBLE TRUTH is the truth of cessation. This truth acknowledges that there can be an end to suffering—that we can reach nirvana. While we may try to understand nirvana intellectually, the state of nirvana is actually beyond our intellect. Without a direct experience of nirvana, it is very difficult for us to comprehend what nirvana is. But we will attempt to explore it as scholars and practitioners in order to comprehend the possibility of freedom from suffering.


I often use the example of sugar. Only those of us who have tasted sugar will truly know what sugar is. We cannot reach this experience through discussion or comparison. No matter how many names we use, or how deeply we go into describing its chemical properties, we cannot duplicate the experience intellectually. Even if we were to write a very big book about what sugar is, it still would not give us that firsthand experience.


What is nirvana? Nirvana is the cessation of suffering. That result can only be reached through practicing the noble eightfold path, which will be presented in our discussion of the fourth noble truth.




The Buddha addressed four different aspects of each of the four noble truths. These four aspects are designed to clear away our doubts and misconceptions.


CESSATION


The first aspect of the third noble truth of nirvana is cessation, which has a meaning of liberation. This first aspect is to clear away any misunderstandings related to whether freedom from suffering is possible.


If we believe that the destructive emotions that are the cause of all our suffering are inherent in human nature, then no matter how much we practice, we will never be free. If we believe that these afflictive emotions are our true nature, then whatever faith we cultivate, whatever spiritual practice we may do, there will still be no possibility of going beyond suffering and the causes of suffering.


The Buddha taught the opposite. He said that humans are fundamentally pure by nature. He taught that all sentient beings are possessed of buddha nature and have the potentialities to become free from suffering and the causes of suffering.


On the topic of human nature there are two basic schools of thought. One school thinks that the nature of humanity is passionate and aggressive. This school thinks that humans are wired for war and conflict, imprinted with fight or flight responses, neuroses, and afflictive emotions. There are some who would argue that these responses are embedded in our genes and cannot be altered.


The other school of thought, which is shared by Buddhists, is that by nature we are pure, compassionate, and wise. While Buddhists understand that the nature of life right now is suffering, and suffering has causes, we also perceive that the nature of our minds is free from suffering and free from the causes and conditions of suffering. That inherent nature is actually nirvana.


In the sutra teachings, the inner space of the mind, that inherent nature, is described as being similar to the sky. When we have clouds and bad weather, we do not see the blue sky in its pristine state. And when we have many disturbing emotions and concepts in our minds, then we cannot see the clarity of our inner space either.


Because of these obscurations, we do not experience nirvana or cessation. Only when we have a very deep meditation session does whatever is unreal, whatever is relative, whatever is fake temporarily dissolve. What remains is the clarity of that inner space.


Outer space is unconditioned. It has been unconditioned for an infinite time in the past. It will be unconditioned for an infinite time in the future. But all the planetary systems, billions of them, come and go. According to the Buddha, these planetary systems are limitless, but none of them are permanent. Only space remains.


Our earth is just one tiny planet, and humans are only one small fraction of the sentient beings on earth. But for us personally, our own experiences are so important that whatever we experience we assume should be a universal truth. We think everyone has to agree with us and has to see reality as we see it. But there is no universal truth to our perceived reality. What we experience is based on our inner conditions. Our individual inner conditions have shaped all of our experiences and have projected a unique experience of the external world.


The universe is limitless. But we interact with the universe based on personal experiences, and those personal experiences are based on our inner conditions. We become convinced that our individual experience must have some universal authority, but that is not the case.


When we discover through meditation that inner space in which we transcend all these objects, and in which inner space and outer space become one, then our experience of everything will change.


When inner and outer space merge, for the first time we have a glimpse of nirvana. In addition, we see the absence of all emotions, including the root destructive emotions of anger, ignorance, and attachment.


In this glimpse of nirvana, we see the possibility of complete freedom from suffering. As long as we have feelings, however, we have suffering. Even a happy feeling is suffering according to the Buddha. Even a neutral feeling is suffering.


As we have discussed, when we have pleasure, we think we are happy. But that is our misunderstanding of relativity. That is our misunderstanding of karma. Because we experience the result, and we do not see the cause, we think that this is freedom from suffering. But actually karma is such that even those positive feelings can become a cause for negative feelings.


Here in the west when we hear the word nirvana, we probably think of Kurt Cobain and his famous band Nirvana from Seattle. Cobain’s life was actually an example of the horrible suffering of samsara. He rose to stardom as a very young man. He sold millions of records around the world. But his fame and wealth only fueled his addictions and increased his suffering.


Artists and musicians are very creative people. They are very sensitive. They work on cultivating an inner space through their art that may even feel like nirvana at times. But the method they are applying is often confused, and the attention they receive often serves to reinforce their destructive emotions. As a result, they can fall into terrible states of suffering.


This is what we do in samsara. We try hard to avoid suffering through false methods. In the sixties Western culture erupted in a positive revolution fueled by drug use. Some of these psychedelic drugs had the power to give people a glimpse of nirvana. But that high was quickly followed by the withdrawal. There is no shortcut to nirvana. True freedom from suffering can only be reached through deep meditation practice.


Nirvana is a state of not feeling. Painkillers and recreational drugs have the power to temporarily kill feelings in our nervous systems. All systems are shut down, and that is why we may feel some relief, some freedom from suffering. Feeling is based on ego, and when we forget ourselves, we think we are having a wonderful experience. But relief is only temporary when it is achieved in this way. These drugs are not actually freeing us from any of the underlying afflictive emotions.
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