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GESHE SOPA continues his elucidation of Lama Tsongkhapa’s masterwork on the Buddhist path with an explanation of the core meditative practice of śamatha, or calm abiding. Showing how it is absolutely essential for — and goes hand in hand with — the achievement of insight into reality, he gives practical tips for countering sleepiness, agitation, and their more subtle counterparts. Leading us step by step toward deeper levels of concentration, volume 4 of the Steps on the Path to Enlightenment series brings readers closer to the ultimate goal of śamatha: unlimited and effortless focus.


“In this fourth volume of the commentary Steps on the Path to Enlightenment, Geshe Sopa draws from his extraordinary erudition and meditative experience to further elucidate this indispensable aspect of Buddhist meditation, which is all-too-often overlooked or marginalized in contemporary Buddhist practice. This should be carefully studied and practiced by all those who wish to proceed along the Buddhist path to enlightenment.“


— B. Alan Wallace,
author of Stilling the Mind
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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 taught for thirty years. In 1975, he founded the Deer Park Buddhist Center in Oregon, Wisconsin, site of the Dalai Lama’s first Kalachakra initiation granted in the West. He is the author of several books in English, including his memoir, Like a Waking Dream. He passed away in 2014.


JAMES BLUMENTHAL (1967–2014) trained under Geshe Sopa at the University of Wisconsin and from 1999 to 2014 served on the faculty at Oregon State University. He was also a founding faculty member in Buddhist studies at Maitripa College in Portland, Oregon. His doctoral research focused on Madhyamaka philosophy in the writings of the Indian master Śāntarakṣita, which was published in his first book, The Ornament of the Middle Way (2004).









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.


Tsongkhapa 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.


Geshe Sopa 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 Acknowledgments


I AM GRATEFUL first and last to my teacher Geshe Lhundub Sopa Rinpoche for inviting me to assist with this volume of commentary on the Lamrim Chenmo. Geshe-la is a teacher in all the best and most meaningful senses of the word. He is not only learned beyond compare, he perfectly embodies the teachings in his every deed as he skillfully passes them on to students with kindness, patience, wisdom, and compassion. I will never be able to fully repay his kindness to me, but I hope my contribution to seeing this book to fruition will be a small start.


The achievement of śamatha marks a critical point on any Buddhist’s path to liberation. It is on the basis of achieving śamatha that a direct realization of selflessness can be achieved, and thus liberation from the afflictions that keep us bound in samsara is possible. I hope that those who read this volume find the teachings of Tsongkhapa, Geshe-la, and the many great masters whose words they cite as insightful and inspiring as I have in the preparation of this book.


It is a rare blessing to receive teachings such as these from an individual who is both incredibly learned in the scholastics of the subject and equally able to teach from deep personal experience. During my dozens of hours of discussing the contents of this book with Geshe-la, it was abundantly clear that he was teaching from both perspectives simultaneously.


A number of Geshe-la’s students at Deer Park in Madison, Wisconsin, contributed to this volume in a variety of ways, from assistance with transcription, to editorial suggestions, to locating citations for the many textual quotations Geshe-la made from memory in oral teachings. Specifically I would like to thank Beth Newman, Frank Barone, Anne Chavez, Namdrol (Miranda) Adams, Ven. Jampa (Alicia Vogel), Rodney Stevenson, and Ven. George Churinoff. Despite the excellence of the teachings and outstanding help I have received from so many in the preparation of this volume, there are surely some mistakes remaining in a book this size. Any errors that remain are undoubtedly my own.


I would also like to thank the inspirational teacher and great spiritual friend Lama Thubten Zopa Rinpoche for his unending moral and financial support of this project. Completion of this book would not have been possible were it not for his kindness and generosity. Many individuals at Wisdom Publications also contributed in a variety of ways to this volume, including David Kittelstrom, Tim McNeill, and Keri Cole.


As taught by the Buddha, Tsongkhapa, and many others, the results can be tremendously beneficial when sincere practice is accompanied by great learning and understanding. Practice without understanding or learning can be useful but has its limitations. In this spirit and in the spirit of the Mahayana tradition, it is my most sincere hope that this volume will be useful to many as they use these tools in progress toward the achievement of buddhahood for the benefit of all sentient beings. As the Buddha said in the Individual Liberation Sutra, “There is bliss in the forest for those of great learning.”


Sarva Maṅgalaṃ
James Blumenthal


PUBLISHER’S NOTE


Both Geshe Lhundub Sopa and Professor James Blumenthal passed away in 2014 before this volume reached the final stages of publication. They each left behind a legacy of learning, teaching, and institution building, sowing the seeds of Dharma insight for generations to come, and they are sorely missed by those whose lives they touched. Wisdom is honored to be able to publish this volume as part of their generous legacy, and we are grateful for the assistance of Beth Newman in helping us bring the work to completion.









Technical Notes


REFERENCES


All works mentioned are referenced by their titles in English. Although there are many ways to render a particular title, we have employed the versions used in Cutler’s translation of the Lamrim 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 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) and/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 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, calm, 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 as ri as 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 as 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 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 chapter breaks and the format of the outline correspond to The Great Treatise on the Stages of the Path to Enlightenment, the English translation of the root text. The chapter numbers of this book correspond to volume 3 of that root text translation. The full outline for this volume is reproduced in the appendix.









Introduction


THE BUDDHA’S ADVICE is the best medicine. Ordinary medicine can cure temporary illnesses and minor pains, but the Buddha’s spiritual teachings have all the methods contained within them to completely eradicate our spiritual malaise from the root. When people recognize their spiritual dilemma and want to be completely free from misery and suffering, not temporarily but forever, then they will find no better medicine than the holy teachings of the Buddha.


The Buddha’s teachings are not a single medication or just one remedy. Sentient beings have so many types and sources of suffering. This is because our minds are filled with many kinds of confusion and misunderstanding. From this ignorance arise desire, hatred, jealousy, pride, and all types of mental afflictions. This mental disease in turn causes us to engage in all sorts of actions, or karma, that shape our future experiences and create all the pain, misery, and trouble in the world. The cure is the complete removal of this karma and the mental afflictions that drive it. In other words, karma is rooted in the mental afflictions, and these in turn are rooted in ignorance. By eradicating ignorance and the actions it drives, the Buddha’s teachings are antidotes to misery, suffering, and dissatisfaction.


If we take the teachings seriously and follow the directions as the Buddha prescribed and did himself, then complete and real freedom can be achieved. If we do not follow the Buddha’s instructions, the antidotes to our spiritual dilemma, then we are like sick people carrying around the medicine we need but never taking it. This analogy is made in the King of Samādhi Sutra (Samādhi-rāja-sūtra):




          Though I have taught the most excellent Dharma,


          If having heard it, you do not practice it properly,


          You are like a patient holding a bag full of medicine


          Who still cannot cure his disease.1





Nāgārjuna (ca. second century C.E.) used the same medical analogy. Different medicines cure different illnesses, but whatever your degree and type of sickness, you must take the right medicine in order to be cured. Likewise, the Buddha taught specific antidotes for each of the mental delusions and harmful emotions that afflict sentient beings. If you listen to, study, and understand the teachings and then seriously practice them, you can eradicate suffering and its causes from the root. If you do not take the teachings seriously and put them into practice — even though the teachings have the capacity to cure the illness — they will not help. The medicine can only help if you take it.


Generally it is said that the Buddhist teachings describe 84,000 types of mental afflictions and 84,000 antidotes. The way to use these teachings properly can be difficult to understand for beginners, so commentaries and the guidance of a qualified teacher are useful. The lamrim, or “stages of the path,” teachings arrange the Buddhist path in a particular order to show people where to start and how to proceed. They show the remedies to common problems encountered at each stage. The lamrim is a special Buddhist manual that draws the essence of all the teachings from a wide variety of sources and arranges them into practical, graduated stages. It is like a big treasure of teachings on every subject necessary for attaining liberation.


The Lamrim Chenmo (The Great Treatise on the Stages of the Path to Enlightenment) by Tsongkhapa (1357–1419) is a complete Mahayana guide that outlines each step of the path from the very beginning until the achievement of enlightenment. Generally speaking the text describes three levels of spiritual beings: small-scope beings, intermediate-scope beings, and great-scope beings. This way of presenting types of beings was first described by Atiśa (980–1054) in his text Lamp for the Path to Enlightenment (Bodhi-patha-pradīpa). Tsongkhapa describes the Lamrim Chenmo as a commentary on Atiśa’s text. These three types of beings are differentiated according to their goals.


Small-scope beings are of two types: those concerned only with the samsaric pleasures of this life and those concerned with the next life. The first type of person focuses on worldly pleasures, such as the accumulation of wealth, fame, and praise. They think these will bring them real happiness and are completely absorbed in pursuing these worldly pleasures. They have no interest in any spiritual path that looks beyond satisfaction in the present life. They think they have nothing else to worry about. But that is not the case. The lamrim teachings demonstrate that when this life ends, it is not the end of our existence. Our lives continue.


The second type of small-scope being considers what will happen after death and generates a healthy fear of what might happen in the next life. In particular these practitioners fear lower rebirth. Understanding karma and the nature of samsara, they want to take advantage of the opportunities this life affords to protect against a miserable existence in the next life. They engage in various practices, such as taking refuge in the Buddha, in order to protect themselves from future suffering. This is the range of practice for the second type of small-scope beings; they have a religious inclination but of a lesser sort than the higher scopes.


Middle-scope beings clearly see the problems of falling to a lower rebirth, but they also see that higher rebirths, too, are under the control of karma and part of the cycle of samsara. Since a higher rebirth is temporary, it is not enough for beings of the middle scope. Recognizing that the impure circle of life in samsara is controlled by karma and the afflicted mind, they seek complete emancipation from it. Therefore, they listen, study, and meditate on the teachings in order to break free by cutting out samsara’s roots: ignorance and its byproducts — karma and the afflictions. They dedicate every effort along the spiritual path toward their own personal liberation.


The last type is the great-scope being. Great-scope beings understand that from beginningless time, all sentient beings have suffered in samsara under the control of karma and the afflictions, and they wish to free all beings from this suffering. Beings of great spiritual scope generate great love and compassion for others; their love for others is even greater than for themselves. When this great love and compassion arises, they desire to help everybody achieve the everlasting happiness and peace of buddhahood or enlightenment. Since their goal is to be of maximum benefit to others, and they realize they cannot do much for others until they themselves achieve buddhahood, they practice to reach this goal as quickly as possible.


Everybody has the potential to remove the causes of their misery and suffering. Therefore, everybody has the potential to achieve buddhahood. The causes of suffering are not permanent or absolute. Karma and the mental afflictions — attachment, hatred, and so forth — are not permanent parts of the mind. They arise in the mind on the basis of ignorance. Ignorance also is not immutable. It can be destroyed and replaced with wisdom. Once the ignorance is destroyed, then the mental afflictions will not arise again. Once ignorance is removed, its results will cease to be generated.


In this vein, the Indian saint Śāntideva says that all the mental afflictions come from the wrong, egoistic view — grasping at notions of “I” and “mine.” This is ignorance. This selfish and self-centered perspective is the cause of every negative emotion. The mind of this egoistic view is obscured or muddied, but that deception can be removed. The Buddha used many analogies to explain this. For example, just as we can distinguish between the sky that is temporarily obscured by clouds and the pure sky, we can distinguish the mind temporarily obscured by ignorance from the pure nature of the mind. Clouds are not the nature of sky, and ignorance is not the nature of the mind. Likewise we can use the analogy of muddy water: remove the mud and pure water remains. Yet another analogy is that of gold and dirt. The nature of the mind — like gold — is shining and pure. Sentient beings’ minds are pure by nature, and yet the dirt of ignorance can obscure their luminosity.


The possibility of emancipation and enlightenment is the very heart of this teaching. Temporarily our minds have varying degrees of muddiness — some more, some less — and buddhas’ minds have no mud at all. But even buddhas, before attaining buddhahood, had minds muddied with ignorance. Like the buddhas, we all have this same original purity of mind, and since impurities can be removed, we all have the potential to become buddhas. This potential is called buddha nature.


Those seeking enlightenment need to ask what the method is for achieving this state. Though the number 84,000 for the delusions and the methods to eliminate them may be more evocative than literal, we must study and learn and finally understand the antidotes the Buddha taught. Knowing the methods for alleviating suffering begins with understanding its causes. When we understand these causes and generate the wish to be free from them, we begin to develop compassion for ourselves and others.


Those who seek enlightenment should start with the practices of the small scope and ascend through the lamrim practices and methods step by step. The Lamrim Chenmo presents Mahayana Buddhist teachings. The practice and final goal of the Mahayana is based on love and compassion and, more specifically, the wish to free all beings. Called bodhicitta, or the “spirit of enlightenment,” the altruistic aspiration for buddhahood is the essence of the Mahayana.


Without some kind of experience and understanding, how can you lead others? Thus, Mahayana practitioners say, “For the purpose of ultimately helping others, I will train myself in wisdom and compassion and free myself from the various obstacles that keep me in bondage. I will achieve the highest knowledge by removing these obstacles. Once they are removed, then without error I can help other sentient beings who still suffer. Thus I will strive to attain buddhahood so that I can benefit other sentient beings.” This is the path of the authentic Mahayana practitioner.


In the beginning of the second chapter of his Commentary on the “Compendium of Valid Cognition” (Pramāṇa-vārttika), Dharmakīrti discusses how achieving the goal will be extremely difficult if you don’t know the methods of practice. Before you can succeed in leading sentient beings to freedom, you must go there yourself. Not only must you be skilled at the steps on the path, you need to have perfected them. Otherwise you will not be able to help others perfectly. You may have loving compassion and the wish to free all beings, but if you have not trained in the methods that activate that goal and have no personal experience of it, then it remains a mere wish. Therefore Dharmakīrti encourages us to train in these methods and practice with a sense of urgency.


Tsongkhapa explains the benefits of both study and meditation because some people are confused about what is necessary in practice. Some say you do not need to study. They seem to think that if you just sit in meditation and try to clear your mind, that is enough. That is misguided. Others who are quite scholarly think that intellectual knowledge alone will bring about these great qualities. But this is not the case either. Tsongkhapa gives an extensive explanation detailing the importance of cultivating strength in both meditation and knowledge.


When bodhicitta — the mind that aspires to attain enlightenment as quickly as possible in order to benefit others — spontaneously arises in you virtually all the time, then your actions will naturally go toward that purpose. Since the compassion of that bodhicitta mind is for numberless sentient beings, the benefits of the practice of generating bodhicitta are enormous. The attitude is great; its goal is limitless. With such a goal, every moment becomes very powerful.


So what are the trainings of bodhisattvas, those who have bodhicitta as their motivation? Perhaps foremost is the taking of the bodhisattva vow and then training in that. The bodhisattva vow contains within it all of the bodhisattva’s practices. This includes avoiding negative actions and training in the six perfections: generosity, ethical discipline, patience, perseverance, meditative stability, and wisdom. We have discussed these perfections quite extensively in the previous volume and gone into many details on how bodhisattvas train, particularly in the first four of these.


Tsongkhapa dedicates the final two chapters of the Lamrim Chenmo to the last two perfections, meditative stability (dhyāna) and wisdom (prajñā). Almost half of the text involves how to train in the concentrated mind and in the wisdom knowing the ultimate truth of emptiness. Meditative stabilization is addressed specifically through the cultivation of calm abiding, or śamatha, the mind resting in single-pointed focus. The perfection of wisdom is addressed through the cultivation of special insight (vipaśyanā) into emptiness. The present volume presents Tsongkhapa’s chapter on cultivating the serenity of śamatha, while volume 5 of this series presents the chapter on developing the insight called vipaśyanā. Tsongkhapa bases his explanation on the teachings of the great paṇḍitas and yogis of ancient India. He makes extensive use of quotations from a variety of Indian texts to illuminate his explanation and illustrate the authoritative nature of his sources. We will also follow this method.


The cultivation of śamatha is critical to the path to enlightenment. It is the foundation of all effective meditation, including the meditation on emptiness, and it is thus a cornerstone of liberation. Since Tsongkhapa is starting a significant subject and a new chapter at this point in his treatise, he begins with a brief homage to his most venerable gurus, who possess great compassion. This homage is made in light of the next two chapters, the final section of the Lamrim Chenmo.


There are a great many terms for meditation in Buddhism. Even the specific practice of concentration meditation goes by a variety of names. The word samādhi, for instance, refers in a general way to a stable, single-pointed mind. The word dhyāna, and its Pali parallel jhāna, refer to the four meditative absorptions of the form realm, but the term is also the name of the fifth bodhisattva perfection, that of meditative stability. The Sanskrit term śamatha is rendered as zhi gnas in Tibetan (pronounced sheenay) and has a somewhat more specific definition. The Tibetan term is composed of zhi, which means “calm” or “peace,” and gnas, which means “to abide” or “stay.” Normally the mind is distracted and running all over the place; it is anything but calm or still. “Calm” here refers to freedom from the distractions that dominate our normal state of mind. Together the two parts of the term refers to the ability of a mind to stay focused on an object of observation with complete freedom from distraction and mental laxity. In other words, it refers to the state where the mind is able to remain concentrated without any excitement or dullness at all.


The actual state of śamatha is achieved only after extensive training over a long time. A mind that has achieved śamatha is able to remain spontaneously on its object of focus for as long as it likes. This single-pointed concentration is accompanied by a very subtle and deep feeling of physical and mental bliss. In addition, along with this single-pointed awareness and subtle bliss is a physical and mental pliancy that perfectly facilitates effective meditation. These qualities of śamatha and the methods for achieving them will be discussed at length in this volume.


The final chapter of the Lamrim Chenmo on the special insight called vipaśyanā is in Tibetan lhag mthong (pronounced lock-tohng). Lhag mthong literally means “superior seeing.” It is a type of wisdom that knows reality directly and nonconceptually, but it is cultivated through discerning analysis stabilized within meditation. Vipaśyanā is the key to liberation, but it depends upon śamatha for its successful cultivation. We need both to achieve enlightenment.


Everybody who has ever achieved liberation has done so on the basis of śamatha and vipaśyanā. Without śamatha, if you use analytical meditation to analyze whether an object is permanent or impermanent, real or unreal, and so on, you are easily distracted. Vipaśyanā cannot be fully realized without a foundation of śamatha. Conversely, if we train only in śamatha, then the afflictions cannot be removed and liberation is not possible. However, when we combine śamatha with the special insight of vipaśyanā, we progress quickly, and freedom from samsara will be achieved.









[image: image][image: image] 1 [image: image][image: image]


Śamatha and Vipaśyanā


2"  In particular, how to train in the last two perfections


     (a) The benefits of cultivating śamatha and vipaśyanā


     (b) How śamatha and vipaśyanā include all states of meditative concentration


     (c) The nature of śamatha and vipaśyanā


     (d) Why it is necessary to cultivate both


     (e) How to be certain about their order


     (f) How to train in each (chapters 2–6 and volume 5)
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2" IN PARTICULAR, HOW TO TRAIN IN THE LAST TWO PERFECTIONS


ŚAMATHA AND VIPAŚYANĀ are the cornerstones of the Buddhist path in virtually all Buddhist traditions. As was noted above, a key way that the Mahayana traditions outline the path to buddhahood is by way of the six perfections: generosity, ethical discipline, patience, perseverance, meditative stability, and wisdom. These last two perfections are pursued with the practices of śamatha and vipaśyanā.


It is highly rewarding to understand the deep meaning of these wonderful teachings that Tsongkhapa has offered to us. Śāntideva illustrates this point with an apt analogy. He says that just as the skin of sugar cane does not have the sweet essence of the sugar, so too a spiritual practice that consists of a mere surface knowledge of teachings, prayers, and so forth misses the sweet essence of the deep meaning. If you acquire only intellectual knowledge of Buddhist practice, you will not achieve its goals.


The primary purpose of Buddhist practice is to rid yourself of the mental afflictions that are the main source of your suffering and misery. Unlike animals, who are concerned only with their own temporary pleasure, human beings can see a deeper spiritual meaning in life. Humans can choose to pursue the superior goal of perfect everlasting happiness for all sentient beings. They can recognize that temporary happiness is not ultimately satisfying. Suffering may be reduced temporarily in one area, only to arise again someplace else. Humans must go deeper to find the root causes of misery and pull them out completely.


According to Buddhism, the root cause of suffering is not outside of us; it is within. The internal causes of our suffering are mental afflictions such as greed, hatred, and jealousy, all of which are grounded in ignorance. As long as these mental afflictions dominate our minds and our lives, we will experience misery. We will see problems everywhere, inside and outside. Only with spiritual practice can we free ourselves from these afflictions and finally become perfect buddhas.


Once the mind is freed from all afflictions and obstacles to knowledge, it is perfect. The mind is then omniscient, compassionate, and loving. It then embodies all the positive enlightened qualities of a buddha, while all the negative qualities along with their sources are removed. This is the main spiritual goal of all the teachings of Buddhism; this goal can be accomplished with a human mind. After all, the Buddha appeared in the world as a human being.


(a) THE BENEFITS OF CULTIVATING ŚAMATHA AND VIPAŚYANĀ


When Tsongkhapa explains the practice of any one of the six perfections, he begins by explaining the benefits of engaging in that practice and taking it to heart. It is important to know the benefits of doing an activity in any serious aspect of life, but especially for spiritual practice. In fact, it is important to see both sides: the benefits of doing the practice and the disadvantages of not doing the practice. For by seeing the great advantages of a practice and the disadvantages of neglecting it, we are inclined to put greater effort into it and persevere through hardships and difficulties. Therefore it is important to see the benefits of cultivating both śamatha and vipaśyanā.


Śamatha is achieved when you are able to remain focused single-pointedly on your object of meditation for as long as you wish with complete clarity and without any excitement or mental laxity. Wisdom realizing the true nature of reality is cultivated in reliance upon śamatha; it cannot be developed without it. Only when the achievement of śamatha is combined with the wisdom that knows reality can you begin to remove the mental afflictions keeping you bound to samsara. You then have a great opportunity to make significant spiritual progress, to achieve emancipation, and even to achieve the enlightened state of complete buddhahood.


At the beginning of his chapter on meditative stability in Engaging in the Bodhisattva Deeds (Bodhisattva-caryā-avatāra), Śāntideva said:




          Knowing that mental afflictions are completely destroyed


          By the wisdom that rests firmly on śamatha,


          Begin by seeking śamatha.


          Śamatha is established with joyous nonattachment to the world.





An uncontrollable mind that is scattered, going here and there, cannot serve as a foundation for the wisdom that uproots the afflictions. When you properly employ the techniques for developing śamatha taught in the Lamrim Chenmo, your mind can achieve great stability. By analogy, just as a wild untamed elephant can cause a lot of damage, if your mind is out of control, it can cause you a great many problems in this life and the next. In contrast, a tamed elephant can help you do many things, and the same is true for your mind. Once it is trained to concentrate, it can serve as the basis for developing vipaśyanā. All of the mental afflictions are rooted in ignorance, which is the opposite of insight. By removing ignorance from the root with wisdom, you can completely and permanently remove the mental afflictions. When all of the mental afflictions are removed, you will have achieved liberation.


There are also temporary antidotes to the afflictions. Concentrating on love, compassion, and patience can reduce hatred and anger. Meditation on the impurity of objects and impermanence is an antidote to attachment. These antidotes can subdue these afflictions for a time. However, in order remove these afflictions entirely from the root, the ignorance upon which they are grounded must be removed by the power of wisdom. Therefore, you should try to cultivate śamatha as the basis for the wisdom that uproots mental afflictions. This is what Śāntideva is saying in the quotation above.


Tsongkhapa’s way of explaining śamatha is very detailed. As he explains, these teachings on śamatha were originally taught by Śākyamuni Buddha, recorded in the sutras, and then explained in more detail in the great Indian commentaries. Tsongkhapa investigates and analyzes these scriptural explanations in order to support their various statements with sound logic. Then he explains how to practice śamatha and describes the immediate and long-term results of such practice. This is all part of the extensive explanation of the Lamrim Chenmo. Tsongkhapa says:




          All of the mundane and supramundane good qualities of the Mahayana and Hinayana are the result of śamatha and vipaśyanā.





When Tsongkhapa mentions the Hinayana, he is referring to practitioners whose spiritual focus is on freedom and emancipation for themselves. The Hinayana is called the small vehicle because the scope of that practice is relatively small; it is only for oneself. In contrast, the main goal of the Mahayana, the great vehicle, is to help all sentient beings achieve freedom. Mahayana practitioners known as bodhisattvas recognize that all sentient beings have been their dear mothers in previous lives. Thus they have great compassion and practice with the goal of liberating all sentient beings. For that purpose, they try to achieve the highest goal of buddhahood.


Mundane good qualities are spiritual attainments developed on the path by non-āryas, those whose insight into selflessness is not yet direct. There are other qualities that are attained by āryas, the “noble ones,” who have realized selflessness directly. These are the supramundane qualities that lead to nirvana and buddhahood. The mundane qualities are a result of strengthening your concentration; the supramundane qualities are the result of cultivating insight into the nature of reality on the basis of that concentration. All good, wholesome, and virtuous qualities and merits are the result of śamatha and vipaśyanā. This includes all of our mental development and spiritual realizations from the mundane to supramundane levels, including even buddhahood itself.


This point is also made in the Sutra Unraveling the Intended Meaning (Saṃdhi-nirmocana-sūtra):




          Maitreya, you should know that all mundane and supramundane virtuous qualities, whether of śrāvakas, bodhisattvas, or tathāgatas, are the result of śamatha and vipaśyanā.





Having made such claims about the incredible value of śamatha and vipaśyanā, Tsongkhapa rhetorically asks how all good qualities can be the result of śamatha and vipaśyanā if śamatha and vipaśyanā themselves are good qualities that are achieved through meditation. In response to this question, Tsongkhapa replies that we must first understand the terms. The nature of śamatha is a stabilized mind that is able to remain on an object for as long as the meditator likes. There are nine stages of training, which serve as milestones of your progress in the cultivation of śamatha. The actual state of śamatha is the culmination of training through these nine stages, which we discuss below. As you progress through the nine stages, many excellent qualities arise: an increasing ability of the mind to control negativities, an increasing ability to stay vividly and clearly on the object of meditation without distraction or sleepiness for as long as you wish, and once śamatha is achieved there is the ability to meditate comfortably for as long as you like since the body is in complete harmony with the mind. This last quality is called the bliss of śamatha, a sort of sensual pleasure. The harmony of body and mind that results from śamatha is an example of a mundane, or worldly, virtuous quality in that it can be achieved by non-āryas.


All successful meditation requires some degree of mental stabilization. There must be some stability for benefit to arise from any meditation, even if actual śamatha is not yet achieved. So when any sort of meditation practice is used as a means to cultivate virtuous qualities, we can say those qualities depend on the cultivation of śamatha. Vipaśyanā is insight that realizes the nature of reality. Any insight that distinguishes the relative and ultimate nature of things — and the virtuous qualities that follow from such insight — is said to arise from vipaśyanā. In this sense, we can talk about three types of wisdom:




       1.  Wisdom that arises from hearing is the wisdom that you gain from listening to teachings from a teacher and from studying Dharma books and so forth. This phrase arose in a time when it was not easy to get copies of books. To study the teachings you had to hear them from a teacher or guru. Today books are much more accessible and the study of texts is included here as well. From this sort of activity a certain a degree of wisdom arises, and from that understanding good qualities arise.


       2.  Wisdom that arises from contemplation is the wisdom that results from contemplating the wisdom that is generated from what you heard from teachers and read in books. When you seriously think about the meaning of these teachings, examine them, and analyze them through logical reasoning and personal experience, the wisdom that arises from contemplation arises. For example, you can use logical analysis in meditation on the four noble truths or impermanence and achieve some insight that is an aspect of vipaśyanā. And from this, good qualities arise.


       3.  Wisdom that arises from meditation refers to the wisdom that arises from meditating after hearing the teachings and analyzing them. The mind that engages in meditation is already trained in the subject under consideration from developing the wisdoms that arise from hearing and contemplating. The purpose of meditating is to become so deeply familiar with a topic that you eventually understand it internally and spontaneously. A direct realization of an aspect of the truth produces certain special effects. The qualities that arise from meditating on a direct realization of selflessness with the support of śamatha — the actual state of the union of śamatha and vipaśyanā — is supramundane in that it can cut the roots of samsaric existence.





This is what was meant in the sutras when the Buddha claimed that all virtuous qualities are a result of śamatha and vipaśyanā.


Another sutra, the Sutra of Cultivating Faith in the Mahayana (Mahāyānaprasāda-prabhāvanā-sūtra), makes this same point:




          Child of good lineage, this list should inform you that faith in the Mahayana of the bodhisattvas — and indeed, everything resulting from the Mahayana — comes from accurately reflecting on facts and meaning with an undistracted mind.





An undistracted mind is single-pointed and concentrated. As the result of concentration, it is focused and stabilized and has aspects of the actual state of śamatha. “Accurately reflecting” refers to insight. The mind that properly examines, discerns, and utilizes analytical meditation is an aspect of vipaśyanā.


So this sutra makes the same point that Tsongkhapa does above. All the virtuous qualities of both the Hinayana and the Mahayana arise in dependence upon aspects of śamatha and vipaśyanā. That is to say, the virtuous qualities of both Hinayana and Mahayana practitioners arise from continuous effort to cultivate meditative stabilization and wisdom. In the struggle against internal faults such as ignorance, wisdom is the main weapon we must use. But in order for wisdom to be powerful, it must have śamatha as its basis. If a person has some wisdom but does not have mental stability, then wisdom will not function up to its full potential. To cut down a tree, you need a sharp axe. A sharp axe blade is like vipaśyanā. But a sharp axe blade is not enough; you must also have a good handle and strong arms — the mental stability of śamatha. When you have both śamatha and vipaśyanā, you can achieve the goals of both the Hinayana and Mahayana. This is what is meant by the claim that all the mundane and supramundane goals of the spiritual path arise from the basis of śamatha and vipaśyanā.


In order to clear away any potential confusion regarding this topic, Tsongkhapa quotes a variety of sutras. This detailed explanation elaborates how both śamatha and vipaśyanā can be classified in two ways: actual and partial. In order to reach the actual, or real, śamatha, there are nine stages of training and corresponding accomplishment. Each of these levels is a form of partial śamatha. Then, on the side of vipaśyanā, there are analytic meditations that are geared toward analyzing and seeing the nature and depth of reality. These analytic practices are all parts of vipaśyanā. So every yogic practice is included in one or both of these. In this vein, the Sutra Unraveling the Intended Meaning states:




          Once people have cultivated vipaśyanā


          And śamatha, they are free


          From the bondage of dysfunctional tendencies


          And from the bondage of signs.





“Dysfunctional tendencies” are the seeds of mental afflictions such as anger, hatred, pride, and jealousy. These dysfunctional tendencies are not always present in your consciousness, but the potential for them to arise in your mind is always there until you achieve nirvana, the state of an arhat, one who has eliminated suffering and its causes. For example, you may not always feel hate for an enemy, but the potential for hatred is present. These dysfunctional tendencies are like seeds: a seed will not become a sprout until certain conditions of soil, sunlight, moisture, and so on are present. These potentials are variously referred to as “stains in our minds,” “dysfunctional tendencies,” “predispositions,” or “the bondage of bad habits.” The “bondage of signs” is the actual mental affliction that occurs when the potential meets the conditions that enable it to manifest.


These two types of bondage are present when your mind is not yet perfected. All sorts of suffering come from them. By practicing śamatha and vipaśyanā, your mind begins to separate from these forms of bondage. The way to temporarily free your mind from these types of bondage is through the practice of śamatha. When you cultivate vipaśyanā in addition to the practice of śamatha, you become truly and completely free. Through the various levels of meditation, you remove the delusions and attain the state of buddhahood, which is completely free from bondage. There is no other way to remove these delusions. No one — not a person, god, or Buddha — can do it for you. Only mental training can remove these fetters. When you accustom yourself to the practice of the stages of śamatha and vipaśyanā, you learn to free your mind from the bondage of the two types of obstacles described in the sutra.


The Indian commentator Ratnākaraśānti said that vipaśyanā eliminates the bondage of dysfunctional tendencies and śamatha eliminates the bondage of signs. In other words, the state of śamatha subdues the afflictions temporarily, but only when it is combined with vipaśyanā are mental afflictions removed from the root. It is easier to get rid of your manifest mental afflictions than it is to get rid of their seeds. A present mental affliction can be temporarily subdued through an assortment of practices — like concentrating on its opposite, trying to avoid certain conditions, meditating on love and compassion, or applying various other antidotes. However, removing the gross manifestations of the mental afflictions — the bondage of signs — does not necessarily mean that the delusions are completely uprooted. In order to get rid of them from the root, you need to cultivate the penetrating wisdom that sees reality. Only when śamatha is firm and you cultivate vipaśyanā do you begin to remove the bondage of dysfunctional tendencies from the root. Therefore, if you want to remove the mental afflictions both in their present manifestations and their potential for arising again, you must cultivate śamatha and vipaśyanā together.


In summary, the benefit of cultivating both śamatha and vipaśyanā is that, working in union, they are the antidotes to the source of samsara.


(b) HOW ŚAMATHA AND VIPAŚYANĀ INCLUDE ALL STATES OF MEDITATIVE CONCENTRATION


Among the six perfections in general, and the practice of śamatha and vipaśyanā in particular, there are many types of meditative achievement. If we look at this from the perspective of the three vehicles — Hinayana, Mahayana, and Tantrayana — we can also discern many meditation techniques and achievements. The bases of all of these attainments are aspects of śamatha and vipaśyanā. Tsongkhapa says there are myriad leaves, flowers, and branches on a tree, yet they all are features of the tree. In the same way, the Buddha taught many forms of meditative concentration in Hinayana and Mahayana sutras and in the tantras, each with a specific function, purpose, result, approach, name, and so forth, yet all are aspects of the general categories of śamatha and vipaśyanā. The Buddha says in the Sutra Unraveling the Intended Meaning:




          Know that śamatha and vipaśyanā include all of the many aspects of the states of meditative concentration that I have taught for śrāvakas, bodhisattvas, and tathāgatas.





Likewise, Kamalaśīla wrote in his second Stages of Meditation (Bhāvanākrama):




          Since those two include all states of meditative concentration, all yogis should at all times definitely rely upon śamatha and vipaśyanā.





When you practice the Dharma, you rely on śamatha and vipaśyanā. They are the foundation, like the trunk and roots of a tree. Eventually other branches will grow as you emphasize specific aspects of these two practices. One branch may seem separate from another, but they are all connected to the same trunk. Different meditators may appear to focus upon completely different practices, but all Buddhist meditation practices are branches of śamatha and vipaśyanā.


(c) THE NATURE OF ŚAMATHA AND VIPAŚYANĀ


This third topic explains what śamatha and vipaśyanā are in general. Tsongkhapa begins his explanation of śamatha with a quotation from the Sutra Unraveling the Intended Meaning:




          While you dwell in solitude and properly direct your attention inward, you attend to just those topics upon which you have carefully reflected. Your attention is mentally engaged by continuously attending inwardly. The state of mind wherein you do this and stay this way often, and in which both physical and mental pliancy arise, is called śamatha. Therefore bodhisattvas strive to achieve śamatha.





This is a very pithy quote. “Topics upon which you have carefully reflected” refers to the instructions regarding the nine stages of śamatha training, a subject Tsongkhapa explains in detail later. It is most fruitful to cultivate this state of mind in a solitary place where your practice will not be interrupted. There you can internalize the nine stages of the development of śamatha. This is done by maintaining the focus and attention of your mind on its object. When your mind gets distracted, you simply bring your attention back to the object. You do not just let your mind wander.


The object of your śamatha meditation can be any of a number of topics discussed in the scriptures, such as impermanence, the four noble truths, and so forth. However, this is not an analytical form of meditation. If for example, the truth of suffering is your object, you do not analyze every aspect of suffering one by one; you just keep your mind attentive to the general suffering of existence in samsara. Whatever your object of concentration, you maintain that object in your mind without interruption. This is what is meant by “continuously attending inwardly.” You set your mind on the object and leave it there.


When you engage in this practice, try to maintain your attention for as long as you can. At first your mind may only be able to remain focused briefly because you will become distracted or sink into dullness or sleepiness. However, if you keep trying, eventually you will achieve a stabilized mind and be able to remain focused on your object for as long as you like. If you sit down for a meditation session intending to stay focused on your object for two hours and you are successful, that indicates a significant degree of mental stability.


When you achieve śamatha, one result is incredible mental pliancy. Your mind follows your wishes and focuses wherever you like for as long as you like. Physical pliancy also increases in the sense that your body does not interfere with this mental pliancy. Once śamatha is achieved, there is no physical pain or discomfort to distract your concentration. A yogi who is well trained can control the subtle wind; this makes his or her body feel light. The mental power is so strong it almost feels like there is no body at all. This is the physical pliancy that accompanies the mental pliancy. These two pliancies produce a subtle feeling of bliss. The state of single-pointed meditative concentration that has the bliss of mental and physical pliancy is śamatha.


Bodhisattvas strive to achieve śamatha because it has a special benefit. Once you have that mental power, the senses follow the mind. Usually it is the other way around: the mind chases after whatever information is supplied to it by the senses. Under such circumstances the mind is always distracted. This is the common state of the mind in the desire realm. But when śamatha is achieved, your mental power is so strong that the senses’ power to disturb your mind is eliminated. Therefore Tsongkhapa calls this meditative state a “mental king” because with it you can rule your mind. All the accompanying mental factors are like subjects of the primary mind that is king. Thus, when you have śamatha, you can achieve many yogic skills. That is why the sutra says, “bodhisattvas strive to achieve śamatha.”


Introspection, or vigilance, is the main method for cultivating śamatha. It has two aspects. It introspectively examines the mind again and again, and it vigilantly checks to see whether the mind is still placed on the chosen object of meditation. I often refer to this as a spy who is watching the mind to see if it is still focused on its object. If it is not, then you must bring the mind back. Just as a spy uses various instruments like cameras and hidden microphones to track what his target is up to, you use vigilant introspection to keep tabs on your mind. Eventually, after enough training, the mind remains on its object without effort. It is a spiritual strength of mind.


Mental control is one of the key practices for a Buddhist practitioner. If your mind is not controlled, you create all sorts of problems that bring you misery and suffering. Everlasting peace comes from a mind that is able to free itself from ignorance and mental afflictions, and this requires mental control. When your mind is purified and free from all the obscurations and mental afflictions, you achieve the highest happiness or peace. Vigilant introspection is the basis for developing this mental control.


It is important to note that a person does not need to realize emptiness to attain śamatha. Someone who has developed śamatha has not necessarily cultivated insight and obtained high realizations. That is a separate matter. Non-Buddhists as well as Buddhists achieve śamatha. The achievement of śamatha simply indicates having a mind that is able to remain focused on its object without distraction. It does not depend upon or entail a realization of the ultimate truth. But this does not mean that śamatha is not an important and excellent quality. All Buddhist yogis and yoginis must strive to have it. Without śamatha nothing much can be achieved. But śamatha alone is not enough either. It alone does not lead to freedom from the mental afflictions, nor does it cut the root of ignorance.


(d) WHY IT IS NECESSARY TO CULTIVATE BOTH


The mental control that can remove all ignorance is divided into two: śamatha and vipaśyanā. As Tsongkhapa has said, śamatha — the stabilization of the mind — alone cannot remove all the obstacles because it does not know the nature of reality. To cut the root of the afflictions you must use a stabilized mind to cultivate the wisdom that truly, directly knows the way in which phenomena exist. This vipaśyanā, or insight, begins with analytical meditation that enables you to develop a valid conceptual understanding of reality. Analytical meditation is discursive; it involves thinking about a topic in many ways. When this wisdom is joined to śamatha, which is nondiscursive concentration, the mind becomes especially sharp. It is similar to drilling a hole in something; you endeavor to keep the drill precisely on the spot where you want the hole. Likewise, when śamatha keeps its focus on insight into the nature of reality, you can remove ignorance and mental afflictions. Vipaśyanā and śamatha have great power when combined together.
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