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  Foreword


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


  Tenzin Gyatso, the Fourteenth Dalai Lama


   


  Editor’s Acknowledgments


   


  WITH DEEP GRATITUDE I offer respectful thanks to my teacher, the venerable Geshe Lhundub Sopa, a human embodiment of all the buddhas and bodhisattvas.


  The third volume of Steps on the Path to Enlightenment is a concrete example of the kindness of the guru. Here Geshe Sopa patiently explains for contemporary students the nature of the Mahayana path. Starting with an in-depth discussion of the motivation to attain enlightenment, he progresses through detailed instructions on how to develop the attitude of bodhicitta: the desire to attain complete buddhahood in order to benefit all other sentient beings, to a description of the perfections: the actions we undertake once we have generated bodhicitta. While this volume gives an overview of the entire Mahayana path, the next two volumes of this series will provide thorough explanations of the last two perfections: meditative stabilization and wisdom.


  It is only through the kindness of my teachers that this work was made possible. Everything that is correct and helpful in this text is a result of the compassionate, patient instruction of Geshe Sopa and my other virtuous friends; any mistakes are my own.


  I was exceptionally fortunate to be able to listen to these teachings when they were originally offered in Madison, Wisconsin, USA over the course of many years. It has been a privilege to be part of the effort to make these instructions available to many more people through the composition of this series.


  Thanks are due to a number of individuals. In addition to being an inspiring teacher and exemplary practitioner, LamaThubten Zopa Rinpoche made the successful completion of this project possible through his unstinting moral and financial support. I am especially grateful to David Patt for inviting me to participate in this project. The staff of Wisdom Publications, particularly Tim McNeill and David Kittlestrom, have demonstrated admirable patience and help throughout the project. Jon Landaw’s careful copy editing identified and removed ambiguity. My husband, John Newman, answered many technical questions, provided advice and support, and kept me on track for the many years the work on this volume required. Friends and members of Deer Park Buddhist Center in Oregon, Wisconsin gave me warm friendship, continual encouragement, and generously offered places to stay when working in Madison.


  I pray that I, and all others who read this work, will be able to put these teachings into practice and quickly attain enlightenment for the benefit all sentient beings. In this way may we repay the kindness of our teachers.


  
    Bodhicitta is supreme and most precious.


    Where it has not arisen may it arise.


    Where it has arisen may it never decline,


    And only grow stronger and stronger.

  


  Sarva Mangalam


  Beth Newman

  Sarasota, Florida

  Fall 2007


   


  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 both works.


  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 readers to find an English title and see the same title in Sanskrit (if applicable) and/or Tibetan.


  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 ri as in rich.


  The aspirated consonants th and ph are pronounced as they are in the words pothole and shepherd; they are never pronounced as the English thin or photo. C is pronounced ch as in church. Ś and ṣ are both generally pronounced as English 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 2 of that root text translation. The full outline for this volume is reproduced in the appendix.


   


  Introduction


   


  DURING HIS LIFETIME, Śākyamuni Buddha gave 84,000 teachings, each one an antidote to a human problem. Like a skilled doctor he diagnosed our problems and prescribed the medicine to alleviate it. Because we do not suffer from just one type of illness, there are many hundreds of volumes of Buddhist teachings, on many different subjects, from various points of view. The collected teachings are like a vast pharmacy; each teaching is a different medicine tailored to cure a specific disease.


  Since Buddha passed away a long time ago, it can be difficult nowadays to sort out all his instructions. Fortunately, other great teachers put this advice into practice themselves and then organized it for their students. Tsongkhapa composed the Lamrim Chenmo (Great Treatise on the Stages of the Path to Enlightenment)1 in order to draw out the essence of all the Buddha’s teachings and arrange them in a practical, easy-to-follow format. The term lamrim literally means “stages of the path.” The lamrim method is designed to lead a practitioner from the very beginning of his or her interest in spiritual practice all the way to perfect enlightenment. Drawing from the scriptures, Tsongkhapa explains what to do first, what to do next, which method is for which purpose, and how to practice at each stage.


  The point of all these teachings is to transform our current state of dissatisfaction into one of true happiness. Buddhism, like every religion, teaches that real happiness is something more than ordinary pleasure. The lamrim teachings are not relevant for someone preoccupied with the fleeting enjoyment of the present life. Possessions, fame, and power are not spiritual goals. Unlike animals, humans have the capacity to attain something far superior to temporary pleasures. Tsongkhapa follows the great Indian master Atiśa in identifying three goals of spiritual practitioners: a good rebirth, complete freedom from cyclic rebirth, and the omniscience of enlightenment.


  Although the teachings speak of three different spiritual goals, reached by three different paths, by people with three different levels of motivation, in practice these are not as distinct or divergent as they first appear. The various Buddhist teachings are not contradictory, and the paths do not lead in different directions. The paths progress from one to the next. To attain the highest goal of perfect enlightenment or buddhahood one starts by engaging in the practices designed to lead to the first goal, in the middle one takes up the practices leading to the intermediate goal, so that eventually one can practice the path leading to the final goal. It is like following a road to a destination: to get from here to there you must travel the whole route, but you can break your journey into stages with intermediate destinations along the way.


  The lamrim explains how to reach all of these goals. Thus, the most valuable thing we can do in life is to study it and put the teachings into practice. That is why I taught this method for so many years. This is the third volume of five in the series Steps on the Path to Enlightenment: A Commentary on Tsongkhapa’s “Lamrim Chenmo.” A very brief overview of the lamrim will help to put this volume in context.


  A GOOD REBIRTH



  The first two volumes of this series outlined how to achieve the first two spiritual goals: a good rebirth free from the suffering of the lower realms and total emancipation from samsara, or cyclic existence. A good rebirth and individual liberation from samsara are considered lesser aims because they are pursued for the benefit of the practitioner alone. These goals and the practices to reach them are common to both Hinayana and Mahayana Buddhism. When we call the Hinayana the “lesser” or “smaller” vehicle, it is because its practices carry only the individual practitioner to freedom. In contrast, the “great vehicle” or Mahayana carries an enormous load—all living beings. The Mahayana practitioner practices the path to perfect him- or herself so that he or she will be able to help all others. Yet another reason the Hinayana is considered to be a lesser vehicle is because liberation from samsara, as incredibly wonderful as it is, still is limited in comparison to the knowledge, power, compassion, and love of a fully enlightened buddha. But the Hinayana is “small” only compared to the Mahayana; compared to the way beings ordinarily live their lives, the Hinayana path is truly great and profound.


  To seek a good rebirth requires us to become disillusioned by the pursuit of temporary gratification in this life. To do this, we need to become cognizant of the inevitability of death. Only after recognizing the fleeting nature of life do people become worried about what will happen to them after they die. According to Buddhism, happiness and suffering do not occur randomly, without causes. The causes are our actions, the karma we create, which will result in our future experiences. Karmic causation is a law of nature; we must be convinced that sooner or later our positive actions will yield happiness and our negative actions will bring us trouble and misery. If we engage in negative actions, we are creating the causes for misery in a future life.


  Once we are born in inferior conditions, things tend to go from bad to worse. Our habituation to negative actions leads us to do harmful things. Those actions will yield a less-fortunate rebirth, and if that life goes poorly, the next rebirth will be even worse. It is important to consider the truly unpleasant results that can come about from our actions. If we are not aware of the misery that awaits us, we will do nothing to prevent it. So the question becomes, what can protect us from the misery of unfortunate rebirths?


  The only real refuge is the Triple Gem: Buddha, Dharma, and Sangha. Buddha is a supreme teacher instructing us how to prevent the kind of suffering that we fear most—rebirth in the lower realms. The Dharma is the method itself. It explains how to completely reverse our negative habits and lead a pure life so that our wholesome actions will increase and ensure happy results. The Sangha consists of fellow practitioners who help us put the method into practice because they are following it themselves. In short, taking refuge involves properly following valid spiritual teachings. Those seeking a good rebirth must therefore act in a positive manner. There is no other way to cure the deep sickness of suffering in cyclic existence.


  A strong and stable focus on using this life to create the causes for better lives in the future is the beginning of the spiritual path. It is the mark of a person who has developed the attitude of a person of small spiritual capacity. The goal is “small” because rebirth within the upper realms is a relatively short-term objective. A high rebirth will not last forever; it is not something definitively, permanently good. It is a valid goal, however, because a good rebirth—particularly a so-called perfect human rebirth—is a necessary foundation for further spiritual progress.


  FREEDOM FROM SUFFERING



  Persons of intermediate spiritual capacity aspire to attain complete emancipation from all contaminated rebirths. They strive to develop a strong and spontaneous desire to be free from even the higher rebirths. Therefore they contemplate the suffering of the upper realms in great detail. The way to develop revulsion for the defects of every type of life in samsara is to understand the twelve links of dependent origination and the four noble truths: the truth of suffering, the truth of the cause of suffering, the truth of the cessation of suffering, and the truth of the path to cessation. If we do not think about the faults of what we currently label “happiness,” we will have no desire to be free from it. Further, if we do not consider which causes result in misery, which causes result in happiness, and how causation works, we will not understand the method to cut the root of samsara.


  Why do we suffer cyclic rebirth? In general, the primary causes of misery are the three poisonous mental afflictions: ignorance, desire, and hatred. Of the three, ignorance is the most fundamental, since it is the cause of the other two. In brief, ignorance is a totally mistaken conception about oneself and the external world. We grasp at things as truly existing, but our selves and phenomena do not exist in the way that they appear to us. Based on this mistaken perception, attachment or aversion for the object arises.


  The most pernicious ignorance is the way we misconceive of ourselves. We believe that we are truly real, and on the basis of this mistaken perception, we become obsessed with our own welfare. We become attached to what we desire, crave security, and fear losing what we have. So much mental turmoil springs from the ground of this ignorance, including all the other branches of the mental afflictions, such as jealousy, pride, anger, and attachment. Together, ignorance and the other mental afflictions lead us to act selfishly. Our self-centered physical, verbal, and mental actions then tie us to every type of misery.


  The measure of someone who has developed the attitude of a person of intermediate spiritual capacity is the continuous and spontaneous desire to be free from samsara and its causes. This is not a thought that comes up just for a moment. It is not something that is strong one day and forgotten the next. Of course it is good to have even short-lived, occasional thoughts of renunciation, but that is not enough to produce the goal desired here—complete, definite, and unalterable freedom from rebirth in samsara. Renunciation of samsara is a thought that must spontaneously arise all the time and dominate all other thoughts and actions: day and night we must want to be free from the cycle of rebirth.


  Therefore the person seeking freedom is not only very concerned with understanding what binds us to samsara; he or she must also comprehend what leads to emancipation. In general the path to freedom consists of the three trainings: ethical discipline (śīla), concentration (samādhi), and the wisdom that realizes the true nature of reality (prajñā). Wisdom, the direct realization of the nature of the person and phenomena, is what eliminates ignorance. By eliminating ignorance we get rid of all the causes of misery and suffering. Wisdom can only be developed by a stable and concentrated mind. Mental stability, in turn, is only attained on the foundation of ethical discipline. In this way ethical discipline, concentration, and wisdom work together and result in emancipation from suffering or even complete enlightenment.


  Ethical conduct is basic training; it is the front line in the battle against our worst enemy—the mental afflictions. They are the enemy because they make us do negative things that directly and indirectly harm us. If they dominate the mind, we are powerless to create pure good karma. If we do not reduce the mental afflictions, we will wander in samsara forever. So, in order to practice ethical discipline, we have to recognize and then fight this enemy in all its major and minor forms. We have to know how the mental afflictions function, their faults, and the benefits of being free from them. This is not just book knowledge; we have to be aware when and how the mental afflictions arise in the mind. We have to be mindful so that we can apply the antidote to them. We want to be able to stop them before they arise, catch them early, or at least slow them down by doing some other virtuous thing. For this reason, ethical discipline is discussed in detail in the context of the practices of the person of intermediate spiritual capacity.


  THE PRACTITIONER OF THE GREAT VEHICLE



  The latter two trainings are part of the practices of the person of great spiritual capacity. In this volume we learn how to develop the motivation and engage in the practices to attain the highest goal: complete and perfect enlightenment. The motivation to practice the Mahayana rests on the foundation of the previously discussed basic practices. We engage in the practices for those of small and intermediate spiritual capacity because only when we clearly understand the nature of our situation and its causes can we expand our perspective and see that our parents, relatives, friends, and all other sentient beings are in the same condition. Only when we strongly desire emancipation from our current state can we expand our scope and desire to free others as well. A person with great spiritual capacity sees that if we engage in religious practice and succeed in attaining only our own emancipation, we would leave all other sentient beings in misery. How could such a selfish state of affairs make us peaceful and happy? Wanting others to be from suffering and wishing that they too have the highest perfect emancipation and happiness is the seed of the attitude of a person of great spiritual capacity.


  The practitioner of the great vehicle is someone who has taken on a great responsibility; his or her objective is to ensure that all sentient beings attain freedom and happiness. How can we achieve that goal? Right now we can help others on a small scale, but our ability to help is limited and imperfect. What kind of power, knowledge, abilities, and circumstances are required to help all other living creatures attain a blissful, liberated state? No one, not even a buddha, can just place another sentient being in a state of buddhahood. Nor can anyone wash away the negative actions of another sentient being. No one can pluck out the root of others’ misery as if it were a splinter, or insert one’s own realizations into their minds.


  The only way to lead others to perfect happiness is to show them the way to remove their ignorance and mental afflictions. If we have not done so ourselves, how can we help others to do it? Only when we are perfect ourselves can we perfectly help others. Therefore, a Mahayana practitioner dedicates all his or her actions, life, and mental effort to becoming a fully enlightened buddha. This motivation is called bodhicitta, the desire to attain complete enlightenment in order to be able to benefit all sentient beings. Even though the primary objective of bodhicitta is one’s own enlightenment, the goal of omniscience and perfect freedom from samsara is not one’s own selfish pleasure. The Mahayana practitioner’s desire for enlightenment comes from pure compassion and love for all others; he or she knows that attainment of buddhahood is the most effective way to help all other sentient beings who are miserable and in need of assistance. When this attitude arises spontaneously, all the time, and without effort, one has developed bodhicitta and become a bodhisattva.


  Bodhicitta is the central practice of Mahayana Buddhism. The Buddha taught two Mahayana vehicles: the Paramitayana, also called the Sutrayana because it is the path following the sutras, and the Vajrayana, the tantric vehicle. Bodhicitta is the doorway into both vehicles. It is the essential motivation behind every practice on both Mahayana paths. Since bodhicitta leads us to buddhahood, it fulfills both our own and all others’ wishes. In that sense bodhicitta is often praised as being the essence of the great variety of teachings taught by the Buddha. From this point of view it is the most important spiritual practice; it is where we should expend our greatest effort.


  Bodhicitta is the method side of the Mahayana path. It is with bodhicitta that wisdom—one’s realization of emptiness and the four noble truths—becomes powerful enough to lead to buddhahood. Hinayana practitioners must also develop wisdom to attain liberation, because the insight that directly apprehends the true nature of reality is the destroyer of ignorance. But wisdom alone is not enough to result in the omniscience of enlightenment. Wisdom is like a sharp blade, but even a power tool needs a power source, a sturdy handle, and other things to be effective. In this case the power and direction are provided by the spontaneous attitude of bodhicitta; with bodhicitta everything we do, in every moment, is for the benefit of others. Whether awake or asleep, walking, eating, reading, doing a religious practice, or meditating, every activity becomes a Mahayana practice. With bodhicitta all our actions are virtuous, and every moment we accumulate great merit. Without bodhicitta, even the highest esoteric tantric practices are mere worldly magic, whereas with it they are the quickest path to enlightenment.


  THE WAY TO DEVELOP BODHICITTA



  It is easy to understand what bodhicitta is; but it is difficult and takes a great deal of practice for this attitude to arise spontaneously and constantly. We can achieve it, however, and in the Lamrim Chenmo Tsongkhapa explains two methods to develop it. The first is called the sevenfold cause-and-effect personal instructions. Originally taught by the great master Atiśa, this method includes six successive steps, the causes, that culminate in bodhicitta, the result. The first step is to recognize all sentient beings as having been our mother. The second is to recognize all our mothers’ kindness toward us. We usually don’t think of how kind they are, but when we follow the outline in the instructions, we may be so amazed and grateful for their kindness that we want to cry. The third step is a desire to repay their kindness. These first three causes together produce the fourth, a special affectionate love for all mother sentient beings. Based on affectionate love, the fifth step, compassion, arises. Compassion is the desire to free all sentient beings from the unbearable suffering of samsara. When compassion becomes exceptionally strong, it is more than a simple wish that others be free from misery; it becomes a determination to take personal responsibility to free others from suffering. This special type of compassion, called the superior thought, is the sixth cause, and it directly gives rise to bodhicitta, the result.


  The second method of mental training to develop bodhicitta was taught by Śāntideva; it is called exchanging self and others. Exchanging self and others does not mean that you become someone else and that person becomes you; it also does not mean that you hand your happiness over to others and take their misery in exchange. That cannot be done; what we can do is reverse our mindset. We can replace our self-centered desire for our own happiness with a wish for others to have happiness. The practice of exchanging self and others is to replace selfish egotism with sincere caring for others.


  You may think this is impossible, but it is possible because both selfishness and loving compassion are relative—they are dependent upon thought. The basis for this practice is a correct perception of the dependent, relative nature of reality. This may sound daunting, but in fact we are all quite familiar with this on an ordinary level. Consider how we usually think about other people; if we concentrate only on the negative things they did in the past, are doing in the present, and might possibly do in the future, we make them seem so completely horrible that we cannot stand to be around them. If at some point these repulsive enemies give us a nice present or praise us, we may begin to reconsider our opinion. We try to forget the negative things and add up the positive things they have done for us and for others. We may come to like them a little bit, and after a while they may become our best friends. Then, even if they do negative things, we do not notice. Where before we saw the others as evil, now we see them as wonderful. Where before we could not stand to hear their names, now we cannot bear being apart from them for a moment. This change is a result of our thought process. If we can change our thinking 180 degrees like this toward one person, why not toward all sentient beings? Everyone can change. We simply need to learn the proper method and then practice it. We have the capability; if we use our intelligence and put in the effort, we can become completely compassionate and develop bodhicitta.


  THE PERFECTIONS



  Bodhicitta is the foundation of Mahayana practice, but as wonderful and necessary as it is, it is not enough on its own. Bodhicitta is just a thought; we have to put our intention into action. Simply wanting to go somewhere does not get us there; we must make preparations and actually travel. To fulfill our intention to take on the responsibility to alleviate all the suffering of all others, we must make a great effort to attain buddhahood. There are an almost incalculable number and variety of actions that must be done to perfect oneself and become a buddha. These activities are organized in various ways to make them easier to practice: two collections, three trainings, six perfections, or ten perfections. Tsongkhapa says that the six perfections—generosity, ethical discipline, patience, perseverance, meditative stabilization, and wisdom—are the most practical way to approach the activities of a bodhisattva.


  The first three perfections—generosity, ethical discipline, and patience—enable us to control our senses and keep our actions pure. The fourth perfection, perseverance, is joy in the practice of virtue even when one is tired, sick, or the task is difficult. The fifth perfection deals with harnessing the mind and developing the ability to concentrate on whatever we wish for as long as we want. We need this powerful mental instrument in order to practice meditating on the sixth perfection—the perfection of wisdom. Wisdom—understanding the true nature of the self and other phenomena—is essential in order to break the chains of ignorance and attain liberation and enlightenment. This volume includes an extensive explanation of the first four perfections and a summary of the perfections of meditative stabilization and wisdom. The last two perfections are such important and complex practices that the next two volumes of this series expand on them in great detail.


  Each perfection supports and is part of the practice of the others. To attain perfect enlightenment we need all the perfections because they encompass every aspect of method and wisdom. The first five perfections are the method and the sixth is wisdom. Why do we need the combination of method and wisdom to attain perfect enlightenment? Because to go anywhere we must both be able to see where we are going and have the physical ability and energy to travel there. If we have wisdom but lack the method, it is like being able to see where we want to go but having no means of travel. If we have the method practices but lack wisdom we are blind; we cannot see if we are on the right path or walking into danger. If we practice all six perfections, we have a perfect vehicle that will carry us to buddhahood.


  INTENDED FOR PRACTICE



  The point of the Mahayana teachings is mental and spiritual development. Think about what you read in this volume with an open mind. Do not simply accept these ideas with blind faith, or reject these ideas out of hand. When you first encounter a new idea, you may not understand all the details. You may have doubts and questions, but the second time you come across the concept you will understand more. In order to make things clear for contemporary students, I have added examples, quoted other texts, and mentioned various interpretations of Tsongkhapa’s text. As you read this commentary you may want to read the Lamrim Chenmo2 itself and examine my explanation in light of Tsongkhapa’s words.


  You may become enthusiastic about what you read here, but if you do not practice these teachings they will not help you very much. Test the instructions by applying them in your daily life; see if they provide useful antidotes to negative patterns of behavior and help you develop better ways of relating to others. Only with long-term practice can we become more patient and compassionate, and have less animosity and attachment. Remember, Mahayana practice is not only for one’s own achievement; the key is benefiting other sentient beings. The emphasis of these teachings is developing concern for others, trying to help them and not harm them. Even while we are trying to reach our own perfection, our main focus is on other sentient beings. When the mind is strongly directed in this way, our attitudes and behavior will definitely change. Every situation can be an opportunity for spiritual practice if we apply the Buddhist teachings intelligently. No matter what happens we will be calm and loving. When the mind is positive and strong, we will act accordingly, and as a result others will naturally like us more. They will want to be near us so they can learn the method as well. This volume concludes with the way to draw others to us in order to teach them the practices we have mastered.


  In summary, we can develop the bodhisattva motivation to attain complete enlightenment in order to save all others from drowning in the ocean of samsara. In order to prepare ourselves to benefit others, we must train day and night to accumulate merit and wisdom. All the necessary methods are contained in the practice of the six perfections. The Buddha himself practiced, fully accomplished, and then taught these perfections. All the great bodhisattvas and spiritual masters from the Buddha to the present have practiced them and handed them down to us.


  Right now we have every condition needed for Mahayana spiritual practice. If we use this opportunity, emancipation and even buddhahood are within reach. Even if we just improve a little bit, it is certainly something to rejoice about; it is a sign our practice is succeeding. If we gradually and systematically apply ourselves to the stages of the path in this and future lives, we will definitely achieve perfect, complete enlightenment and will provide the greatest help to all other living beings.
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  The Stages of the Path for Persons of Great Capacity


  3) Training the mind in the stages of the path for persons of great spiritual capacity


  a) Showing that developing bodhicitta is the only entrance to the Mahayana


  b) How to develop bodhicitta


  i) How bodhicitta depends on certain causes to arise


  
    a' The way to produce bodhicitta depending on four conditions


    b' The way to produce bodhicitta depending on four causes


    c' The way to produce bodhicitta depending on four powers
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  THE KIND of existence we have right now is the most excellent and powerful type of life. According to Buddhism most sentient beings do not have a life like this; most are born in the hells, as spirits, or as animals. Even if they are human their lives are often not peaceful or fortunate. In those circumstances they are not able to accomplish what they desire—everlasting peace and happiness. But we have a wonderful situation: we have physical and mental abilities, wealth, teachers, teachings, and other environmental conditions conducive for practice. From a spiritual point of view this is the most difficult type of life to attain. For a long, long time we may not have had a life with qualities like this; we have it now, but soon we will lose it and many eons may pass during which we will not have anything like it again. Because a human life of leisure and fortune gives us the opportunity to achieve a religious goal, it is not something to squander on temporary sensual pleasure; we should use it instead to gain everlasting bliss. We have everything we need, both external and internal, to succeed in achieving the highest spiritual goals. Even if we do not achieve our final goal, we can accomplish a great deal in this life.


  Usually we waste our time because we do not appreciate the positive conditions that we have. This life is like a wish-granting jewel. How should we use it? While we can use it to benefit just ourselves, we can go beyond our selfish pursuits and use it to benefit all sentient beings. We all suffer in samsara; life after life, again and again, we endure birth, aging, sickness, and death. We cycle up and down without choice. Consider whether there is any method for all beings to attain freedom from this situation. If there is such a method, is it possible for us to follow it successfully? We need to study to learn how to use our fortunate life to achieve liberation.


  Spiritual practitioners can be divided into three levels from the point of view of their fundamental goals.1 The most basic spiritual goal is a high rebirth; a person striving for this goal engages in religious practice in order to prevent him- or herself from falling into lower rebirths in the future. A desire for complete emancipation from all suffering, not just from the lower rebirths but from the entire unsatisfactory cycle of samsara, is the intermediate spiritual goal. An individual of intermediate spiritual capacity fully comprehends the suffering nature of all samsara. Suffering is not just one small thing; there are many, many types of misery. This distress is not something of short duration; it is not something that lasts only a few years or even one lifetime. We have suffered in these many different ways since beginningless time. Realizing that he or she will continue to suffer endlessly into the future unless countermeasures are taken, a person with intermediate spiritual capacity engages in the three trainings: ethical conduct (śīla), meditative stabilization (samādhi), and wisdom (prajñā). It is through these practices that we can become free of uncontrolled rebirth.


  But even their own liberation from samsara is not enough for those with great spiritual capacity. They see that all other sentient beings are in the same miserable situation—they all create the causes of misery and undergo the resulting suffering. Spiritual practitioners of great capacity feel intense compassion for these poor beings and decide to take on the responsibility to help them eliminate their suffering. However, even the practice of the three trainings does not completely equip them to help all others. Personal liberation from uncontrolled rebirth is not enough. They must attain complete enlightenment, because without the perfect qualities of a buddha they will not be able to save all other living beings. The great teacher Atiśa explains the nature of an individual of great spiritual capacity as follows:2


  
    Someone who wants to completely eliminate


    All the suffering of others,


    Having compared it to one’s own,


    Is a person of great spiritual capacity.

  


  Tsongkhapa quotes Aśvaghoṣa’s Compendium of the Perfections (Pāramitā-samāsa) to make a similar point:3


  
    They completely abandon the two lower vehicles,


    Which have no means to fulfill the aims of the world,


    To enter the vehicle compassionately taught by the Buddha


    That has only one flavor—helping others.

  


  By properly understanding the nature of reality we see everything as if it were a dream. We recognize that under the power of karma and the mental afflictions sentient beings are sometimes born in the lowest hells, sometimes have an intermediate birth, and are sometimes born in the highest kingdom of the gods. They cycle without control because they are dominated by ignorance. Not seeing things as they truly are, they act badly and their evil actions bring them suffering. How could it be right to work for just our own bliss when all living beings are like exhausted travelers who have used up their provisions and are wandering the wrong way in search of a place to rest? If we attain perfect enlightenment we will be like an oasis that satisfies the wishes of fatigued sentient beings; we will be able to provide everything necessary to alleviate their problems and misery. One of the key spiritual attitudes for the being of great spiritual capacity is the desire to help others have blissful happiness. This mindset is the essence of all the great variety of instructions taught by the Buddha. As Aśvaghoṣa says:


  
    When you see happiness and unhappiness as a dream


    And that the faults of ignorance cause sentient beings to degenerate,


    How could it be right to strive for your own goals


    While forsaking joy in pure actions that accomplish others’ goals?

  


  As Mahayana practitioners we must first recognize the adverse experiences we will have to confront if we continue to drown in the ocean of samsara. Then we must see that all other sentient beings are in the same situation. Other sentient beings do not have the eye of wisdom; they cannot distinguish what should be done and what should not be done. They are in great danger because they are acting in ways that will lead them to disaster in their next life. If they fall down to the lower realms they may not be able to get out for millions and millions of lifetimes. They are in a pitiable situation. Imagine your mother blindly stumbling along a path on the edge of a precipice. If she takes a misstep she could fall to her death. How could you see this and not help her? If you have the ability to lead her to safety but let her walk on by herself it would be utterly shameful, even evil. Bodhisattvas are not like that; they clearly see all sentient beings stumbling through life unable to discern what is dangerous. They perceive each one of these pitiful beings as their own dear mother who is about to fall into great misery because she is blind to the true nature of things. They know it is not right to lack compassion for others; they know it is not right to avoid helping others. As a result they do everything they can to benefit other sentient beings.


  The same text continues:


  
    When a prince of the lineage that benefits worldly beings


    Sees others stumbling, their wisdom eye tightly shut,


    How could that bodhisattva not have compassion arise?


    How could he not make an effort to remove their ignorance?

  


  A bodhisattva is a prince in the lineage of the victorious one, the Buddha. This means that the bodhisattva is destined to become a buddha. Bodhisattvas have special qualities—they have developed bodhicitta and have realized or are striving to realize śūnyatā. Bodhisattvas see that most sentient beings lack the wisdom necessary to become free from suffering. There is no way a bodhisattva can be comfortable for even a moment without doing something to assist others. All day and all night a bodhisattva’s body, speech, and mind are focused on benefiting others.


  This kind of practice is the great vehicle, the Mahayana. It is the way to bring all other sentient beings to enlightenment. Someone who carries the burden of helping others attain their utmost desires is the most excellent type of person. It is not very admirable to be proficient at doing things only for yourself. Even some animals are very good at taking care of themselves and defeating others. I have heard stories about birds that steal other birds’ eggs and drop them on a rock to kill the fledglings before they hatch. Later when that killer bird builds a nest, to get revenge the first bird comes and drops its eggs on the very same rock. But it is the nature of a truly excellent person that all his or her actions are for the benefit of others. Such people give happiness even to those who have harmed them. The great yogi Śāntideva says that such a person is a source of happiness and peace:4


  
    I bow down to the body of someone


    Who has produced this precious mind.


    I take refuge in this source of happiness


    That gives bliss even to those who have harmed.

  


  Usually if we injure others they respond by trying to damage us more. But bodhisattvas never retaliate no matter how much harm others do to them. They understand that when others want to injure them it is because they are unhappy and under the power of ignorance. It is as if they have taken a drug that has made them insane. Wise people do not get angry if a friend or a loved one attacks them. They know something must be seriously wrong inside to make the person act that way, so the sick person becomes an object of even more love and compassion. Bodhisattvas cannot be happy until the other person is cured, so they try to give others peace and happiness. There are many stories about the Buddha before he attained enlightenment that illustrate this point. Once five flesh-eating demons begged for his body. As he gave it to them the bodhisattva thought, “By giving my body to satisfy these creatures, in the future may I be able to lead them to emancipation. May they become my first disciples when I attain buddhahood.” Although the demons did appalling things, the bodhisattva’s love and special dedication caused them to be the first to hear his teaching of the Dharma when he delivered his first discourse at the Deer Park in Sarnath.


  The mind under the power of bodhicitta is dominated by compassion and love. Kind affection is always the source of both temporary and everlasting peace and happiness for individuals and the world in general. As a result of actions done purely for the benefit of other sentient beings we will accomplish our goals. This will occur naturally, even if we do not want something good for ourselves. For example, if you plant some apple seeds you will naturally get trees with leaves, flowers, and branches. You are planting to get apples, but you get the leaves anyway. Similarly, with the great method of the Mahayana you can accomplish many things. The Hinayana method is not like this; if we work only for our own purposes, not only will we not be able to place others in a state of happiness and freedom, we may not even achieve our own goal.


  Think about the benefits of bodhicitta because the more good qualities you see, the more you will want to obtain this precious mind. Hearing, recollecting, and, of course, truly integrating Mahayana practice into your life will help you and other sentient beings. Even on first hearing about the Mahayana attitude we can begin to eliminate aspects of selfishness. Gradually, as we recollect the nature of bodhicitta and make an effort to dedicate our actions to helping other sentient beings, we can alleviate other kinds of suffering. And it goes without saying that we will ultimately attain the highest freedom and omniscience. Therefore, now that we have the opportunity to practice the Mahayana, we should think, “Wow! What an excellent chance! If I were a cat, a dog, or a pig I would not have an opportunity to practice. This human life gives me the ability to accomplish this path.” This thought should make you very happy. A bodhisattva relishes how very worthwhile this kind of life is because it enables him or her to take on the responsibility of benefiting other sentient beings. With this type of thought we enter the Mahayana path.


  Seeing the beneficial qualities of the Mahayana path draws us toward it. Then we have to consider how to practice this path. What causes, conditions, and methods produce bodhicitta? Where can we obtain them? Detailed answers to these questions are found in the teachings. Aśvaghoṣa’s Compendium of the Perfections says:


  
    The supreme vehicle is accomplished by pure wisdom.


    It comes from omniscient buddhas.


    This vehicle is like an eye for worldly beings;


    It is like moonlight and the light of the rising sun.

  


  To reach the destination at the end of the best path of practice we must eliminate ignorance. Pure wisdom is the main instrument to accomplish that. Pure can have many meanings. In the Mahayana context pure wisdom means wisdom free from selfishness. The various stages of wisdom are purified by combining them with compassion, love, and the great Mahayana method of bodhicitta.


  Where did we get this method? It comes from the victorious ones, the omniscient buddhas. They taught others this technique based on their experience of successful practice of the path to enlightenment. At first wisdom comes from extensive study—we learn from a teacher and from books. After we have learned about the goal and the method to attain it, we analyze what we have studied. We establish our understanding by independent examination. Once we understand things through the first two techniques, we meditate on these topics.


  The Mahayana vehicle is like an eye for those who have no sight because it illuminates the world. There are two natural sources of light: at night the moon sheds a cool light, and then the rising sun burns away darkness. The brightness of the method side—compassion and love—is like the moon. The wisdom that comprehends true reality is like the sun because it destroys the darkness of ignorance. Since Mahayana practice combines the highest method and highest wisdom, it is the principal cause for our own and others’ enlightenment.


  Intelligent people examine the benefit of a goal before they begin a task. Only if they find that the result is worth it will they try to attain it. Here we have to become convinced about the good qualities of the Mahayana goal. Our enthusiasm about beginning to practice the path is dependent upon thinking about its benefits again and again. Seriously following the path—in other words, actually doing the practices—requires great respect for the method. Therefore it is important for beginners to learn about the qualities of the Mahayana, analyze them, and finally integrate them into the mind through meditation. Blindly entering the Mahayana path does not have great benefit. If we do not know what we are doing and why we are doing it, our practice will be hesitant and weak. With the respect that comes from wisdom, our motivation to enter the path will be strong.


  Now we can look at how a person with great spiritual capacity enters the Mahayana path and then engages in its practices.


  3) TRAINING THE MIND IN THE STAGES OF THE PATH FOR PERSONS OF GREAT SPIRITUAL CAPACITY



  Practice is training the mind. An ignorant mind creates all our pain and trouble. Each vehicle of the Buddhist path has various levels of practice to gain control over the wild untamed mind. The Mahayana path as explained in the lamrim has three stages of practice:


  
    a) Showing that developing bodhicitta is the only entrance to the Mahayana


    b) How to develop bodhicitta (chapters 1–6)


    c) How to learn the bodhisattva deeds after developing bodhicitta (chapters 7–14, and volumes 4 and 5 of this series)

  


  It is most important to understand what the Mahayana path is and how to embark on it. Therefore Tsongkhapa first explains that the main door to the path is bodhicitta. What is bodhicitta? The details will come later, but in essence bodhicitta is the thought to attain perfect enlightenment in order to save all other sentient beings. The second section explains how to produce this thought. We have sophisticated mental abilities; if we use them properly, even this short life provides the opportunity to produce this attitude. Bodhicitta is a special positive mindset, but it is not enough. We should actually do something to help others. The third topic explains what we should do after generating bodhicitta. Bodhicitta is the motivation that propels us to do various activities called the bodhisattva deeds. Thus, the final section details how a bodhisattva should think, speak, and act until he or she attains enlightenment.


  a) SHOWING THAT DEVELOPING BODHICITTA IS THE ONLY ENTRANCE TO THE MAHAYANA



  The Mahayana path of practice has two main divisions: the Paramitayana, also known as the Sutrayana, and the Tantrayana, also known as the Mantrayana. There are an almost measureless number of Mahayana practices, but only one determines whether you have entered the Mahayana path; if you have it you have entered the path, but if you do not have it you have not entered either part of the Mahayana path. What is that special thing? The gate of entry is bodhicitta. As soon as you have a spontaneous wish to attain perfect enlightenment in order to save all other sentient beings you have entered the Mahayana path and become a bodhisattva.


  Without bodhicitta, no matter what you do you will not be on the Mahayana path. Even if you meditate on śūnyatā or practice great tantric rituals, they are not part of the Mahayana path if they are done out of selfishness, wanting to be free of demons, desiring a long life, or yearning for wealth. Tsongkhapa said if bodhicitta rises once, but then we lose it and practice with some other motivation, we have left the Mahayana path. Our practices will fall into the Hinayana or some other tradition. The Buddha taught this in various sutras, and many other great teachers explained this in the śāstras. This point can even be proved logically.


  The great bodhisattva and yogi Śāntideva said in Engaging in the Bodhisattva Deeds (Bodhisattva-caryāvatāra):


  
    The moment someone produces bodhicitta,


    Even the most pitiful being in the prison of samsara


    Will be called a son of the sugatas5


    And worshipped by worldly men and gods.

  


  As soon as someone produces bodhicitta, even if that being is in a lower rebirth, the buddhas will call him or her their child. Such a person is virtually a prince in the line of buddhas. In a worldly context the duty of a prince is to prepare himself to become a leader of many people. It is not for his own sake that he engages in training; to be a world emperor he has to become worthy of his subjects’ respect. In a similar way, but on a higher level, the king of the Mahayana is the Buddha. Spontaneously wanting to become the leader and protector of all sentient beings is like being born a son or daughter of the Buddha. This person’s duty is to attain perfect enlightenment in order to help all sentient beings. It is in this way that he or she becomes worthy of the worship of all beings in the world. So the moment we produce this thought we can rejoice and say:


  
    Today I was born in the lineage of the Buddha;


    From now on I am a prince of the Buddha.

  


  The Life of Maitreya (Ārya-maitreya-vimokṣa) says that there is no comparison between bodhicitta and any other religious practice. The text uses the analogy of a diamond—the most precious of all stones—to show that if we possess this attitude we are great bodhisattvas even if we have not yet started doing any of the bodhisattvas’ measureless deeds:


  
    Even a broken diamond is superior to all special golden ornaments. It does not lose the name precious stone and it can reverse all poverty. Similarly, noble child, even those who are not exerting themselves in the precious diamond practices after producing the mind to attain omniscience, they still overshadow all the golden ornaments of the good qualities of śrāvakas and pratyekabuddhas. They do not lose the name bodhisattva and can reverse all the poverty of samsara.

  


  Bodhicitta is the desire to attain omniscience or perfect enlightenment in order to help all other sentient beings reach that state. Those with this desire generally take the bodhisattva vow; they formally promise to act in accord with their wish until all sentient beings attain enlightenment. No matter how much trouble or suffering ensues, they ignore themselves and work for others. Even without taking the vow or engaging in bodhisattva actions, this mere intention outshines any practice of virtue by the śrāvakas and pratyekabuddhas. The greatest virtuous practices of the Hinayana practitioners cannot compare to the thought of bodhicitta because bodhicitta is the antidote of all others’ lack of happiness and joy.


  Nāgārjuna says in the Precious Garland (Ratnāvalī) that bodhicitta is the root of the tree that bears the fruit of enlightenment for oneself and other beings:


  
    If I and all sentient beings in the world


    Wish to attain highest enlightenment,


    We must have its root:


    Bodhicitta as firm as the king of mountains.

  


  All the branches and flowers of the Mahayana come from the root of bodhicitta. They cannot grow without it. Our bodhicitta should not be shaky or arise for just a few minutes. If it is not established as firmly as a mountain, we will lose it as soon as we face some difficulties.


  Tsongkhapa quotes a few of the many sutras and śāstras that point out the importance of producing bodhicitta and then making it firm. In the Tantra Bestowing the Initiation of Vajrapāṇi (Vajrapāṇi-abhiṣeka-mahā-tantra) Mañ-juśrī asked Vajrapāṇi:


  
    The mandala of great mantras is very extensive and profound. It is difficult to measure its depth. It is the most secret of secrets. It is not suitable to teach to ordinary sentient beings. Vajrapāṇi, you gave this most rare teaching that has not been heard in the past. So, to what type of disciple should this be taught?

  


  Mañjuśrī’s question is: “To whom can we teach the great and secret tantric Dharma?” In an ordinary sense certain activities are dangerous so we keep them secret from children. Although a machine may be useful, it also can be destructive so we do not want children touching it until they reach a certain level of maturity. In the same way tantric teachings are not suitable for just anyone; the practices are complex and most people have many obscurations. Until disciples reach a suitable level of spiritual development, instead of being helpful these teachings are dangerous. Vajrapāṇi then explains to Mañjuśrī who can be taught this practice:


  
    Mañjuśrī, when those who have begun the practice of meditating on bodhicitta come to attain it, they are bodhisattvas. They are practicing the bodhisattva deeds to enter the door to the secret mantra. They may enter the mandala of secret mantra that is bestowed with a great wisdom initiation. But those who have not fully actualized bodhicitta should not enter. They should not be shown the mandala.

  


  Vajrapāṇī is saying that you can give the initiation to enter the mandala to anyone who has attained bodhicitta. Attainment of bodhicitta means that the wish to attain enlightenment for the benefit of other sentient beings arises spontaneously and unshakably all the time. Someone who attains bodhicitta is a bodhisattva and is ready to engage in tantric practice. Those who have not attained bodhicitta should not undertake tantric practice. Actually not only does secret mean that those who lack bodhicitta should not enter the mandala, they should not even be shown it.


  According to the great Mahayana tradition, there are two levels of the teachings: outer and inner. The inner refers to a higher more technical level that requires great skill to practice. It necessitates prior training. For example, if you want to fly to the moon you have to know how to operate many complex machines before take-off. A child or ordinary person may want to go, but because they are not prepared it would be very dangerous to let them have the controls. For similar reasons the Mahayana path has two levels. First one practices the Paramitayana to learn the various methods, especially bodhicitta. Only after engaging in those outer practices is one prepared to engage in the very powerful practices of the Tantrayana. Why? Because if someone’s mind is completely under the power of bodhicitta, their motivation is always to eliminate others’ problems and give them happiness. Whatever that person does will be wholly positive. In contrast if someone is self-centered, whatever he or she does brings harm to him- or herself and others. If people motivated by selfishness do tantric practices there could be great negative consequences. So in ancient times tantric teachings were strictly controlled. Spiritual teachers had close contact with their disciples and strictly monitored what they practiced.


  Tsongkhapa says that it is not enough to say that a practice is a part of the Mahayana. If the outer Mahayana practices—such as reading Mahayana texts—or inner Mahayana tantric rituals are done with a selfish attitude they are not Mahayana practice. The key to Mahayana practice is bodhicitta. Some people claim to be Mahayana practitioners; however their practice is superficial because they merely understand bodhicitta but have not produced it in their hearts. One must have all the characteristics of bodhicitta fully developed in the mind to be a real Mahayana practitioner.


  Therefore bodhicitta is the most essential practice among all the Buddha’s teachings. If you churn milk eventually you will get the essence of it: butter; similarly, if you shake out the teachings it is bodhicitta that will emerge because the essence of the Dharma is nonharming. In general Hinayana practice entails refraining from harming others; this frees the practitioner from creating negative causes and experiencing the resultant suffering. In addition to this, a Mahayana practitioner takes on the responsibility to bring others happiness and clear away their misery. This attitude is far beyond the ordinary. If this thought dominates you, not only is there no way you would harm others, all your actions will only benefit sentient beings. If you have bodhicitta your activities will lead to the highest bliss for all. Once this thought is as firm and unshakable as a mountain there is no limit to what you can do. As long as you do not have it everything you do is small because you cannot accomplish great things with an inferior approach. It is a difficult attitude to produce, but it is most beneficial. It is worth the effort no matter how long it takes to develop. Many former great sages and famous teachers in India spent years and years, sometimes their entire lives, studying with many teachers and employing numerous techniques in order to produce this precious thought.


  The Array of Stalks Sutra (Gaṇda-vyūha-sūtra) explains the greatness of bodhicitta through many analogies. Let’s look at just one example: “Bodhicitta is the seed of all the excellent qualities of buddhahood.” It is important to have a clear understanding of this statement. We know that everything grows from a principal cause with many supporting causes and conditions. For example, to grow an apple tree, the special or uncommon cause is an apple seed. But you also need water, soil, fertilizer, sunshine, and many other things to bring any kind of seed to sprout and grow. If these common causes converge with rice seeds, rice will grow; if they come together with barley seeds, barley will grow. It is the seed that is specific to a particular type of plant. It is similar for spiritual attainments: a particular cause brings its own special result, but certain conditions are necessary for all accomplishments. All the causes and conditions necessary for the attainment of liberation or buddhahood are included in the method and wisdom sides of practice. The uncommon cause is the method side. There are so many practices on the method side: compassion, love, charity, ethical discipline, patience, and so on. The key method to attain the Mahayana goal of enlightenment is bodhicitta. That is why we say that bodhicitta is the seed that sprouts into buddhahood.


  The wisdom side, direct realization of śūnyatā, is not an uncommon cause because even if you are just seeking your own liberation from samsara you must have the wisdom that eliminates ignorance. Realization of the true nature of reality is a necessary cause for attaining all three definitively good spiritual goals: the liberation of śrāvakas, pratyekabuddhas, and bodhisattvas. Wisdom is common to all; it is like the water or fertilizer in the horticultural example. If we lack the realization of śūnyatā, all our effort in other practices will not yield our objectives. If we have wisdom then we can accomplish our temporary and final goals.


  The union of a particular method with wisdom leads to a specific accomplishment. Bodhicitta leads directly to the Mahayana goal: buddhahood. Maitreya says in the Sublime Continuum (Uttara-tantra):


  
    Aspiring to the Mahayana is the seed.


    Wisdom is the mother for producing buddhahood.

  


  In this passage the phrase aspiring to the Mahayana means the desire to attain enlightenment for the benefit of other sentient beings. So it specifically refers to bodhicitta. Many sutras and tantras say that wisdom is the mother and the method of bodhicitta is the father, or seed, of buddhahood. The analogy of a father and mother can be explained many ways, but in an ordinary sense we say that both are necessary to produce children. The seed comes from the father and a child develops in the mother’s womb. In ancient times lineage was determined by the paternal side. A mother was considered a common cause for a child. If she had children with three different men—one Chinese, one Mongolian, and one Tibetan—one child would be deemed Chinese, one Tibetan, and the other Mongolian. Although the children shared the same mother, each child’s lineage is uniquely dependent upon its father. Similarly the realization of śūnyatā is like a mother or the common cause for the śrāvaka, pratyekabuddha, and Mahayana goals.


  From the point of view of emancipation, all three goals are freedom from samsara. The root of samsara is a special kind of ignorance: grasping the self. To get rid of that ignorance one needs the wisdom that realizes selflessness: the true nature of reality. So wisdom is a common cause for all of them. This wisdom married to a particular method will bring a specific goal; wisdom wedded to bodhicitta brings the Mahayana goal of enlightenment while wisdom joined to wanting one’s own freedom from samsara will bring the lower goal of nirvana. It is in this sense that the perfection of wisdom is called the mother of those who enter the Mahayana and the Hinayana. Thus the great Ārya Nāgārjuna praises the perfection of wisdom by saying that all śrāvakas, pratyekabuddhas, and bodhisattvas rely on it:


  
    Buddhas, pratyekabuddhas, and śrāvakas


    Must rely on a single path to liberation.


    You definitely taught us that


    There is no other path.

  


  Thus the distinction between the paths is the method side of their practices. Bodhicitta is what makes the Mahayana far superior. The Mahayana motivation is to attain enlightenment in order to save other sentient beings from suffering and lead them to perfect happiness. It takes almost limitless time and effort to fulfill that responsibility. The Hinayana attitude and goal are much narrower. A sutra says that if you put the Mahayana and Hinayana side by side it would be like comparing all the oceans to the little bit of water collected in a cow’s footprint.


  Nāgārjuna also said in the Precious Garland:


  
    In the instructions for the śrāvakas you did not teach


    The aspiring mind of bodhicitta,


    Or activities completely dedicated to others,


    Because how could they become bodhisattvas?

  


  The point of this quotation is that the distinction between the Mahayana and the Hinayana is the method side. Some teachings, such as wisdom, are for both Hinayana and Mahayana disciples, but other instructions were taught solely for the benefit of Mahayana practitioners. Hinayana followers are not taught to develop bodhicitta because they shrink away from the necessity to practice great activities for eons solely for the benefit of others. They are afraid and primarily concerned with their own liberation, so there is no purpose to teaching them the bodhisattva practices for the time being.


  One of Tsongkhapa’s main points is that in order to achieve the Mahayana goal we need both the method and wisdom sides of practice. We cannot lack either one. Tsongkhapa says that in his time there were many people who claimed to be Mahayana practitioners but did not practice the most essential teachings of either side. They did not really produce bodhicitta. They thought it was enough to quickly say the words, “I will attain enlightenment in order to benefit others,” at the beginning of their recitations or meditation sessions. This demonstrates a very limited understanding of the Mahayana Dharma. Even when simply reciting Mahayana texts, it is most important to spend as much time as possible generating bodhicitta before starting. If an activity is dominated by this warm, compassionate attitude, the whole session will become part of the Mahayana path. In addition some people thought that the main antidote to ignorance is merely śamatha—a concentrated mental state without any constructive thought. Do not be mistaken; mere stabilization of the mind is not superior insight. A blank peaceful mind is not emancipation nor will it lead to liberation because it will not destroy egotistic thoughts. To eliminate ignorance you must have the realization of selflessness.


  If you want to be a Mahayana practitioner and take responsibility for other sentient beings’ emancipation in addition to your own, you must train in the practice of bodhicitta along with wisdom. Maitreya said in the Ornament for Clear Knowledge (Abhisamayālaṃkāra):


  
    Through wisdom you will not abide in samsara.


    Through compassion you will not abide in peace.

  


  There are two extremes that a Mahayana practitioner should fear and avoid: falling into samsara and falling into the peace of nirvana. Hinayana practitioners—those who only want their own emancipation—are worried about remaining in the misery of samsara. They want to escape from this wretched cycle of repeated life and death and it is the realization of śūnyatā that cuts the bonds tying them to samsara. But being in samsara is not the main fear of bodhisattvas; their primary fear is that if they attain their own emancipation they will never wake up from that peaceful state. In general peace is something worthy of attainment, but bodhisattvas dread being so satisfied with their own cessation of misery that they will not care about other sentient beings’ dismal states.


  So for the bodhisattva remaining in either samsara or nirvana is a dangerous extreme. In fact the latter is more serious for bodhisattvas because their main goal is to become a buddha in order to fulfill their vow to take responsibility for other sentient beings. How do they avoid the extreme of absorption into their own peace and happiness? The main technique is meditation on great compassion: the wish to free all sentient beings from samsara. Bodhicitta is grounded in this compassion. This is the method to attain buddhahood. Buddhas are free of the two extremes; they are free from samsara and in addition, because they are dominated by compassion and love, they engage in activity until all sentient beings are fully enlightened.


  To understand how compassion works let’s look at an ordinary example. If your parents were in a miserable situation, how could you be happy and comfortable? Consider that from beginningless time all sentient beings have been as compassionate toward you as your mother. They continue to suffer, so what good would it be if you attained your own emancipation from suffering? What is your own peace worth? How could you be happy while your mother sentient beings are in terrible pain? The great teacher, the bodhisattva Togme Zangpo, said:6


  
    They have cared for me from beginningless time,


    So what could I enjoy if mother sentient beings are suffering?


    Therefore, in order to liberate limitless sentient beings,


    Producing bodhicitta is the bodhisattva practice.

  


  Selfishness is the great enemy of bodhisattvas because it will make them lose their compassion. To prevent this bodhisattvas have to be aware of any tendency toward a selfish attitude. It is the main object rejected by bodhisattvas.


  The children of the conquerors who are authorities on the actual meaning of the Buddha’s teachings are amazed when anyone produces bodhicitta. In wonder they put their hands together and bow down to all who have developed this precious mind and become great Mahayana practitioners. These great bodhisattvas are not impressed when someone develops the power to fly, foretell the future, see distant objects, or overpower other beings. In contrast ordinary people are like children and respect superficial qualities; they are astounded when someone can shoot water or fire from his or her fingertips. But these are common powers that result from mental techniques on an ordinary level of meditative concentration. They can be produced even when the mind is still dominated by selfishness. Instead of being beneficial to all sentient beings, these supernatural powers may be harmful. Compared to bodhicitta, which is like a wish-fulfilling jewel, there is nothing great about them. Bodhicitta brings peace and happiness to all sentient beings. It is most difficult to produce spontaneously, but there is no better way of thinking. We should make every effort to produce bodhicitta and then develop and strengthen this key practice of the Mahayana.


  It is not only Tsongkhapa who says this; the great Indian Mahayana yogi Śāntideva says in Engaging in the Bodhisattva Deeds:


  
    Others do not even think about their own goals.


    So this thought to benefit all sentient beings


    Is the most precious of all attitudes.


    It is most marvelous when it newly arises.

  


  It is rare for people to want to attain enlightenment even for themselves. So wanting to attain perfect enlightenment solely for the benefit of other beings is particularly remarkable. Among all possible attitudes it is the most valuable. When this mind-set arises for the first time we should rejoice, “Now I’ve got it; this is the most marvelous thought.”


  The same text says:


  
    What other virtue is like this?


    What other friend is like this?


    What other merit is like this?

  


  Bodhicitta is the most powerful virtue. There is nothing better for the accumulation of merit. Other practices such as meditating, reading sutras, or reciting mantras create a certain amount of merit, but not like bodhicitta. Every moment of every action motivated by bodhicitta creates an incredible amount of merit. Because bodhicitta is dedicated to the benefit of all sentient beings, even one small act of kindness to one sentient being, if motivated by bodhicitta, creates as much merit as the number of sentient beings in the universe.


  Bodhicitta and people dominated by bodhicitta are our best friends. There is no other friend like these because they only want us to have good things and to be free from suffering. If we want a true friend who can bring us lasting benefit, we should bring bodhicitta into our mind. Therefore Śāntideva also says:


  
    I bow down to the person


    Who has produced this holy, precious mind.

  


  There are many analogies to praise the beneficial nature of bodhicitta. The sun and the moon are commonly understood to have great value, but bodhicitta has even more superior qualities. The great Śāntideva says:7


  
    This mind is the rising moon


    Cooling the torment of the mental afflictions.


    It is the powerful great sun


    Clearing away the mist and darkness.

  


  Sentient beings suffer feverish heat from the mental afflictions. Bodhicitta is the remedy because it sheds cool light like the moon. Bodhicitta is also like the bright rising sun; it clears away the darkness of ignorance and burns away the mental afflictions. All sentient beings want happiness and to be free from suffering but they do not know how to obtain them. Bodhicitta provides all temporary happiness in samsara and leads to the final bliss of nirvana. It does not harm you or anyone else.


  Tsongkhapa said that it was for this reason that the great master Atiśa held Serlingpa to be his most important guru. If we categorized Serlingpa from the standpoint of his philosophical view, Atiśa would be his superior because Atiśa had a realization of the highest view of the Madhyamaka while Serlingpa held the Yogācāra view. Although Serlingpa had not realized the subtlety of the Madhyamaka view of śūnyatā, Atiśa felt Serlingpa was the kindest of his many spiritual teachers. Why? Because he gave Atiśa teachings on bodhicitta. Atiśa studied and practiced with him for a long time and finally realized bodhicitta based on this great guru’s instructions. Atiśa’s main practice was bodhicitta. In Atiśa’s biography it says that whenever he heard the name Serlingpa he immediately put his palms together in reverence. Sometimes tears would spring to his eyes because he had such profound respect for his teacher’s kindness.


  The import of this historical example is that bodhicitta is the essence of the Mahayana spiritual path. The amount of effort it takes to produce bodhicitta is immaterial. We must strive until this thought arises spontaneously and naturally no matter how much work it takes. If you have bodhicitta, even tossing a small morsel of food to a crow will be a bodhisattva activity. Giving a crumb to a single bird with the motivation of benefiting all mother sentient beings is not a small thing; it is a Mahayana practice. If someone does not have bodhicitta, he or she may be giving gifts hoping to gain something in return, such as riches or his or her own emancipation. With such a selfish motivation, even offering a buddha the whole universe filled with precious gold and jewels would not be part of the Mahayana path. In short giving a tiny thing with the motivation of bodhicitta is far superior to giving magnificent gifts without it.


  The great sage Śāntideva writes:8


  
    Merely the thought to help others


    Is greater than making offerings to the buddhas.


    So what need is there to say anything about


    The thought to attain the aim of all beings without exception?

  


  With bodhicitta even the desire to help others in ordinary ways—with food, clothes, or shelter—is more virtuous than worshipping the buddhas. So there is no need to say anything about the great merit that comes from the wish to help each and every sentient being attain their most desired goal: ultimate happiness. The goal of Mahayana practice is not just others’ temporary happiness; it is to provide them with the highest, everlasting, blissful peace. Wanting this for all sentient beings creates thousands of times more merit than making offerings to the buddhas. Here generosity, the first of the six bodhisattva perfections, is given as an example. You should understand that this also pertains to the other perfections: ethical discipline, patience, joyous perseverance, meditative stabilization, and wisdom.


  Whatever is done with bodhicitta is a bodhisattva practice; if it is not motivated by bodhicitta, then even if you practice pure conduct or meditate for eons it is not bodhisattva practice. This is true from the point of view of both the sutra and tantra: bodhicitta is critical for the practice to be part of the Mahayana path. Tantric techniques—meditating on a mandala, meditating on your-self as the deity, or even the highest completion stage practice of meditating on the veins, channels, winds, and drops—are very powerful because the realization of the emptiness of these objects is joined to bodhicitta. The same tantric techniques done without bodhicitta will not be Mahayana practices.


  Tsongkhapa gives a secular example to further explain this point. In ancient times people had to use hand scythes to harvest grain. If you wanted to harvest the grain efficiently you did not just hurry out into the field with any old tool. First you sat down and carefully sharpened the scythe’s blade. With a sharp blade you could cut many stalks in a few minutes; if the scythe were dull the work would be very hard and take a long time. Similarly, if you have not properly developed the precious mind of bodhicitta, then no matter how long you practice the other virtues it will be like trying to harvest grain with a dull scythe. You work a long time and bring in only a small amount of merit. If your bodhicitta arises continuously and spontaneously, however, it is like very quickly harvesting a large area with a sharp scythe.


  Bodhicitta also burns up enormous amounts of negative karma in an instant. It is a powerful purification because it is the very opposite of harmful action. All negative actions involve harming others. Out of attachment and selfishness we become angry with others, take their lives, hurt them, steal their property, cheat them, lie to them, and so on. Negative karma—like deliberately killing your parents or an arhat—has consequences that are long-lasting and deep-seated obstacles to emancipation. What could overcome this hindrance other than vowing to take responsibility to eliminate others’ suffering? When a desire purely to benefit all others, not just your relatives and friends, is spontaneous, everything you do creates great merit and destroys prior negative actions. Not only that, bodhicitta causes small merits created in the past to become enormous, merit that had degenerated to become never-ending, and large merits to become inexhaustible. No other virtue can do that. Śāntideva says this in verse:


  
    Other than the mind aspiring to complete enlightenment


    What other meritorious action can completely overcome


    The inexhaustible results of powerful sinful actions?

  


  Bodhicitta is like the fire at the end of an eon which incinerates everything animate and inanimate in the universe. The oceans dry up and the elements are destroyed so completely not even ashes remain; all that is left is empty space. Similarly, bodhicitta is the fire that completely destroys the negative karma we created in the past. Even if we have done mountains of negative deeds, the power of bodhicitta can obliterate them in a moment. If you think, “That is a little bit exaggerated. How could bodhicitta get rid of so many negative things at once?” Śāntideva answers by alluding to a story from the sutras:


  
    Merely thinking, “I want to alleviate


    The headaches of sentient beings,”


    Is a great and beneficial thought.


    It creates incalculable merit.

  


  
    So what needs to be said about the desire


    To alleviate the incalculable unhappiness


    Of each and every sentient being,


    And the wish that they have limitless good qualities?

  


  You need to know the background story for these stanzas to make sense. Many of you may have heard this story about a young man named Dzawai Pumo. His father was a merchant who traded for jewelry and other precious things. He would travel across the ocean and bring back goods to sell, then he would sail off again to get more. But when Dzawai Pumo was a child his father and all his wealth were lost at sea.


  In ancient times it was customary for a boy to follow his father’s profession when he grew up. But Dzawai Pumo’s mother kept his father’s occupation a secret from him because she did not want her son to enter the same dangerous line of work and risk the same fate that had befallen her husband. However when Dzawai Pumo grew up he wanted to know what his father’s occupation had been, and when he eventually found out, he decided he would also become a seafaring merchant. His mother tried to stop him but nothing she said had any effect. Finally, on the day he was planning to leave, she lay down across the doorway in a last desperate attempt to block his departure. But Dzawai Pumo was not to be denied. Even though it was considered highly disrespectful for a son even to stretch out the sole of his foot toward one of his parents, he stepped on his mother’s head to make his escape.


  Then he boarded a boat and headed across the ocean. The wind carried him to a strange island. He stayed there quite comfortably for a long time. The inhabitants took care of him and there were many beautiful women there for him to enjoy. This pleasurable experience was the result of his prior merit and virtue. One day he went to another part of the island. There he saw a very dark and forbidding house, it seemed to be made of iron and lacked an entrance. As he drew near he heard screaming—a very disturbing noise—and wondered what was inside. Suddenly, because of his karma, a doorway opened and he went in. As soon as he entered the door closed behind him and he was trapped.


  Now that he was inside he saw that the house was filled with many people screaming in pain. They all had a wheel of blades spinning on their head causing their brains and blood to spurt out! Dzawai Pumo asked, “What is happening here? How did this come about?” A god appeared and told him that the suffering he was witnessing was the karmic fruit for having stepped disrespectfully on the head of one’s mother’s. “Oh no,” Dzawai Pumo thought. “I have done the very same thing myself,” and he became very afraid that he would have to suffer in the same way.


  As soon as he had this thought, what he dreaded came to pass: A wheel affixed with sharp blades appeared on his head and began to whirl around. Immediately he generated the compassionate wish, “May all the suffering results arising from this type of negative action ripen on me alone.” In this way he wished that everyone there, and anyone else who had created the cause to suffer this way, might be free from this particular misery. As soon as he had that altruistic thought, the entire vision of suffering disappeared. He did not experience any pain and no one else was left imprisoned there; it was as if they were all suddenly released.


  Dzawai Pumo’s special wish, which had such a dramatic effect, was to take upon himself all the pain of just this particular kind of agony; it was not a thought to relieve all the misery of all sentient beings. In contrast, a person with bodhicitta does not desire to alleviate merely one kind of problem. Bodhicitta is the aspiration to relieve every aspect of all the measureless suffering that exists. This wish includes every single sentient being without exception.


  From the positive point of view, bodhicitta is the desire to give happiness to each and every sentient being, as Śāntideva expresses in the following stanza:


  
    All other virtues are like reeds;


    Once they bear fruit they die.


    Bodhicitta is like an ever-bearing tree;


    The fruit is never exhausted, there is always more.

  


  Reeds that grow on mud flats near water are hollow. They do not flower and bear fruit more than once. All virtues other than bodhicitta are like that: once the main result of that virtuous karma is experienced, the karma is exhausted; it is finished bringing results. But bodhicitta is like a fruit tree because it yields fruit not just one time but again and again. Creating the fruit does not kill the tree and picking the fruit does not finish it forever. No matter how much it produces, more comes. The results of even a simple act of charity, if done for the purpose of attaining enlightenment in order to benefit others, will not be exhausted until buddhahood is attained. And this is not just your enlightenment; the results of bodhicitta will last until all sentient beings attain enlightenment. There are other examples like this from the sutras. For example, if you mix a drop of water in the ocean, that drop will not be drained until the entire ocean is gone.


  To summarize how bodhicitta is the main gate to the Mahayana path we can look at what Tsongkhapa says in the Condensed Lamrim (Lam rim bsdus don):9


  
    Bodhicitta is the central support for the Mahayana path.


    It is the foundation for the great waves of bodhisattva deeds.


    It is the alchemy that transforms the two accumulations.


    It is the treasury holding all virtues together.


    Knowing this, the heroic bodhisattvas


    Hold this precious attitude as their central practice.

  


  Bodhicitta is the most important of all the many practices necessary to attain enlightenment. Bodhicitta holds the Mahayana path together the same way that a central pillar holds together the support structure of a tall tower. There are many practices that we can do to accumulate merit and wisdom, but for these practices to become causes for enlightenment they must be done with bodhicitta. Without bodhicitta, no matter how intensely or how long we do things such as meditating on śūnyatā, giving charitable gifts, or practicing morality, we are creating causes for a lesser result. Bodhicitta is like an alchemical elixir that turns iron into gold because it transforms every activity so that it is for the benefit of other sentient beings. With bodhicitta, everything we do—even eating or sleeping—becomes a virtue. Why? We need a precious life, like this human one, to attain enlightenment for the benefit of other sentient beings. We have to take care of this body so that we can use it. Therefore when bodhisattvas eat or sleep their motivation is to keep up their strength so they can attain their goal of helping other sentient beings. And this pertains, of course, to all other activities as well; every action motivated by bodhicitta is virtuous.


  The bodhisattva practices are called great deeds. Bodhicitta is the foundation of these deeds, which comprise the path to enlightenment. Once we have this perfect attitude, all merits, virtues, happiness, and peace flow to all sentient beings like the unceasing and powerful waves of the ocean. The bodhisattvas who practice these deeds are heroes. Even if they must practice for eons, they will endure any necessary discomfort because they are completely devoted to the welfare of others. They are willing to sacrifice themselves for the benefit of others because they understand that bodhicitta is a treasure of virtues; it creates the cause for many, many good things. Thus these heroes hold this precious attitude as the center of their practice. It does not matter how much effort over how many lifetimes it takes to produce bodhicitta, it is worth it because until one has it there is no Mahayana practice. If one is motivated by selfish desires and does not care for other sentient beings nothing one does is part of the Mahayana path.


  Now we move on to the second topic: how to produce bodhicitta.


  b) HOW TO DEVELOP BODHICITTA



  There are four parts to the explanation of how to produce bodhicitta:


  
      i) How bodhicitta depends on certain causes to arise


     ii) The stages of training the mind in bodhicitta (chapters 2–4)


    iii) The measure of producing bodhicitta (chapter 4)


    iv) How to adopt bodhicitta through ritual (chapters 5–6)

  


  Bodhicitta will not arise randomly by itself. There are specific causes and conditions necessary for it to come into the mind. So, first we will look at what those causes and conditions are, and then we will look at how to put those causes and conditions in place. The third subject concerns how to know when bodhicitta has really arisen. Lastly, although we generally say that bodhicitta is produced through mental training, a particular kind of bodhicitta comes from a special ritual. The fourth topic is a discussion of this ritual and the particular type of bodhicitta created when one repeats the ritual vow three times after a spiritual teacher.


  i)   HOW BODHICITTA DEPENDS ON CERTAIN CAUSES TO ARISE



  There are three subtopics to explain the causes and conditions from which bodhicitta arises:


  
    a' The way to produce bodhicitta depending on four conditions


    b' The way to produce bodhicitta depending on four causes


    c' The way to produce bodhicitta depending on four powers

  


  a' THE WAY TO PRODUCE BODHICITTA DEPENDING ON FOUR CONDITIONS



  The term bodhicitta can be broken down into the syllables bodhi, meaning the highest realization or enlightenment, and citta, meaning mind or thought. So in various sutras and śāstras the meaning of bodhicitta is simply the thought to attain buddhahood. When those scriptures say that bodhicitta arises depending on four conditions they mean that four kinds of thought can arouse the desire to attain enlightenment. Bodhicitta can be produced in dependence upon any one of these thoughts, but it does not always rise from them. Further, when bodhicitta does rise from one of these thoughts, it is not complete bodhicitta. When the word bodhicitta is used to mean only “wanting to attain buddhahood,” the term is referring to what we call nominal bodhicitta; this definition does not cover complete and perfect bodhicitta. The four conditions for producing the nominal desire to attain enlightenment are taught in different sutras with varying degrees of emphasis. The causes and conditions for real bodhicitta—that is, for developing complete and perfect bodhicitta—will be explained later in this text according to Maitreya’s Ornament for Clear Knowledge.


  The first condition for producing nominal bodhicitta is directly seeing or hearing from others about the inconceivable powers of buddhas, bodhisattvas, or other high spiritual beings. When someone becomes aware of those fabulous qualities, he or she may think, “Wow! That is really something. I want to have the power to perform miracles like that!” In other words, this is a desire to attain buddhahood because the person wants those amazing qualities for him- or herself. The second condition for nominal bodhicitta is reading or listening to teachings that describe enlightenment, the buddhas, and bodhisattvas. Although the person may not have directly seen or heard about these qualities from another person, his or her study produces admiration and faith in them. Based on this trusting faith a person desires to attain the same state.


  The third condition is to become aware that the holy Dharma, particularly the Mahayana, is disappearing from the world. Even if someone has not read the scriptures, he or she may see some sign that indicates that the end of Dharma practice is near. Further, because such people realize that the Dharma can truly benefit others, they decide to attain enlightenment so that the teachings will continue to exist for a long time. The fourth condition is a recognition that not only is the Dharma disappearing, but times are bad in general. We live in a degenerate era, dominated by the mental afflictions of ignorance, shamelessness, envy, stinginess, and so forth. In some periods of history people have had more virtuous thoughts than we have. In a period like ours, where evil attitudes predominate, it is rare for people to develop the desire to attain even their own freedom. It is even more challenging to produce bodhicitta than to develop an aspiration for the Hinayana goal. Seeing how uncommonly rare it is, someone may be stimulated to think, “If I produce this Mahayana motivation I can teach it to others. Maybe others will follow my example and practice bodhicitta, too.”


  The third condition is almost complete bodhicitta. It is a desire to attain enlightenment because one finds it unbearable that the method that sentient beings use to attain freedom will soon vanish. One decides to attain enlightenment because if the Dharma remains in the world then sentient beings’ misery can be eliminated. This is not totally complete bodhicitta because the primary motivation is distress over the disappearance of teachings. The desire to attain enlightenment in order to preserve the Mahayana teachings is different from desiring to attain enlightenment in order to free all others from suffering.


  Therefore, because the desire to attain enlightenment that arises from any of these four conditions is not a desire to help others founded on great love and compassion, we can only loosely refer to them as the causes for bodhicitta. These conditions yield a desire to attain the highest goal for oneself. In contrast, complete bodhicitta rises because one cannot bear seeing that all sentient beings have been suffering from beginningless time and that the end of their misery is nowhere in sight. In order to save all these living beings, one desires to attain enlightenment as quickly as possible. Thus real bodhicitta has a double purpose. Its main purpose is to free other sentient beings from misery and lead them to the highest bliss; the secondary purpose is to attain enlightenment oneself because until one does so one cannot accomplish the main goal. In other words, the direct or immediate objective of bodhicitta is to attain enlightenment oneself so that one will be able to accomplish the primary goal of liberating all others.


  An example of the difference between a direct and a primary objective will make this clearer: “I will go to the supermarket so that I can make a delicious dinner.” Going shopping is my direct or immediate goal. I need to complete this direct objective in order to accomplish my primary goal: making a wonderful meal. In the case of bodhicitta, it is in order to obtain your primary goal—saving other sentient beings—that you vow to attain your own enlightenment. Real bodhicitta must have both of these goals.


  Bodhisattvas need to reverse two misconceptions about what is necessary for accomplishing both the primary and direct goals. The first mistake is to be satisfied with mere emancipation as the perfect goal for oneself. The second misguided idea is to think that one’s own liberation will be enough to liberate other sentient beings. The more serious mistake is to think that one’s own emancipation from samsara is enough to be able to help all sentient beings perfectly. If people believe the Hinayana goal of personal peace and freedom is totally satisfactory, they will only worry about creating the causes for their own freedom from suffering; they will not be concerned with others’ sorrow and misery. If that selfish aspiration arises in a bodhisattva–s mind, he or she will lose the desire to attain enlightenment in order to save other sentient beings. Not only will they lose bodhicitta, without great compassion and love for other sentient beings they will lose the bodhisattva vow. To prevent this they must recognize that the perfect qualities of buddhahood are necessary to truly benefit others. Only by developing faith in a buddha’s qualities of knowledge, power, and so forth will they come to aspire to the highest goal of perfect enlightenment in order to attain the qualities necessary for accomplishing the primary goal. In this way training in compassion and love reverses the wrong thought that their own peace is enough to complete the goal of saving other sentient beings from misery.


  This line of thinking will not reverse the first misconception—that it is enough to attain mere emancipation to accomplish your own goal. Why is the attainment of emancipation from samsara not even personal perfection? Because the wisdom and method of the Hinayana nirvana are not absolutely perfect. Hinayana arhats attain freedom from samsara by eliminating attachment and other mental afflictions through direct realization of the four noble truths. Although they eliminate the mental afflictions—sometimes referred to as passions—they have not gotten rid of the more subtle knowledge obstacles. Therefore they attain some portion of cessation, but it is not completely perfect cessation. They have a kind of knowledge, but because they still have knowledge obstacles they are not omniscient like a buddha. They cannot read every aspect of a buddha’s mind nor can they see certain subtle aspects of karmic causation. In contrast the wisdom of Buddha has no subtle or gross obstacles.


  Furthermore, only a completely enlightened buddha has the perfect method side: great love and compassion. Although Hinayana arhats are free from all bad conditions in samsara such as famine, ill health, and natural disasters, they are not free from the bad conditions of peace. In general the peace of nirvana is wonderful because it is freedom from misery, but it is a big obstacle for bodhisattvas because it is selfish. Once practitioners attain nirvana they happily remain in calm meditation without doing anything useful for others. They forget about all the other sentient beings still suffering in samsara.


  In short, bodhisattvas see both the extreme of samsara and the inactive extreme of peace as frightful. They recognize the need to attain the qualities of a buddha’s dharmakāya in order to complete their own highest goal.10 When one sees that only enlightenment has absolutely perfect qualities, one will not follow the Hinayana path because it does not lead to this perfect result. The main way to prevent falling to the extreme of peace is the Mahayana method of compassion, love, and bodhicitta. These awaken Hinayana practitioners and arhats to actively work for the benefit of other sentient beings. In other words we need to combine the method to become free from samsara with the antidote to falling into peace. To do this we begin by developing faith in the good qualities of a buddha. Through this we come to see that buddhahood is the only perfect state to benefit others and it is indispensable even for our personal goal. Although merely thinking “I want to attain enlightenment for the benefit of other sentient beings” is bodhicitta, for this thought to arise completely and spontaneously it must be grounded in a realization of why we must attain buddhahood. When one clearly understands the necessity for enlightenment one will not be practicing with blind faith. A strong desire for highest enlightenment because it will accomplish both one’s own and others’ goals is complete bodhicitta.


  So bodhicitta is not a simple thing. Tsongkhapa clearly explains that we should avoid confusion about the term bodhicitta when we read the scriptures. Here and there the term is used in a general way to refer to only a portion of complete bodhicitta. It is similar to the way we may talk about a bolt of cloth that is burned on one end by saying, “The bolt of cloth is burned.” To be precise, the whole bolt is not burned; just one edge of it is ruined. Nevertheless, we ascribe the quality of being burned to the bolt in its entirety.


  In some places the word bodhicitta is used to refer to the thought: “I want to attain buddhahood because it is so wonderful.” This is similar to the discussion of bodhicitta arising from the first two of the four conditions, where the desire for buddhahood arises because of an attraction to various qualities of a buddha. This is part of complete bodhicitta but not all of it. In other passages bodhicitta is used to refer to making the vow, “I will lead all sentient beings to enlightenment” or, “I want all sentient beings to be free from misery.” The positive desire to help sentient beings is also part of bodhicitta, but again it is not all of it. Complete bodhicitta has two aspects: you have to attain buddhahood yourself because if you are not perfect you cannot lead others to perfection. Therefore the immediate goal of bodhicitta is your own goal of perfect enlightenment. The main goal is to help other sentient beings perfectly by leading them to enlightenment. So complete bodhicitta is wanting to attain perfect buddhahood, not only to help other sentient beings but also to accomplish your own goal. Desiring either one of those goals can be counted as a kind of bodhicitta, but as individual thoughts they are not complete bodhicitta. Maitreya’s definition of bodhicitta in the Ornament for Clear Knowledge expresses this dual goal:


  
    Bodhicitta is: for others’ welfare


    The desire to attain complete enlightenment.

  


  In summary the bodhicitta arising from the four conditions is not complete. True bodhicitta is striving to accomplish both your own and others’ attainment of enlightenment.


  b' THE WAY TO PRODUCE BODHICITTA DEPENDING ON FOUR CAUSES



  Some scriptures mention that bodhicitta can rise from four types of causes or various possible environments and human qualities that are conducive for practice. The first cause refers to the type of family into which one is born. If you are born into an excellent family, all the necessary conditions that make spiritual development easy to achieve are present. If you are not born into such a family, you may encounter temporary obstacles to your practice. For example, in ancient India if you were born into a low caste you were cut off from religious instruction. If you find yourself in such a difficult situation you can think, “Even if I do not attain bodhicitta in this life, I can create the causes to do so in the future. By creating merit and dedicating it with special prayers I will obtain a life that is fit for spiritual development.” The second cause presumes one is born into a good family; it is the good fortune of having a spiritual teacher who helps one produce bodhicitta and practice the path.


  These first two causes are external conditions: family environment and a teacher. The next two are internal qualities. The third cause is to naturally have some compassion for other sentient beings. Some people are instinctively compassionate; they can easily produce bodhicitta. Others are not naturally compassionate and need to engage in various practices to produce patience, love, and compassion for others. The final cause is to not become discouraged by difficulties. There can be a lot of adversity when one tries to help others. One must be able to endure many uncomfortable situations without sorrow because one knows that one is doing something for the benefit of others. One of the sutras says that an arhat’s experience of the bliss of emancipation cannot compare to the joy bodhisattvas feel even when they experience hardship while working to benefit other sentient beings. A bodhisattva, dominated by compassion and love, is far happier and does not become disheartened.


  These are some of the main causes for bodhicitta. With these causes one’s bodhicitta will be powerful and no type of bodhisattva activity will be difficult.


  c' THE WAY TO PRODUCE BODHICITTA DEPENDING ON FOUR POWERS



  The first power is a desire to attain buddhahood that rises through one’s own ability. The second is when bodhicitta arises in dependence upon the power of others. In other words someone else convinces you that you can produce it. The third is the power of causes created in a previous life. In a prior rebirth you engaged in Mahayana practices so you have a predisposition for them now; as soon as you hear about the Buddha or bodhisattvas you naturally have a powerful inclination to attain buddhahood. The fourth strength is the power of training in this life. Even if you do not have the power of habits created in prior lives, if in this life you make an effort to listen to the instructions of a holy teacher, analyze them, and concentrate on them again and again you will eventually be able to produce bodhicitta.


  Asaṅga taught the way to produce bodhicitta from the four conditions, four causes, and four powers in the Bodhisattva Levels (Bodhisattva-bhūmi). The various ways in which these conditions, causes, and powers are grouped can result either in bodhicitta that is firm or bodhicitta that is a bit unstable. The four causes and four conditions in combination or individually united with the first power—one’s own power—will result in strong and steady bodhicitta. Bodhicitta will be less sound when it arises in dependence upon the four causes and conditions combined with the second power—someone else convincing you to practice—or combined with the fourth power—making a lot of effort for a long time. This does not mean that such bodhicitta is bad. It can become firm. But in general the bodhicitta created through your own power or the power of predispositions is more stable than the bodhicitta that depends upon the urging of others and your effort during this life. Even if you do not succeed in producing bodhicitta despite making a great effort throughout your life, your exertion will not be fruitless. Whatever you do becomes a predisposition; it is like having planted a seed so that in the next life you have the power to grow. You will have the ability to start practice in another life almost from where you left off.


  We live in a degenerate time. Degenerate in this context means faulty or rotten. From the spiritual point of view, the teachings are in a degenerate state; they are like old food that does not have much nutrition or taste. After the Buddha’s time slight defects have been introduced into the pure teachings. People have less ability to achieve spiritual goals and less power to engage in earnest practice. Conditions in the world are also less conducive to religious practice. Thus the teachings are slowly weakening and getting close to extinction. They are like the setting sun; they shone for many years but are now close to disappearing. In short, the situation is very bad. Sentient beings have more mental afflictions, the pure teachings are scarce, and it is difficult to practice. As a result there is less religious practice, less spiritual development, and fewer and fewer arhats and bodhisattvas. It has become difficult to hear about the special thought of bodhicitta. It is very rare for people to produce bodhicitta from the depths of their hearts. Nevertheless we need this kind of spiritual practice. If many people developed compassion, love, and bodhicitta there would be no fighting, no suffering, and no problems in the world.


  Because this is a very difficult time one should rely on a spiritual teacher. Listen to the Mahayana scriptures, but do not just listen—think about them, try to understand them, and meditate on them. Make an effort to do these things, but not just because you are urged by someone else. It does not help much if you do it because someone tells you to or because everyone else is doing it. Do not do these practices just because it is the custom of your family, town, or country. You should do these practices from a deep feeling in your heart. Use your own understanding and effort to plant the seed of bodhicitta. You must establish the root of bodhicitta because the entire Mahayana path depends upon it. With bodhicitta even giving someone just a penny becomes a great Mahayana practice; one hour of keeping pure conduct with bodhicitta becomes a great bodhisattva deed; reciting a mantra or listening to teachings become a great Mahayana action if done with bodhicitta. But without bodhicitta there is no bodhisattva activity at all.


  Real bodhicitta with all its characteristics is wanting to attain enlightenment, not for your own pleasure, but in order to lead all mother sentient beings to buddhahood. Complete bodhicitta has this double purpose: you want to attain your own enlightenment so that you can accomplish your key goal: freeing sentient beings from samsara. This thought cannot just rise once, occasionally, or be superficial. It has to rise spontaneously and effortlessly from the depths of your heart. Then it will be the type of thought makes you a bodhisattva. It takes a lot of effort and practice to have this kind of thought. It is not easy. It may take your whole life. It may take several lives. Once you produce real bodhicitta other activities can be done easily. Even things that are physically difficult can give you great joy because you know that your pain is going toward accomplishing something worthwhile. So now we move on to how to train the mind to develop bodhicitta.
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  Compassion, the Entrance to the Mahayana


  ii) The stages of training the mind in bodhicitta


  
    a' The training based on the sevenfold cause-and-effect personal instructions in the lineage descended from Atiśa


    1' Developing certainty about the order of the stages


    
       a" Showing that the root of the Mahayana path is great compassion


      1" The importance of great compassion in the beginning


      2" The importance of great compassion in the middle


      3" The importance of great compassion at the end


      b" How the six other personal instructions are either causes or effects of compassion


      1" How the first four personal instructions—recognizing all living beings as your mothers through affectionate love—are causes of compassion


      2" How the superior thought and bodhicitta are the effects of compassion
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  IN OUR CURRENT STATE we do not have the ability to help all other sentient beings all the time. Only a buddha—someone with perfect love, compassion, power, and who is free from all obstacles—can truly benefit all others. So the heart of the Mahayana is bodhicitta: wanting to attain perfect enlightenment in order to save other sentient beings. If bodhicitta is spontaneous and continuous a practitioner’s attainment of buddhahood is not too far off because there is almost no chance for him or her to engage in a negative action. Every one of a bodhisattva’s actions is motivated by the desire to benefit others whereas nonvirtuous actions are motivated by a wish to harm others directly or indirectly. Every moment of every action motivated by bodhicitta creates great virtue and destroys or reduces the potential of many prior negative actions. Further, once bodhicitta is firmly established all the rest of the Mahayana practices follow. So the best thing to do with our human life is to practice bodhicitta.


  Śāntideva places great emphasis on the importance of cultivating bodhicitta. He says this attitude should be as unshakable as Mt. Meru, the mountain that is the central axis of the world:1


  
    I must consider again and again:


    I have attained this fortunate life after a long time.


    Likewise I must hold this attitude


    In mind as unshakable as Mt. Meru.

  


  It is not easy to attain what we have now: a human life with the opportunity to practice the Dharma. It would be shameful not to take advantage of these fortunate circumstances because we do not know what will happen in our next life—we might be reborn as a dog! But we should not simply accept the scriptural praises of bodhicitta and follow the instructions with blind faith. We should study with an open mind to learn about the goal, whether it is possible to achieve it, and the steps to follow to reach it. We must not leave this as mere intellectual understanding; we must use what we learn and by practicing these teachings make our human life useful.


  It is not difficult to understand what bodhicitta is. However, it is not easy to make bodhicitta spontaneous and as stable as a mountain because from beginningless time we have been dominated by the opposite type of thoughts: self-centeredness, self-pity, and self-cherishing. No matter what is going on we are only concerned with our own situation. Our minds are like wild elephants drunk with self-centered egoism. If anything looks like it might harm us we try to destroy it. We fight any interruption to our happiness. We kill others to save ourselves. But our attempts to influence the external world have not worked; we have only created more problems and suffering for ourselves. Yet this powerful elephant of the mind can be tamed. We can reverse our habitual selfish inclinations and develop universal compassion free from partiality. When unbiased compassion arises bodhicitta is easy to attain. So compassion is an essential part of Mahayana practice. Thus the question becomes, “How do we first develop compassion and then train the mind to develop bodhicitta?”


  ii) THE STAGES OF TRAINING THE MIND IN BODHICITTA



  The Buddha gave many instructions and many great sages and yogis achieved high spiritual levels by following them. Then based on their experiences they wrote manuals to teach others. Many of these are still available. The Lamrim Chenmo arranges these traditional teachings to make them easier for us to practice. Tsongkhapa divides this topic into two sections; each one explains a method to produce bodhicitta that comes down to us from a different famous Indian teacher:


  
    a' The training based on the sevenfold cause-and-effect personal instructions in the lineage descended from Atiśa


    b' The training based on the bodhisattva Śāntideva’s text (chapter 4)

  


  The sevenfold cause-and-effect method was practiced by the great teachers Candrakīrti, Candragomin, Kamalaśīla, and Atiśa. When the great teacher Atiśa, Dipaṃkaraśrījñāna, came to Tibet, he wrote the Lamp for the Path to Enlightenment to organize these instructions in a concise way. The second method of training comes from the great Indian teacher Śāntideva. In Engaging in the Bodhisattva Deeds that great Mahayana yogi explains the method called exchanging self and other. These two systems are slightly different so Tsongkhapa explains them both. Even though much time has passed and our lifestyle and culture are very different from those of India and Tibet, these teachings are still topical and useful. You can transform your mind if you take them down from the shelf and put them into practice.


  a' THE TRAINING BASED ON THE SEVENFOLD CAUSE-AND-EFFECT PERSONAL INSTRUCTIONS IN THE LINEAGE DESCENDED FROM ATIŚA



  The order of the causes is determined by the result, bodhicitta, and without bodhicitta one cannot attain highest enlightenment. Therefore, before going into detail on how to practice each step in turn, I will summarize the causes in reverse order: the superior thought, compassion, love, a desire to repay the kindness of all other sentient beings, recollecting the kindness of all others, and seeing all sentient beings as one’s mother.


  Remember, bodhicitta is the desire to attain perfect enlightenment for the benefit of other sentient beings. Bodhicitta rises from the superior thought, a special kind of love and compassion. Superior love is taking responsibility for the happiness of all others. Superior compassion is thinking, “I will take responsibility for eliminating the suffering of other sentient beings.” This is far greater than kindly thinking, “How nice it would be if others were happy and free from misery.” Once we decide to take on the responsibility to free others from misery and lead them to bliss, we see that attaining enlightenment is the only way to do it. So bodhicitta rises directly from this superior thought.


  The superior thought rises from compassion. As the result of practicing compassion, the wish that all sentient beings be free from misery will become so powerful that we decide to take responsibility to free others from suffering.


  Compassion rises from love. In general we can say that compassion focuses on freeing others from negative circumstances while love focuses on bringing them positive things such as happiness. This type of love arises simultaneously with compassion. In the context of the sevenfold method to develop bodhicitta, however, the love that is the cause of compassion is feeling that other sentient beings are very attractive. This is not the ordinary worldly “love” of attachment or sexual desire. It is affectionate love—a feeling that others are so wonderful that you cherish them more than yourself. It is more like the kind of love a mother has for her only child or that a young child feels for his or her parents. When someone we love this way experiences pain we strongly wish to free that one from suffering and to help him or her have joy. Even now we may experience this type of love in relation to one or two people. But for this type of love to be the basis for great compassion, it must arise for all sentient beings equally. Universal love is extremely important; it is the key to developing bodhicitta in both systems.


  How does affectionate love that is equal toward all arise? Usually we feel affection for those who have done us great kindness. When others are generous or helpful we want to repay their benevolence. So the love that finds all others attractive comes from a desire to repay the kindness of all other sentient beings. You may think, “If love depends upon the desire to repay the kindness someone has extended toward me, how can I feel this for my enemy? He has never done anything nice for me.” The key is to put enough effort into remembering the kindness of all others. We have to train ourselves to recollect how all other sentient beings have been immeasurably kind to us.


  Recollecting their kindness comes from seeing all sentient beings as our mother. A mother’s love for her child is an example of the dearest kindness. There is no one in the world kinder to you than your mother: she gave you life, she was your first friend, and she protected you from harm. Of course there can be ugly parental relationships but the essential nature of the relationship between mother and child is pure kindness and love. Through yogic techniques we can come to understand that every sentient being, other than oneself of course, has been our mother. According to Buddhism we have all been each others’ father, mother, and child because we have taken birth an uncountable number of times. There is no one about whom we can say, “This person has never been my mother.” The only difference between these beings is time: in the present lifetime there is one person who is your mother, but in past lives others have given you birth. This has not been the case just once; all other beings have been your mother hundreds, thousands, even a countless number of times. This is a difficult subject to master, but through meditation we can come to see that there is no difference between our dear mother and any other sentient being. When we focus on the kindness of our mothers we will want to repay their kindness; we will feel a strong, powerful universal love. All the other causes rest upon this understanding.


  So the six causes start with seeing all sentient beings as your dear mother. Second is to recollect their kindness. Third is to want to repay their kindness. Fourth is a special affectionate love for all sentient beings. Fifth is great compassion. Sixth is the superior thought. The superior thought is such powerful compassion and love that you want to take on the responsibility to clear away all the misery of all sentient beings by yourself alone. This directly leads to bodhicitta. So usually in the sevenfold method we say there are six causes for one result. But there is a foundation for these six causes: equanimity. If you count equanimity as a cause, we have seven causes and one result.


  You can spend a long time meditating on each of these subjects to develop bodhicitta. The Lamrim Chenmo explains the details of each of these topics in two major headings:


  
    1' Developing certainty about the order of the stages


    2' The actual training in these stages (chapter 3)

  


  The order of the stages of practice is important because if one does not understand the method, one cannot practice it. The order of these causes is explained both backward and forward so that we develop a firm understanding of them. Starting with a backward explanation we begin with the result and learn how it depends upon a preceding cause. Then we look at how that cause is the result of a prior cause, and so on. Going forward we examine how this is a basis for that, and how that supports the next one.


  1' DEVELOPING CERTAINTY ABOUT THE ORDER OF THE STAGES



  The first subtopic has two divisions:


  
    a" Showing that the root of the Mahayana path is great compassion


    b" How the six other personal instructions are either causes or effects of compassion

  


  a" SHOWING THAT THE ROOT OF THE MAHAYANA PATH IS GREAT COMPASSION



  Great compassion is one of the most important subjects in the entire lamrim. It is called the root of the Mahayana path because all the other practices stem from it. Everybody has some compassion, but it is partial—it only extends toward a particular person or two. In this system we develop great compassion. Great refers to both the object of compassion—all sentient beings—and the desire to take on the responsibility for alleviating their misery. Great compassion is critical in the beginning of Mahayana practice, in the middle while you are training as a bodhisattva, and even after you attain enlightenment. The importance of compassion is taught in terms of the following three subtopics:


  
    1" The importance of great compassion in the beginning


    2" The importance of great compassion in the middle


    3" The importance of great compassion in the end

  


  1" THE IMPORTANCE OF GREAT COMPASSION IN THE BEGINNING



  We have already talked about how the gateway to enter the Mahayana path is the continuous and spontaneous rise of bodhicitta. Only if we are deeply moved by compassion for all sentient beings’ misery will we make a commitment to free them from suffering. Great compassion motivates a bodhisattva to do everything necessary to attain enlightenment for the benefit of other sentient beings. The Mahayana is called the great vehicle because it carries a huge load: all sentient beings. Every Mahayana practice is geared to the enormous task of liberating all sentient beings. Great compassion is the most rudimentary distinction between Hinayana and Mahayana practices. If others’ suffering does not bother us sufficiently, a desire to attain enlightenment for the sake of eliminating their problems cannot arise. If we do not want to take on that responsibility we will not have entered the Mahayana path. Even if we claim to be practicing the Mahayana, without great compassion we have not begun the practice of the Mahayana.


  Tsongkhapa quotes the Teachings of Akṣayamati Sutra (Akṣayamati-nirdeśā-sūtra) to show that great compassion is the most essential element of the Mahayana path. In this sutra the Buddha says to Śūriputra that the great compassion of bodhisattvas is inexhaustible. In other words, the benefits, qualities, and importance of great compassion are limitless because it runs through the entire Mahayana path. The Buddha says compassion is analogous to our human life-force. The gross distinction between life and death is breathing in and out. As long as we are breathing there is life. Even when breathing stops there is still a subtle internal air-energy called prāṇa. The vital life-force is a subtle mind that rides on this air-energy. When that leaves the body you die; when that enters a mother’s womb there is the start of a new life. Without this vital life-force at the start, there is no life as a human being. Similarly, great compassion precedes the Mahayana because without great compassion there is no bodhicitta and without bodhicitta it is not possible to undertake the bodhisattva vow and practices. If we do not do those practices then buddhahood is not possible. Another way to look at this is if you want a particular kind of fruit you have to plant the right type of seed; in the same way, buddhahood grows from the seed of great compassion. In the beginning great compassion is the seed that will sprout into bodhicitta—the wish-granting tree of the Mahayana path. Without being nourished by compassion in the middle, the tree cannot grow and produce fruit. At the end the ripe fruit, buddhahood, nourishes others every moment of every day.


  Tsongkhapa refers to another sutra, the Foremost of Gayā (Gayā-śirṣa), to reinforce this point. A sutra’s name can be based on the person to whom the sutra was taught or the particular place the teaching was given. This sutra is named for the place where it was taught: the city of Gaya. A person in Gaya asks Mañjuśrī, “What is the source of a bodhisattva’s practice? What is the object of a bodhisattva’s practice?” Mañjuśrī replies, “The beginning of the bodhisattva practice is great compassion. Great compassion arises with sentient beings as its object.” We first have to think about the problems of sentient beings in detail. When we see their suffering we will want to free them from their misery. So the place where compassion arises is sentient beings.


  Once great compassion arises the vow to attain perfect enlightenment in order to free all sentient beings from samsara will follow. As soon as that vow spontaneously arises we have entered the Mahayana path. From that time on we have committed ourselves to working for the benefit of other sentient beings. We vow to do whatever needs to be done to attain buddhahood so that we can liberate them. But we cannot leave this as a mere promise; we have to carry it out. How do we do that? We must train in the accumulation of merit and the accumulation of wisdom in order to reach enlightenment. Wisdom is realization of śūnyatā, the true nature of reality. The accumulation of wisdom eliminates all ignorance and mental obstacles. But no matter how sharp our wisdom, it needs an assistant: the method side of practice. For example, in order to cut down a tree we must have a handle for a sharp axe blade. The accumulation of merit and wisdom is difficult; it may take many eons of hard work. But because of their great compassion bodhisattvas joy-fully work for however long it takes.


  Compassion is the cause for bodhicitta; it is the foundation for the bodhisattva vow. Like the earth, which supports everything animate and inanimate, every aspect of the Mahayana depends upon the support of great compassion. Without powerful compassion it is impossible to begin the great bodhisattva training.


  2" THE IMPORTANCE OF GREAT COMPASSION IN THE MIDDLE



  Of course it is difficult to take on the great responsibility to help all other sentient beings, but it is not as difficult as actually engaging in the bodhisattva’s practices. In the middle—from the time of taking the vow up to attaining enlightenment—compassion supports practitioners through many hardships. There are numberless sentient beings and they behave so badly: they are rude, abusive, and tough to deal with. Until we attain buddhahood there are so many things to learn and practice. The time it takes to accomplish these things is almost measureless and the difficulties one encounters seem almost limitless. When one sees all this it is difficult to keep one’s commitment. For example, one day a beggar came and asked an arhat, who was one of the Buddha’s disciples, for his flesh. The arhat had developed bodhicitta and was trying to practice charity so he cut off one of his fingers and gave it to the beggar. But this sacrifice did not satisfy the beggar. The arhat became discouraged and thought, “How can I help all sentient beings when I cannot even satisfy one of them?” In this way he lost his bodhicitta and veered onto the Hinayana path. It is easy to give up feeling responsible for others and think, “It is better to work for my own freedom,” when things become difficult.


  Great compassion is necessary for preserving our commitment to attain enlightenment to help all other sentient beings. It keeps us from becoming selfish and forgetting other sentient beings. Compassion’s object is the alleviation of other sentient beings’ problems. By recalling other sentient beings, their tribulations, and our relationship to them, we will be able to keep our vow. Meditating on great compassion again and again will make us stronger and stronger. Instead of focusing on our own sorrows we will joyfully, without any reservation, work for the benefit of others. We will never be discouraged. We will experience a special kind of happiness.


  Firm compassion is not easily shaken. Tsongkhapa quotes the first Stages of Meditation (Bhāvanā-krama) by the great Indian scholar Kamalaśīla to reinforce this point:


  
    Moved by great compassion bodhisattvas do not look out for themselves. They strive to greatly benefit others. Therefore to amass the two accumulations they enter into activities that are difficult, take a long time, and incur great hardship.

  


  The meaning of this passage is that we have the capacity to do enormous things if we train ourselves to see the benefit of an action. There are a lot of examples of how someone with a limited objective can do things beyond the ordinary. Boxers fight because they want fame or money. They may be knocked down several times, but they get up to fight again. Because of their mental strength they view getting bloody as a type of decoration. If the boxer saw this as a form of punishment, he would not be able to take even one punch. Similarly bodhisattvas can accomplish amazing feats because of their practice of love and compassion. The Intense Power of Faith Sutra (Śraddhā-balāvadhāna-sutra) says:


  
    When you have great compassion you can take on any type of suffering and give up any type of happiness in order to ripen other sentient beings.

  


  All sentient beings have the potential to become perfect buddhas. They can develop bodhicitta and the highest enlightenment. We have not matured into buddhahood yet. Right now we are dominated by selfishness, anger, and so on. Our minds are like muddy water, but the mud can be separated out to leave the water completely pure. With great compassion comes great courage; bodhisattvas accept whatever hardships arise. They give up their pleasure if it will benefit other sentient beings. Tsongkhapa says that if bolstered by compassion we too engage in these difficult endeavors, we will attain enlightenment without delay. It is not far away.


  3" THE IMPORTANCE OF GREAT COMPASSION AT THE END



  Great compassion is important even after achieving highest enlightenment or buddhahood. If practitioners lack great compassion at the end of the path, they would be like a Hinayana arhat and remain absorbed in the great peace and happiness of their own liberation. They would not engage in activities to bring relief to other sentient beings. But there is no way that someone with great compassion can enjoy the great peace of the Hinayana goal. Because of their great compassion buddhas will not cease to act for as long as there are suffering sentient beings. Buddhas will stay involved with sentient beings until the end of samsara. The middle Stages of Meditation by Kamalaśīla says:


  
    Because buddhas are dominated by great compassion, even though they have obtained their own goal with every aspect of their own perfection, they remain until there are no more beings in samsara.

  


  Great compassion is the cause for a buddha’s nonabiding nirvana. The term nonabiding means it is beyond the two extremes—it rests neither in samsara nor in the peace of the Hinayana arhats. Samsara is one extreme; the other is the extreme of peace. Buddhas avoid both extremes. Their activities for the benefit of others continue all day and all night, for as long as there are sentient beings in need.


  In the first stanza of the Commentary on the “Middle Way” (Madhyamakā-vatvāra)Candrakīrti uses an agricultural example that I mentioned earlier. In order to produce a harvest, in the beginning you must have the seed, in the middle you have to water it, and at the end you have the enjoyment of fully ripened grain. Similarly, in order to enjoy the final harvest of buddhahood, great compassion is important in the beginning, middle, and end:


  
    I praise great compassion in the beginning


    Because it is the seed of this supreme harvest,


    The water that nourishes its growth over time,


    And the desired ripened fruit of the harvest itself.

  


  In Candrakīrti’s time it was customary to begin a text with an homage. Depending on the book’s subject matter, the homage would address all the buddhas or a particular buddha like Mañjuśrī. But Candrakīrti writes that he bows down to great compassion. Why? Because compassion is the source of all buddhas, bodhisattvas, and the Mahayana and Hinayana arhats. From great compassion in the beginning and the middle, bodhisattvas finally attain buddhahood. Out of compassion at the end, the buddhas teach other sentient beings. When sentient beings partake of the Dharma teachings they too achieve various attainments.


  There are a number of similes in the sutras for the primacy of great compassion. An ancient Indian example is that compassion is like a cakravartin king, an emperor of the world, with his entourage. Wherever an emperor goes, his ministers, army, and symbols of rule go as well. Great compassion is the king of all Mahayana practices. Wherever it is the rest of the Mahayana practices follow. Another comparison is how life starts at conception. Once the critical elements and life-force come together in a mother’s womb, the physical and mental organs of the fetus begin to develop. Great compassion is like this essence of life; once you have it the practices of the six perfections and the ten stages of the bodhisattva path will gradually and naturally grow. Tsongkhapa comments that while many scriptures say that great compassion is the essence of the path, this can be proved with logic too. Through logic and scripture we should develop a firm understanding that great compassion is the root of bodhicitta and hence the supreme teaching.


  For this reason the Compendium of the Teachings Sutra (Dharma-saṃgīti-sūtra) says that in the beginning we should not try to do many different things. We should make a great effort to perfect just one practice because accomplishment of the rest of the training will naturally follow. What is this thing? It is great compassion. In Tibet there was a practitioner named Shangna Chung who kept requesting a special teaching from Atiśa. One day Shangna Chung said to the great lamrim Geshe Dromtonpa, “Every time I ask for instruction, Atiśa only says, ‘Give up worldly attitudes. Meditate on bodhicitta.’ This is all I get. He never tells me anything else.” Dromtonpa, Atiśa’s direct disciple, laughed and told him that this was Atiśa’s most essential teaching. Dromtonpa knew that giving up enjoyment of the pleasures of this life and developing bodhicitta was the most important lesson to learn.


  People are always looking for some kind of superior practice. If you think that there is something deeper, higher, and more profound than great compassion you are under a huge misconception. All the practices will be in the palm of your hand if you have great compassion. If compassion for all sentient beings is invariable and spontaneous, deciding to do something to help them immediately follows. Then bodhicitta develops because we come to see that there is no way we can alleviate others’ suffering and bring them happiness other than to attain enlightenment. With great compassion we become able to do all the bodhisattva practices. Thus great compassion is the essence of the path; it brings about buddhahood and fulfills our desire to help others. To bring this firmly to mind we need to purify obstacles by doing virtuous practice, and studying texts such as the Array of Stalks Sutra and various commentaries. Otherwise our practice will be difficult; we will run here and there doing this and that—none of which are essential.


  The great Śāntideva puts the situation this way:2


  
    The great protectors with limitless intelligence


    Examined what is most helpful to others:


    Those who want to free others from samsara


    Should produce and firmly practice bodhicitta.

  


  Buddhas are the great protectors of sentient beings. To lead us to the far shore of the ocean of samsara they used their incredible insight to determine the best practice they could teach us to do. They determined that bodhicitta is the great prize for those who want to liberate themselves and others from this world of suffering and danger. It is the instrument to free all sentient beings from samsara. It is the most valuable of all precious things. Once we have bodhicitta we can quickly achieve our own and others’ goals.


  Tsongkhapa concludes this discussion about compassion being the root of the Mahayana teaching with a quotation from Mātṛceṭa’s Praise in One Hundred and Fifty Verses (Śata-pañcāśatka-stotra). Mātṛceṭa is another name for Aśvaghoṣa. He was a non-Buddhist who became a great and famous Buddhist teacher. He composed many praises of the Buddha. A stanza from one of them reads:


  
    Your mind is precious;


    It is the seed of complete enlightenment.


    You are the only hero who realizes the essence;


    Other beings just understand partially.

  


  Mind here refers to the Buddha’s realization of the essential attitude of bodhicitta. No one else understands it as he does; everyone else has only a partial understanding. Great yogis see that the common conception of a hero—someone with a weapon and many dead bodies around him—is wrong. There is nothing spectacular in destroying external enemies or responding to provocation by hitting back or killing others. Our enemies will eventually die even if we do not try to kill them. Since they will die sooner or later without any effort on our part, fighting them is just like trying to kill a corpse. There is nothing heroic about that. It is foolish.


  As Śāntideva says:3


  
    Ignoring all external temporary misery


    They conquer the inner enemies: hatred and so forth.


    That victorious one is a real hero;


    Attacking the rest is like killing a corpse.

  


  A genuine hero is someone who conquers the real enemy: the self-centered attitude. The Mahayana teachings are instructions on how to become victorious over this egotistic selfishness and attain the two goals: placing others in a state of freedom and enjoyment and our own perfection. There is no way we can accomplish the first goal until we have completely subdued our internal enemies. Until we have attained buddhahood we cannot help others to that state. So bodhicitta is the thought: “I must become a perfect buddha in order to liberate all other sentient beings.” That thought is necessarily preceded by great compassion.


  b" HOW THE SIX OTHER PERSONAL INSTRUCTIONS ARE EITHER CAUSES OR EFFECTS OF COMPASSION



  The other elements of the sevenfold method are either causes for compassion or the result of compassion. The first four are causes: recognizing all sentient beings as your mother, recollecting their kindness, wanting to repay their kindness, and affectionate love. The fifth is compassion itself. The superior thought is a stronger, special type of compassion. Bodhicitta is the result of the superior thought. So this discussion has two parts:
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