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Foreword


THE GERE FOUNDATION is delighted to sponsor Wisdom’s publication of The Meaning of Life by His Holiness the Dalai Lama.

Winner of the 1989 Nobel Prize for Peace, the Dalai Lama is universally regarded as one of the great spiritual friends of our time. He is the product of an unbroken lineage extending back to the historical Buddha. His forty years as a spiritual teacher and political leader are unique. A brilliant scholar, his words and experience go far beyond the academic. His teachings are rooted in a life tried and tested, a life dedicated to peace, human rights, social change, and the total transformation of the human mind and heart. These can only be achieved through a fearless nonviolence guided by both a transcendent wisdom and an unshakable universal altruism. “My religion is kindness,” he has often said.

Since the Chinese invasion of independent Tibet in 1950, and his harrowing escape to India in 1959, His Holiness has worked tirelessly to free his people from a brutal and systematic genocide that has left 1,200,000 Tibetans dead (a fifth of the pre-invasion population). The unfaltering patience and compassion he has shown for those who continue to destroy his country are finally beginning to bear fruit, and the restoration of Tibetan independence is within sight. The ability to adhere to, embody, and generate Buddhist principles under extreme adversity is the mark of a true bodhisattva.

This book is a wondrous opportunity for us all to make contact with such a man and his teachings. Readers will derive much benefi from contemplating and meditating on them. The Gere Foundation  is proud to be associated with His Holiness and his message of universal responsibility and peace, and pleased to support Wisdom Publications in its efforts to promote these ideals. May this book bring happiness and the causes of future happiness to all beings.

 



Richard Gere 
New York






Introduction


WHY ARE WE in this situation? Where are we going? Do our lives have any meaning? How should we make use of our lives? How does Buddhism view the position of beings in the world and the ways humans can make their lives meaningful?

These questions about the meaning of life are addressed in a famous Buddhist painting of a wheel with twenty-one parts that outlines the process of rebirth. The diagram, said to be designed by the Buddha himself, depicts an inner psychological cosmology that has had great influence throughout Asia. It is much like a map of the world or the periodic table of chemical elements, but it is a map of an internal process and its external effects.

In Tibet, this painting is at the doorway of practically every temple. It vividly describes how we become trapped in a counterproductive maelstrom of suffering and how this process can be reversed, showing how Buddhists place themselves in an ever-changing universe of cause and effect. By illuminating the causes behind our situation of limitation and pain, the wheel of cyclic existence reveals how, through practicing antidotes to these causes, we can overcome the painful and limiting situations that are their effects. It shows the altruistic purpose that can make life meaningful. The unsettling description of the steps of entrapment is a call to action, for it shows how the prison of selfishness can be turned into a source of help and happiness for both oneself and others.




 THE PICTURE 


The Buddha and the Moon 

At the top right of the painting as we face it, the Buddha is standing with his left hand in a teaching pose and with the index finger of the right hand pointing to a moon on the other side at the top left. The moon symbolizes liberation. Buddha is pointing out that freedom from pain is possible. (Notice that there is a rabbit drawn on the moon. Whereas many non-Asians see a “man in the moon,” Asians see the outline of a rabbit; thus, its appearance on the moon in the painting is merely a depiction of the topography of the moon.) That in the topmost part of the picture Buddha is indicating that liberation is possible sets an optimistic tone for the whole painting. The intent of the painting is not to communicate mere knowledge of a process but to put this knowledge to use in redirecting and uplifting our lives.

The word buddha itself makes an important point about the nature of affliction and liberation. The term buddha is a past participle of the Sanskrit verbal root budh, which means “to awaken” or “to spread,” and thus (when put in the context of the doctrines of Buddhism) the verbal root means “to awaken from the sleep of ignorance and spread one’s intelligence to everything that can be known”—to overcome ignorance and become omniscient. The general way of making a past participle in Sanskrit is to add ta, like the English “ed” in “showed” or “t” in “built.” Since to say Bud-ta would be non-euphonic, the t is voiced to become a d. This is how the word buddha comes to mean one who has become enlightened, that is to say, one who has overcome the sleep of ignorance and has spread his or her intelligence to everything that can be known. The significance of the fact that the word buddha is a past participle—“one who has become enlightened”—is that buddhas are necessarily beings who previously were not buddhas. They are persons who were asleep and have awakened; at some point, their intelligence did not encompass everything that could be known. They were, like us,  trapped in a state of cyclic existence, going from lifetime to lifetime through the sufferings of birth, aging, sickness, and death.

The Buddha, whose teaching we still have, is considered to be one among many buddhas of our era. Among them, however, he was the only one to make an open display of twelve particular deeds, including his miraculous birth from his mother’s side. It is said that he was actually enlightened eons ago and emanated a form called a supreme emanation body, appearing to take birth in a royal family in an Indian kingdom around 563 B.C.1 He left the princely life and went into retreat in 534, became enlightened in 528, and died in 483 B.C., in his eightieth year, having taught for forty-five years.

Prior to his enlightenment the Buddha was an ordinary being, just like any of us; there is no one who is enlightened from the start. Each of us is or has been in a state of cyclic existence, passing through the processes of birth, aging, sickness, and death over and over again due to our own actions, which are largely motivated by afflictive emotions—emotions with which we afflict ourselves. For instance, when we get angry and our face turns red and contorted, we afflict even our external appearance.

These afflictive emotions, negative influences peripheral to the basic pure nature of the mind, are based on an ignorant misapprehension of the status of phenomena. Not knowing how things actually exist, we superimpose onto phenomena an over-concretized status that they actually do not have. The object doesn’t have to be important in the larger scale of life, it can be very small. It can be candy, a slice of pizza, whatever. Before becoming lustful or hateful, ourselves and the object are misapprehended in such a way that a veritable mess of emotions is generated.


The Monster Holding the Wheel 

The wheel in the center of the painting is in the grasp of a frightful monster. This signifies that the entire process of cyclic existence is caught within transience. Everything in our type of life is characterized  by impermanence. Whatever is built will fall down, whatever and whoever come together will separate.


The Hub of the Wheel: The Three Animals 

The wheel itself shows us how to recognize our own condition. The twenty-one parts of the diagram address the fundamental question of how and why we are we born into self-defeating situations. What motivates virtuous and nonvirtuous actions? What are the various types of lives? What is the chain of causation?

The middle of the wheel depicts the basic problem. In the very center is a pig, symbolizing ignorance that drives the entire process. The pig stands for the root ignorance, which isn’t just an inability to apprehend the truth but an active misapprehension of the status of oneself and all other objects—one’s own mind or body, other people, and so forth. It is the conception or assumption that phenomena exist in a far more concrete way than they actually do.

Based on this misapprehension of the status of persons and things, we are drawn into afflictive desire and hatred, symbolized by a rooster and a snake respectively. In many drawings of the wheel, those two are depicted as coming out of the pig’s mouth in order to indicate that lust and hatred depend on ignorance for their existence; without ignorance they are impossible. Both the rooster and the snake grasp the pig’s tail in their mouths to indicate that they, in turn, promote even more ignorance—confusion, bewilderment, and cloudiness. Not knowing the real nature of phenomena, we are driven to generate desire for what we like and hatred for what we do not like and for what blocks our desires. These three—ignorance, desire, and hatred—are called the three poisons; they pervert out mental outlook.

FIGURE 1: The Three Poiso
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Hatred

Ignorance (the root of the other two)


Half-Circles Around the Hub 

The light and dark half-circles just outside the hub indicate virtuous and nonvirtuous actions that are motivated by the triad of ignorance, desire, and hatred. In the dark half-circle are persons engaged in counterproductive actions; they face downward in order to indicate that negative actions lead to lower states. In the light half-circle, persons engaged in positive actions face upward to indicate that virtuous actions lead to higher, or more favorable, states.


Six Sectors Surrounding the Half-Circles 

The types of states to which productive and counterproductive actions lead are depicted by six sectors drawn around the half-circles of actions. All six are caught within cyclic existence. Thus, even though the wheel is basically divided into two parts—with three sectors on the top representing the three happy transmigrations and three sectors on the bottom representing the three bad transmigrations—all are equally caught within the round of cyclic existence.

FIGURE 2: The Six Transmigrations
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The sector at the very top comprises gods. These gods lead long and enjoyable lives, but when the force of the virtuous actions that caused them to be born in that state are exhausted, they suffer  through being reborn in lower levels. They are especially afflicted by knowledge near the time of their death that their high state is ending and that a low, painful state is about to start due to the fact that they have spent their time in enjoyment without engaging in virtuous activities.

To the right of the gods is the realm of demigods. Their name could also be translated as “non-gods,” not because they’re not gods, but because they’re minor compared to gods.2 Notice that a tree with plenty of fruit has grown up in their land, and that a demigod with a knife is trying to reach up to cut off a piece of fruit, but the upper part of the tree—the fruited part—is in the gods’ land, and he cannot reach it. The gods enjoy the fruit that grows up from the land of demigods, just as industrialized countries take ore and so forth out of third world countries, or as certain multinational corporations live off the backs of poor people working for them. Because their own wealth mainly benefits only others, demigods are particularly afflicted by jealousy and the consequent suffering of attacking and being wounded by the gods.

The sector of humans is on the top left side. Humans undergo the sufferings of hunger, thirst, heat, cold, separation from friends, being plagued by enemies, searching for but not finding that which is desired, and having to undergo what is undesired. Also, there are the general sufferings of birth, aging, sickness, and death. The painting contains figures involved in a range of human activities from butchering animals to living a monastic life. It seems to me that the range indicates that education can take place in a human lifetime. Thus, even if gods’ lives are loftier and more fortunate, they don’t have the fortune of the improvement that many humans can undergo. Humans often have a mixture of pleasure and pain such that we are not always overwhelmed by pain but suffer enough so that we are motivated to find a way to improve our situation.

On the bottom half of the wheel, we see on the left side the realm of animals, who are particularly afflicted by being used for others’  purposes and by their general incapacity for speech. Opposite them is the realm of hungry ghosts, who are particularly troubled by hunger and thirst. Hungry ghosts are constantly looking for food and drink, but they are unable not only to find food, but even to hear the word “food.” They have huge stomachs but very tiny throats such that only the smallest amounts can enter; even that becomes unbearable as it scalds its way down the throat.

The sector at the very bottom depicts the hells—the eight hot hells, the eight cold hells, and neighboring hells. Neighboring hells are related to the others as follows: A person dwelling in a hot hell, boiling in molten iron, eventually exhausts the karma that caused him or her to be born there. That person emerges from there and, upon seeing a lovely lake, for instance, rushes into it, only to sink into a mass of rotten corpses. The point is that we find it hard to learn that the very process of attraction and repulsion—which gets us into hellish trouble in the first place—ought to be avoided entirely.

The Indian scholar-adept Kamalashı̄la, who visited Tibet in the eighth century, says that the sufferings of the six realms of beings are to be viewed not just as occurring in those types of rebirth but also in human lives:3



Humans also experience the sufferings of hell-beings and so forth. Those who are afflicted here by having their limbs cut off, being impaled, hanged, and so forth by thieves and the like, suffer like hell-beings. Those who are poor and deprived and are pained by hunger and thirst suffer like hungry ghosts. Those in servitude and so forth, whose bodies are controlled by others and who are oppressed, suffer from being struck, bound, and so forth, like animals.



My first teacher of Tibetan Buddhism, a Kalmyck Mongolian scholar-adept who had lived through the brutal Communist  takeover of the Soviet Union, spent thirty-five years in Tibet, foresaw the Communist takeover there, and emigrated to the United States. He used to say that the Americans were the gods and the Russians were the demigods. In this way, we can view these realms of beings as representing types of beings in cyclic existence but also periods in one’s own or others’ lives—as short as five minutes, or months, or even a whole lifetime.




TWELVE LINKS OF DEPENDENT-ARISING 

In this way, motivated by ignorance—symbolized by the three animals in the center—we engage in virtuous and nonvirtuous actions—symbolized by the two half circles—which leads to rebirth in the six realms of cyclic existence. What is the process, what are the stages of cause and effect?

The twelve parts of the fourth level of the wheel, the outside rim, present the process in detail. These are called twelve links, or twelve branches, because they comprise the causal sequence of lives in cyclic existence. Let us mention them before describing them in detail:

The dependent-arising of cyclic existence begins with (1) ignorance, which motivates (2) an action. At the conclusion of the action a predisposition is established within consciousness, called (3a) the cause-consciousness. This leads—after what can be a long time—to the taking of rebirth, which is called (3b) the effect-consciousness. The beginning of a new lifetime is called (4) name and form. The next stage, the development of the embryo, is called (5) sense spheres. From the formation of the body, (6) contact is developed; from contact, there is (7) feeling; from feeling, (8) attachment; from attachment, (9) grasping; from grasping, there develops at the end of the lifetime a stage called (10) existence, which in fact is the moment just before the new lifetime; the new lifetime begins with (11) birth and then continues with (12) aging and death.FIGURE 3: The Twelve-Linked Dependent-Arising
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Ignorance 

The first link is indicated by an old, blind person hobbling with a cane, which symbolizes ignorance. Why? The person is old because the ignorance driving the process of cyclic existence is beginningless; the person is blind because ignorance is obscured with respect to the true nature of persons and other phenomena. The person hobbles with a cane because ignorance, no matter how much suffering it creates, has no valid foundation, it isn’t based on the truth and, therefore, can be undermined by wisdom.

There are two types of ignorance: a basic form and a secondary form that is involved only in nonvirtuous, or negative, actions. The first is a consciousness that misconceives the status of persons and other phenomena. It imagines that persons and other phenomena have a concreteness beyond that which they actually have, thereby inducing all afflictive emotions. It is called a consciousness that conceives inherent existence.

Thus, the basic ignorance is not just the absence of knowledge of the real status of phenomena but the active conception of the opposite—that is, the conception of inherent existence whereas in actuality phenomena do not inherently exist. We perceive things as though they were able to cover the parts of which they are constituted, whereas there is nothing that covers all those parts. For example, because a collection of four legs and a top is able to hold up objects, we are deceived into thinking that there is something called a table that encompasses those elements. Although phenomena do not exist inherently, or from their own side, or by way of their own character, we conceive them to do so. This is ignorance.

Here in the twelve links of dependent-arising, ignorance refers to the misconception of the person, specifically oneself, as inherently existent, and to the misconception that phenomena that are part of one’s continuum, such as mind and body, inherently exist. The person is actually only designated in dependence upon a collection of mind and body; he or she is understood to be merely nominally existent. Still, this view of a nominally existent person does not make the person as if dead or turn the person into the body on which a surgeon operates. When a surgeon cuts open the body and doesn’t find any I, any person, he or she might think there is only matter. Obviously, this is not the Buddhist position, even if Buddhists say that persons only nominally exist. Why would we develop compassion for others if they were just dead wood?

The basic form of ignorance is a consciousness that conceives a nominally existent person—a person who actually exists only as designated in dependence upon mind and body—to inherently exist, to occupy a spot in a concrete way, and then conceives of mind and body as inherently existent mine—things owned by the I. The other form of ignorance—the type that is involved only in nonvirtuous, or negative, actions—is a misconception about the effects of actions. In this case, there is also obscuration with respect to even the coarse relationships of actions and their effects—not  understanding that if a certain action is performed, a certain result will follow, and developing misconceptions such as that only pleasure will arise from theft. This means that if we really knew what it would be like to undergo the future effects of a nonvirtuous action, we wouldn’t do it. We wouldn’t commit murder, steal, engage in sexual misconduct, lie, talk divisively, speak harshly, chatter senselessly, and so forth.


Action 

The second link, action, is symbolized by a potter making a pot. If we take our present lifetime as an example, the first link, “ignorance,” refers to the ignorance in a former lifetime that motivated the one action serving as the main karma projecting this rebirth. It does not refer to the ignorance that occurs throughout a lifetime, but to the one period—even just a few moments—that motivates a single significant action leading to another lifetime.

For example, if we were in a bad transmigration (that is, if we were not in a human lifetime, which is considered a happy transmigration) the action that mainly generated it could have been an act of murder. In that case, the period of ignorance would be the time in which the murder was planned, carried out, and completed. This period of misconception and obscuration would be the ignorance motivating that particular action. The conceptions of oneself as an inherently existent I and of one’s own mind and body as inherently existently mine are a cluster, a continuum, of ignorant consciousnesses involved with one action. That action may take only a few minutes; if one is planning a murder, it may take longer. Also, there would be additional ignorance in the form of lack of knowledge of and misapprehension of the effects of murder.

The main action projecting rebirth as a human has to be a virtuous action—restraining oneself from misconduct. Since this action establishes an entire lifetime in a happy transmigration—that is, as a god, demigod, or human—the action must be meritorious because,  as Chandrakı̄rti says: “A cause of high status / Is none other than proper ethics.”16


Although there are also causes other than ethics, in order to achieve a lifetime in one of the three happy transmigrations, called “high status,”17 it is necessary that the projecting cause of that lifetime be an action of ethics. As the late fourteenth- and early fifteenth-century Tibetan scholar-yogi D̄zong-ka-b̄a explains: “This means that…a definite relation with ethics is necessary. If ethics are forsaken, there is no way that these can be accomplished.”18 Nevertheless, ignorance is involved in that one has the misconceptions that:
• oneself, the forsaker of misconduct, inherently exists

• the forsaking inherently exists

• the sentient being in relation to whom that misconduct is enacted inherently exists.





Although the action is virtuous, it is involved with ignorance that superimposes on these factors a sense that they exist from their own side.

To be a complete “path of action” capable of impelling one toward a good or a bad transmigration, an action must have five factors:
• intention

• thought that identifies the object properly

• preparation for the enactment

• successful completion

• nonreversal of intention before the action is completed.





If you planned to kill one person but killed another, that action would be nonvirtuous, and its effects would be negative, but it would not serve as a complete path of action leading to a whole life. What’s missing is the actual carrying out of the action with respect to the person you intended to kill. Further, the action must be completed without reversal of the original intention. For example, if the  person did not die immediately, and you thought, “This is terrible; I shouldn’t have done it,” there would not be a complete path of action even if the person died later. Still, the deed would have horrible consequences.


Consciousness 

The third link, consciousness, is symbolized by a monkey. In the twelve links of dependent-arising, consciousness is of two types—cause and effect.


Cause-consciousness. When the action has been completed, its potency19 infuses the consciousness that exists at that time. This brief period of mind, the cause-consciousness, occurs immediately upon the completion of the action. This consciousness is a neutral entity capable of being infused with virtuous or nonvirtuous predispositions; because it is neutral, it can be stained with any type of predisposition. If one mixes together two strong-smelling substances, such as garlic and sandalwood, the two odors will affect each other, producing a garlic-sandalwood mixture. However, if one places something with a strong odor next to something neutral—for example, sesame seed—the neutral substance picks up the odor of the strong one. In this way, the action leaves its own imprint on the consciousness.

The predisposition is a potency, a power, that has been imprinted in a certain fashion (virtuous or nonvirtuous, meritorious or non-meritorious) and will lead to a future lifetime. In accordance with the strength of this potency, people die at various ages—some people live a long time, and some do not. The potency that mainly led to this lifetime may have been established in any previous lifetime—any  lifetime, even a million lifetimes or a million eons ago. Then, at the end of the lifetime just previous, the potency for this lifetime was nourished by certain factors (to be discussed later), such as our wishes for the type of life we would like. As a sign that we nourish such potencies, consider the fact that when someone asks, “If there is another lifetime, what would you like to be?” we immediately say,  “I’d like to be a…” This shows that we are already nourishing certain kinds of potencies.


Effect-consciousness. The potency nourished in this way is fully activated at the end of the previous lifetime. Between any two lifetimes there is an intermediate state, which can be as short as one moment or as long as forty-nine days. Still, any one life in the intermediate state lasts only seven days; thus, if you remain in the intermediate state for forty-nine days, you take seven different births in the intermediate state.

It is said that during the intermediate state you are seeking a place to take rebirth, wandering in places where beings are copulating, but if you do not have a particular impetus, a potency to take a certain kind of rebirth, there is no way that you can enter a specific female’s womb. For example, you may be in an area in which dogs are copulating, but if you do not have an activated potency to be born as a dog, you cannot go into the dog’s womb; if the potency that has been activated is of this type, you are forced to enter whether you want to or not. If you are to be reborn as a male, you are strongly attracted to the female, the mother, and feel hatred for the father. However, it is said that someone who is to be born as a male enters the father’s mouth or top of the head and emerges from his phallus into the womb.20
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