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Advance Praise for 
COURAGEOUS COMPASSION


“In the sixth installment of their extraordinary Library of Wisdom and Compassion series, H. H. the Dalai Lama and Ven. Thubten Chodron transport us through the higher reaches of the Buddhist path, as envisioned by the Theravāda, Sūtrayāna, and Mahāyāna traditions. Led by two expert guides, we come to appreciate the perfections we must practice, the stages of spiritual ascent we must traverse, and the sublime awakened states awaiting at journey’s end. At once informative and deeply inspiring, Courageous Compassion should have a place on the bookshelf of every Buddhist, along with the other volumes in this masterful collection.”


—Roger Jackson, author of Mind Seeing Mind: Mahāmudrā and the Geluk Tradition of Tibetan Buddhism


“In this volume H. H. the Dalai Lama and Ven. Thubten Chodron address how to develop and sustain compassion in the ordinary life we have today all the way up to the completion of our spiritual path. The turn to applying compassion requires not only profound knowledge of the Buddhist textual tradition but also great sensitivity to the circumstances of people’s ordinary lives and to twenty-first-century societies. This book brings both to bear as it asks, What would our lives look like if we lived and acted purely out of compassion?”


—Damchö Diana Finnegan, PhD


“In this sixth volume of their extraordinary series mapping the Buddhist path to awakening, H. H. the Dalai Lama and the Ven. Thubten Chodron, in conversation both with the Pāli and the Indo-Tibetan Mahāyāna traditions, show how to build on the insight, the understanding, and the cultivation achieved through study and practice in order to become a powerful agent for the welfare of oneself and others, and to ascend to the advanced stages of the path to awakening. Their account is rich in scholarship, deeply humane, and powerfully inspirational.”


—Jay L. Garfield, Doris Silbert Professor in the Humanities, Smith College and the Harvard Divinity School











THE LIBRARY OF WISDOM AND COMPASSION


The Library of Wisdom and Compassion is a special multivolume series in which His Holiness the Dalai Lama shares the Buddha’s teachings on the complete path to full awakening that he himself has practiced his entire life. The topics are arranged especially for people not born in Buddhist cultures and are peppered with the Dalai Lama’s unique outlook. Assisted by his long-term disciple, the American nun Thubten Chodron, the Dalai Lama sets the context for practicing the Buddha’s teachings in modern times and then unveils the path of wisdom and compassion that leads to a meaningful life, a sense of personal fulfillment, and full awakening. This series is an important bridge from introductory to profound topics for those seeking an in-depth explanation from a contemporary perspective.


Volumes:


1. Approaching the Buddhist Path


2. The Foundation of Buddhist Practice


3. Saṃsāra, Nirvāṇa, and Buddha Nature


4. Following in the Buddha’s Footsteps


5. In Praise of Great Compassion


6. Courageous Compassion


More volumes to come!
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“At this critical time the world is in need of guides who embody both wisdom and genuine compassion, such as His Holiness the Dalai Lama and Venerable Thubten Chodron, who serve as living examples of courageous action in upholding the bodhisattva ideal both in word and in deed. Now they have collaborated to give us a volume on the practical application of fearless compassion. May this serve as an inspiration to Buddhist practitioners, now and in the future, to bravely embody compassion for the benefit of all. We welcome this addition to the series, which deals with the central relevance of courageous compassion as we walk the path.”


—JESUNMA TENZIN PALMO


 


Courageous Compassion, the sixth volume of the Library of Wisdom and Compassion, continues the Dalai Lama’s teachings on the path to awakening. The previous volume, In Praise of Great Compassion, focused on opening our hearts with love and compassion for all living beings, and the present volume explains how to embody compassion and wisdom in our daily lives. Here we enter a fascinating exploration of bodhisattvas’ activities across multiple Buddhist traditions—Tibetan, Theravāda, and Chinese Buddhism.


After explaining the ten perfections according to the Pāli and Sanskrit traditions, the Dalai Lama presents the sophisticated schema of the four paths and fruits for śrāvakas and solitary realizers and the five paths for bodhisattvas. Learning about the practices mastered by these exalted practitioners inspires us with knowledge of our minds’ potential. His Holiness also describes buddha bodies, what buddhas perceive, and buddhas’ awakening activities.


Courageous Compassion offers an in-depth look at bodhicitta, arhatship, and buddhahood that you can continuously refer to as you progress on the path to full awakening.
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Preface


HIS HOLINESS and I are pleased to offer you Courageous Compassion, the sixth volume of The Library of Wisdom and Compassion. The present volume details the activities of bodhisattvas, compassionate beings who seek full awakening in order to benefit others most effectively. This volume follows volume 5, In Praise of Great Compassion, which explains the methods to develop great compassion and the altruistic intention of bodhicitta. Both of these practical and inspiring volumes present us with another vision of how to live besides the habitual patterns that many people fall into these days—patterns that lead to boredom, anxiety, and a sense of meaninglessness on the one hand, or being too busy trying to fulfill our own or others’ unrealistic notions of success on the other.


As we saw in volume 5, generating bodhicitta depends on taking refuge in reliable spiritual guides—the Three Jewels of the Buddha, Dharma, and Saṅgha. This, as well as the core Buddhist practices of the higher trainings in ethical conduct, concentration, and wisdom, are explained in volume 4, Following in the Buddha’s Footsteps.


To follow in the Buddha’s footsteps we must be familiar with our current situation in saṃsāra—the unsatisfactory cycle of existence fueled by ignorance, afflictions, and polluted karma—as well as its alternatives, liberation and full awakening. This centers on understanding the four truths of the āryas as presented in volume 3, Saṃsāra, Nirvāṇa, and Buddha Nature. Awareness of our buddha nature, the fundamental purity of our minds, enhances our confidence in being able to attain the spiritual freedom of nirvāṇa.


An essential element in comprehending duḥkha—our unsatisfactory experiences in saṃsāra—and its causes is understanding the law of karma and its effects, how our actions have an ethical dimension that influences the conditions of our birth and what we experience while alive. This, in turn, is based on valuing the preciousness of a human life that has the opportunity to encounter, learn, and practice the Buddha’s liberating teachings. However, this opportunity is short-lived; we are mortal beings, so it is essential to set our priorities wisely and make our lives meaningful. As beginners or advanced students of the path, knowing how to select excellent spiritual mentors to guide us on the path is important, as is knowing how to develop healthy relationships with them that enable us to be receptive to their teachings. These topics are elaborated in volume 2, The Foundation of Buddhist Practice, which also explains the importance of relying on reasoning to examine the teachings and how to establish a daily meditation practice and structure meditation sessions.


Since the Library of Wisdom and Compassion is designed for people who have not necessarily grown up knowing Buddhism, volume 1, Approaching the Buddhist Path, explores the Buddhist view of life, mind, and emotions, provides historical background to the origins and spread of the Buddha’s teachings, and introduces us to a systematic approach to the spiritual path. Tools on the path, how to evaluate our progress, working with emotions, and the way to apply Buddhist ideas to contemporary issues are also discussed in this volume.


More volumes are to come. They will go in depth concerning the nature of reality, the emptiness of inherent existence, and the profound practice of tantra. Now let’s turn to the present volume, Courageous Compassion.



Overview of Courageous Compassion


The story of how the Library of Wisdom and Compassion came to be written is found in the prefaces to previous volumes. Here, I’d like to share a little about preparing the present volume, which depended in part on conferring with His Holiness regarding particular topics. It is said that highly realized yogīs see our world as a pure land. My asking about this during one interview sparked a long, very dynamic discussion in Tibetan, with His Holiness conferring with the four geshés and rinpochés who were present. After a while they broke out into laughter. Smiling and chuckling, His Holiness turned to me and said, “We don’t know. Maybe this, maybe that.” Later, I brought up the topic of what buddhas perceive, and again there was a long, animated debate in Tibetan that ended with laughter and the conclusion that all of us must become buddhas in order to know this. Out of compassion, His Holiness and Samdhong Rinpoche then explained what some of the great treatises say about what the Buddha perceived. As you’ll see in chapter 11, His Holiness’s treasured teacher Gen Nyima-la agreed that only buddhas can answer this question!


When he came up with the idea for the Library of Wisdom and Compassion, His Holiness emphasized that it must be unique and not focus only on Buddhism as practiced in Tibetan communities. He wants people, especially his students, to have broad knowledge and educated appreciation of the Buddha’s teachings by being familiar with both the Pāli and Sanskrit traditions, and within the Sanskrit tradition, Buddhism as practiced in both Tibetan and Chinese communities. He aims for increased cooperation among Buddhists of all traditions based on knowledge of one another’s tenets and practices. In reading this series, you’ll see the fundamental premises that are shared in all Buddhist traditions, as well as interpretations unique to each one.


The present volume contains two parts: the first concerns the bodhisattva practices and activities, the second concerns the three vehicles—the paths of śrāvakas, solitary realizers, and bodhisattvas—and their resulting fruits of arhatship and supreme awakening. Part I begins with an introduction to the practices of the bodhisattvas, compassionate beings who have bodhicitta and practice the bodhisattva deeds. Although we may not yet be bodhisattvas, we can still practice as they do and in that way gain familiarity with compassionate and wise actions. Bodhisattvas’ activities are spoken of in terms of six perfections: the perfections of generosity, ethical conduct, fortitude, joyous effort, meditative stability, and wisdom. These six practices in turn can be spoken of as ten, with the last four subsumed in the sixth, the perfection of wisdom. The additional four perfections are skillful means, unshakable resolve, power, and pristine wisdom. The Sanskrit tradition’s explanation of the ten bodhisattva perfections is found in chapters 2 and 3.


Chapter 4 encourages us to share the Dharma with others with skill and compassion. The contents of this chapter come predominantly from a conference with His Holiness and a group of Western Buddhist teachers in Dharamsala in 1993. Western Buddhist teachers shared with His Holiness their activities in Western Dharma centers and the way that Dharma was spreading in the West. Since Buddhism is new to Western countries, challenges and problems naturally arise, as well as confusion about how to teach, the role of rituals, Western students’ relationships with Asian teachers, and Western teachers’ relationships with Dharma students. During this conference, as well as in other venues and in the interviews for this series, His Holiness shared his thoughts, making it clear that he was not establishing policies. The position of the Dalai Lama is not like that of the Pope, and he does not have institutional control over Tibetan Buddhist organizations or teachers. Rather, he was sharing thoughts and suggestions that people were free to accept or reject. Some of his advice relating to spiritual mentors’ behavior was explained in chapters 4 and 5 of The Foundation of Buddhist Practice.


Many people are unaware that the Pāli tradition describes a bodhisattva path. Bodhicitta and bodhisattvas in the Pāli tradition were explained in chapter 8 of In Praise of Great Compassion, and chapter 5 in the present volume explains the bodhisattva practices as presented in the Pāli sage Dhammapāla’s Treatise on the Pāramīs, written in the sixth century. His treatise complements the Sanskrit tradition’s explanation, and both open our minds to a new way of being in the world.


Part II delves into the topic of the three vehicles and their fruits and describes the stages of the paths and grounds that Fundamental Vehicle and Mahāyāna practitioners accomplish as they progress toward their respective spiritual aims of arhatship and buddhahood. The paths and grounds of the Fundamental Vehicle practitioners—śrāvakas and solitary realizers—as set forth in the Pāli tradition is found in chapter 6, and as set forth in the Sanskrit tradition in chapter 7. The remaining chapters are from the perspective of the Sanskrit tradition. Chapter 8 speaks of the five bodhisattva paths, and chapter 9 and 10 explain the bodhisattva grounds that occur during the bodhisattva paths of seeing and meditation. The attainments of these practitioners are truly magnificent and admirable. Chapters 11 and 12 speak of the final goal: supreme awakening, buddhahood.


The paths and grounds are not usually included in the stages of the path (T. lam rim) material but are taught separately. However, His Holiness wants students to learn important aspects of the philosophical studies found in the monastic curriculum, and for that reason the paths and grounds as well as many other topics have been included in the Library of Wisdom and Compassion. His Holiness often reminds us that we should meditate on everything we study, and not think that some texts are for study and smaller manuals are for meditation.


Each chapter contains reflections that you are encouraged to contemplate. The reflections not only review some of the major points but also provide the opportunity to put these teachings into practice and transform your mind.


Please Note


Although this series is coauthored, the vast majority of the material is His Holiness’s teachings. I researched and wrote the parts about the Pāli tradition, wrote some other passages, and composed the reflections. For ease of reading, most honorifics have been omitted, but that does not diminish the great respect we have for the most excellent sages, learned adepts, scholars, and practitioners. Foreign terms are given in italics parenthetically at their first usage. Unless otherwise noted with “P” or “T,” indicating Pāli or Tibetan, respectively, italicized terms are Sanskrit. When two italicized terms are listed, the first is Sanskrit, the second Pāli. For consistency, Sanskrit spelling is given for Sanskrit and Pāli terms in common usage (nirvāṇa, Dharma, arhat, ārya, and so forth), except in citations from Pāli scriptures. To maintain the flow of a passage, it is not always possible to gloss all new terms on their first usage, so a glossary is provided at the end of the book. “Sūtra” often refers to Sūtrayāna, and “Tantra” to Tantrayāna—the Sūtra Vehicle and Tantra Vehicle, respectively. When these two words are not capitalized, they refer to two types of scriptures: sūtras and tantras. “Mahāyāna” here refers principally to the bodhisattva path as explained in the Sanskrit tradition. In general, the meaning of all philosophical terms accords with the presentation of the Prāsaṅgika Madhyamaka tenet system. Unless otherwise noted, the personal pronoun “I” refers to His Holiness.


Appreciation


My deepest respect goes to Śākyamuni Buddha and all the buddhas, bodhisattvas, and arhats who embody the Dharma and with compassion teach us unawakened beings. I also bow to all the realized lineage masters of all Buddhist traditions through whose kindness the Dharma still exists in our world.


This series appears in many volumes, so I will express appreciation to those involved in each individual volume. This volume, the sixth in the Library of Wisdom and Compassion, has depended on the abilities and efforts of His Holiness’s translators—Geshe Lhakdor, Geshe Dorji Damdul, and Mr. Tenzin Tsepak. I am grateful to Geshe Dorji Damdul, Geshe Dadul Namgyal, and Bhikṣuṇī Sangye Khadro for checking the manuscript, and to Samdhong Rinpoche for clarifying important points and his encouraging presence. I also thank Bhikkhu Bodhi for his clear teachings on the Pāli tradition and for generously answering my many questions. He also kindly looked over the sections of the book on the Pāli tradition before publication. The staff at the Private Office of His Holiness kindly facilitated the interviews, and Sravasti Abbey supported me while I worked on this volume. Mary Petrusewicz skillfully edited the manuscript. I thank everyone at Wisdom Publications who contributed to the successful production of this series. All errors are my own.


Bhikṣuṇī Thubten Chodron 
Sravasti Abbey
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Introduction


DEAR READERS, it’s a privilege for me to share the Buddha’s teachings as well as a few of my ideas and experiences with you. Wherever I go I emphasize that all seven billion human beings on our planet are physically, mentally, and emotionally the same. Everybody wants to live a happy life free of problems. Even insects, birds, and other animals want to be happy and not suffer. What distinguishes us human beings is our intelligence, although there are occasions when we use it improperly—for example, when we design weapons to kill one another. Animals like lions and tigers that stay alive by attacking and eating other animals have sharp teeth and claws, but human beings’ nails and teeth are more like those of deer. We use our intelligence to fulfill our desires, but compared to other animals our desires seem to have no limit. We have one thing and want two; we have something good and we want something better. Satisfaction eludes us.


Right here and now I’m sitting in a peaceful place and imagine that you are too. But at this very moment, in other parts of the world people are killing each other. Devising ever better military strategies and ever more lethal arms is a poor use of human intelligence. Developing new nuclear weapons that are more effective in destroying people is the worst. I’ve been to both Hiroshima and Nagasaki. On my first visit to Hiroshima I met a woman who had been there when the nuclear bomb was dropped; somehow she survived. In the museum I saw a watch that had stopped at the exact instant of the explosion; it was half melted by the heat of the blast. Instead of using our human intelligence to create joy, the result has sometimes been fear and misery.


Now in the twenty-first century we must make an effort not to repeat the errors of the last century with its endless series of wars. Historians estimate that 200 million people died by violent means during that century. It’s time to say, enough. Let’s make the twenty-first century a time of peace and compassion by recognizing the sameness of all eight billion human beings alive today. Strongly emphasizing differences in nationality, religion, ethnicity, or race culminates in feelings of us and them; we feel divided and we act divided. It is important to remind ourselves that at a deeper level all human beings are the same. We all want to live a happy life. Being happy is our right. To create a peaceful society we must heed the ways to achieve inner peace. This involves creating the circumstances for freedom, being concerned with human rights, and protecting the environment.


There are no natural boundaries between human beings on this earth; we are one family. At a time of increasing natural disasters, climate change and global warming affect all of us. We must learn to live together, to work together, and to share what we have together. Making problems for one another is senseless. We will achieve genuine peace in the world if we pursue demilitarization, but before countries can demilitarize, as individuals we must disarm ourselves internally. To begin, we must reduce our hostility and anger toward one another. That entails each of us looking inside ourselves and releasing our self-centered attitude and painful feelings rather than blaming others for things we don’t like. As long as we don’t accept responsibility for our own actions and thoughts, we will experience the same results as before. But when we realize that our actions affect others and care about their experience, we will stop harming them. When we change our behavior, others will also change theirs. Then real change is possible.


A mother gave birth to each of us and cared for us with love. I am sad that our educational system fails to nurture this sense of loving-kindness and aims instead to fulfill material goals. We need to reintroduce such inner values as warm-heartedness to our educational system. If we could be kinder, we’d be happier as individuals, and this would contribute to happier families and more harmonious communities. Human beings are social animals. What brings us together is love and affection—anger drives us apart. Just as we employ physical hygiene to protect our health, we must use “emotional hygiene” to tackle our destructive emotions and achieve peace of mind.


I belong to the twentieth century, an era that is past. I want to share with those of you who are young: if you start to collect the causes now, you’ll live to see a happier, more peaceful world. Don’t be content with the present circumstances; take a more far-sighted view. When the heart is closed, it leads to fear, stress, and anger. Nurturing the idea of the oneness of humanity has the effect of opening the heart. When you think of all other human beings as your brothers and sisters it’s easy to communicate with them all. It makes it easier to smile, to be warm and friendly. This is what I try to do. Beggars or leaders—all human beings are the same. If I think “I am a Buddhist, I am Tibetan, I am the Dalai Lama,” it just increases my sense of isolation. If I think of myself as a human being who is like everyone else, I feel at ease: I belong, I can contribute to others’ well-being, I can communicate and share with others. We have to take the initiative to connect with one another.


All religions convey a message of love, compassion, and self-discipline. Their philosophical differences arose to suit people of different dispositions, at different times, and in different places and conditions. The fundamental message of love remains the same. Buddhism, especially the Nālandā tradition, with its emphasis on reasoned investigation, takes a realistic stance that accords with the scientific method. To become a twenty-first century Buddhist, simply having faith and reciting the sūtras is not enough; far more important is understanding and implementing what the Buddha taught.


Bhikṣu Tenzin Gyatso, the Fourteenth Dalai Lama


Thekchen Chöling
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Part I. How to Live with Compassion: The Bodhisattva Perfections


ALL OF US APPRECIATE others’ kindness and compassion. Even before we came out of our mother’s womb, we have been the recipients of others’ kindness. Although being on the receiving end of compassion mollifies our anxiety and suffering, being compassionate toward others brings even more joy and feelings of well-being. This is what the eighth-century Indian sage Śāntideva meant when he said (BCA 8:129–30):


Whatever joy there is in this world


all comes from desiring others to be happy,


and whatever suffering there is in this world


all comes from desiring myself to be happy.


What need is there to say much more?


The childish work for their own benefit,


the buddhas work for the benefit of others.


Just look at the difference between them!


We need to learn methods to release our self-centeredness and cultivate genuine love and compassion for others. This does not entail feeling guilty when we are happy or sacrificing our own well-being, but simply recognizing that our self-centeredness is the cause of our suffering and cherishing others is the cause of the happiness of both self and others. In Praise of Great Compassion explains the two methods for doing so: the seven cause-and-effect instructions and equalizing and exchanging self and others. Now we’ll look at the activities that bodhisattvas engage in with compassion and wisdom to benefit the world.
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1Introduction to the Bodhisattva Perfections


WE MAY NOT YET BE bodhisattvas, but we can certainly engage in the same activities they do. In the process, we can continually expand and boost the intensity of our love and compassion.


Bodhisattvas train in bodhicitta for eons, so do not think that having one intense feeling of bodhicitta or reciting the words of aspiring bodhicitta is all there is to it. In Engaging in the Bodhisattvas’ Deeds, the first two chapters lead us in cultivating bodhicitta, and the third chapter contains the method for taking the bodhisattva vow. The other seven chapters describe the practices of bodhisattvas, training in the six perfections. Although these bear the names of familiar activities—generosity, ethical conduct, and so forth—now they are called “perfections” because they are done with the motivation of bodhicitta that aims at buddhahood, the state of complete and perfect wisdom and compassion.


As you progress through the bodhisattva paths and grounds, you will deepen and expand your bodhicitta continuously, as indicated in the twenty-two types of bodhicitta mentioned in the Ornament of Clear Realizations.2 With joy make effort to understand bodhicitta and the bodhisattva path, and endeavor to transform your mind into these. Avoid conceit and cutting corners; in spiritual practice there is no way to ignore important points and still gain realizations. Cultivate fortitude, courage, and the determination to be willing to fulfill the two collections of merit and wisdom over many years, lifetimes, and eons. The result of buddhahood will be more than you can conceive of at this moment.




The Two Collections of Merit and Wisdom


Bodhicitta is a primary mind conjoined with two aspirations. The first is to work for the well-being of all sentient beings, the second is to attain full awakening in order to do so most effectively. Once you have generated bodhicitta and are determined to attain buddhahood, you’ll want to accumulate all the appropriate causes and conditions that will bring it about. These are subsumed in the collection of merit (puṇyasaṃbhāra) and the collection of wisdom (jñānasaṃbhāra). The collection of merit is the method or skillful means aspect of the bodhisattva path that concerns conventional truths such as other living beings; the collection of wisdom is the wisdom aspect of the bodhisattva path that focuses on the ultimate truth, emptiness. When completed, the two collections lead to the form body and truth body of a buddha. In Sixty Stanzas (Yuktiṣaṣṭikā) Nāgārjuna summarizes these two principal causes:


Through this virtue, may all beings complete


the collections of merit and wisdom.


May they attain the two sublime buddha bodies


resulting from merit and wisdom.


TWO ASPECTS, TWO COLLECTIONS, TWO TRUTHS, PERFECTIONS, AND RESULTS
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Note: There are various ways of categorizing the six perfections by way of method and wisdom. In another way, the first five perfections are included in method.


The collection of merit consists of virtuous actions motivated by bodhicitta. The collection of merit includes mental states, mental factors, and karmic seeds related to these virtuous actions. It deals with conventional truths, such as sentient beings, gifts, precepts, and so forth. To fulfill it, bodhisattvas practice the perfections of generosity, ethical conduct, and fortitude, as well as all other virtuous actions such as those done with love and compassion, prostrating, making offerings, and meditating on the defects of saṃsāra.


The collection of wisdom is a Mahāyāna pristine knower that realizes emptiness. It consists of learning, contemplating, and meditating on the ultimate nature of persons and phenomena that is supported by bodhicitta, and includes both inferential reliable cognizers of emptiness that are free from the two extremes of absolutism and nihilism and āryas’ meditative equipoise on emptiness. The collection of wisdom is not necessarily a union of serenity and insight, but being a Mahāyāna exalted knower, it must be conjoined with actual bodhicitta and bear the result of buddhahood.


The collection of merit is primarily responsible for bringing about a buddha’s form bodies (rūpakāya), and the collection of wisdom is primarily responsible for bringing about a buddha’s truth bodies (dharmakāya). The word “primarily” is significant because each collection alone cannot bring about either of the buddha bodies. Both collections are necessary to attain both the form bodies and the truth bodies. (Here “body” means a corpus of qualities, not a physical body.) Bodhisattvas fulfill their own purpose by gaining the buddhas’ truth bodies and omniscient minds. They fulfill others’ purpose by manifesting in buddhas’ countless form bodies through which they benefit, teach, and guide sentient beings.


With bodhicitta as their motivation, bodhisattvas delight in creating the cause for buddhahood by practicing the perfections. Practices and activities that comprise the collections of merit and wisdom become perfections because they are conjoined with actual bodhicitta, which differentiates them from the practices of merit and wisdom cultivated by śrāvakas and solitary realizers. Although śrāvakas and solitary realizers collect merit and wisdom, they are not the fully qualified collections of merit and wisdom and are thus considered secondary collections. Because solitary realizers’ progress in merit and wisdom is superior to that of śrāvakas, some solitary realizers are able to become arhats without depending on hearing a master’s teaching during their last lifetime in saṃsāra.


Likewise, bodhisattva-aspirants who have not yet generated actual bodhicitta and entered the Mahāyāna path of accumulation create merit and enhance their wisdom, but their practices are called “similitudes” of the two collections and are not fully qualified collections. However, people who aspire to enter the bodhisattva path plant the seeds to be able to do the actual collections later.


Our virtuous actions accompanied by a strong wish for a good rebirth act as a cause for the places, bodies, and possessions associated with fortunate rebirths. Those accompanied by the determination to be free from cyclic existence are similitudes of the collections and lead to liberation. Only when our virtuous actions are accompanied by bodhicitta do they constitute the actual collections. Practitioners of the Perfection Vehicle build up the actual collections over three countless great eons on the bodhisattva path. The first eon of collecting merit and wisdom is done on the path of accumulation and the path of preparation; the second eon is fulfilled on the first seven of the ten bodhisattva grounds that span the path of seeing and part of the path of meditation; the third eon is done on the last three of the ten bodhisattva grounds called the “three pure bodhisattva grounds”—the eighth, ninth, and tenth. Bodhisattvas who follow the Vajrayāna fulfill the two collections more quickly due to the special practice of deity yoga that combines method and wisdom into one consciousness.


The method side entails cultivating an aspiring attitude—that is, we enhance our intentions to give, to not harm others, to remain calm in the face of suffering, and so on. With the practice of wisdom, we learn and contemplate the teachings on emptiness, bringing conviction and ascertainment that all persons and phenomena lack inherent existence. This wisdom complements and completes the practices on the method side of the path. Similarly, our virtuous actions of the method aspect of the path enhance wisdom by purifying the mind and enriching it with merit, which increases the power of wisdom. Method practices help the understanding of emptiness to arise when it hasn’t occurred, and when it has, merit enables wisdom to increase, deepen, and become a more powerful antidote to the afflictive and cognitive obscurations. Ultimately, however, it is wisdom that determines progress on the path because advancing from one bodhisattva ground to the next occurs during meditative equipoise on emptiness.


The Six Perfections


Cultivating contrived bodhicitta through effort is virtuous and auspicious; it paves the way to generate uncontrived bodhicitta, which entails engaging in the bodhisattvas’ deeds. These deeds can be subsumed in the six perfections—generosity (dāna, dāna), ethical conduct (śīla, sīla), fortitude (kṣānti, khanti), joyous effort (vīrya, viriya), concentration (dhyāna, jhāna), and wisdom (prajñā, paññā). The sixth perfection, wisdom, can be further expanded into four, making ten perfections—the first six, plus skillful means (upāya), unshakable resolve (praṇidhāna, panidhāna), power (bala), and pristine wisdom (jñāna, ñāṇa). To ripen others’ minds, we train in the four ways of gathering disciples—generosity, teaching the Dharma according to the capacity of the disciples, encouraging them to practice, and embodying the Dharma in our life. These four can be included in the six perfections, so the six are said to be the main bodhisattva practices to ripen both our own mind and the minds of others.


You may wonder: From the beginning, the lamrim teachings encourage us to be generous and ethical, to have fortitude and practice with joyous effort, and to develop meditative stability and wisdom. Why, then, are these six practices explained only now? Also, practitioners of all three vehicles cultivate these qualities. Why are they explained now as unique Mahāyāna practices?


Let’s use generosity as an example. It is practiced not only in all Buddhist traditions but also in all religions. People who are not interested in any religion but value kindness and compassion also practice generosity. A difference exists, however, between the mere practice of generosity and the perfection of generosity. The perfection of generosity is not simply an absence of miserliness when giving or a casual wish to share things. Nor is it being generous with the motivation to be rich in future lives. Rather, it is giving done with the aspiration to become a buddha in order to benefit all beings most effectively.


In addition to being motivated by bodhicitta, the perfection of generosity is sealed by the wisdom of emptiness. That is, when giving, we reflect on the ultimate nature of the giver, the gift, the recipient, and the action of giving. All of them are empty of inherent existence but exist dependent on one another. Through this reflection, any attachment or misconceptions that could arise from generosity are purified. Based on bodhicitta and assisted by the wisdom of emptiness, the perfection of generosity encompasses both the method and wisdom sides of the path and is enriched by them.


The term perfection—pāramitā in Sanskrit and pāramī in Pāli—has the meaning of going beyond the end and reaching perfection or fulfillment. The Tibetan term pha rol tu phyin pa means to go beyond to the other shore. These practices take us beyond saṃsāra to the freedom of full awakening where both obscurations have been eliminated and all good qualities have been developed limitlessly. “Go beyond” connotes the goal—full awakening, or the Mahāyāna path of no-more-learning—as well as the method for arriving at that goal—the six perfections done by those on the learning paths. Motivated by bodhicitta and refined with meditation on emptiness, these practices take us beyond both saṃsāra and the pacification of saṃsāra that is an arhat’s nirvāṇa. For example, bodhisattvas who conjoin their actions of giving with unpolluted wisdom see the giver, the object given, the recipient, and the action of giving as empty of inherent existence. Because their wisdom is supramundane, the generous actions conjoined with it lead them beyond saṃsāra. Ārya bodhisattvas, who have achieved an extraordinary level of training in the six perfections, are objects of veneration and respect, for they both perceive ultimate truth directly and seek to benefit all beings.


Generosity and other perfections that are not conjoined with such wisdom are considered mundane because the agent, object, and action are seen as truly existent. To integrate the wisdoms of emptiness and dependent arising into your practice of generosity, reflect that you as the giver (agent), the gift that is given (object), the recipient, and the action of giving do not exist from their own side; they exist dependent on one another. A person does not become a giver unless there is a gift, recipient, and action of giving. Flowers do not become a gift unless there is a person giving them and one receiving them. Seeing all the elements of generosity as appearing but empty makes our generosity extremely powerful, transforming it into the supramundane practice of the perfection of generosity.


Similarly, when purifying nonvirtue during your practice of ethical conduct, contemplate that prostrations and mantra recitation, for example, do not have inherent power to purify destructive karma. Their ability to do so arises dependent on the strength of your regret, your motivation, the depth of your concentration, and faith in the Three Jewels. Both prostrations and the seeds of destructive karma they destroy are dependent arisings; they exist nominally, by being merely imputed by term and concept.


How can purification occur if both the seeds of destructive actions and the purification practices lack inherent nature and exist like illusions? It is analogous to soldiers in a hologram destroying an arsenal in a hologram. The scene and its figures appear, but none of them exists in the way they appear. If seeds of destructive karmas had their own intrinsic nature, independent of all other things, nothing could affect them and they would be unchangeable. But because they do not exist under their own power, they can be altered and removed by purification practices that alter the factors upon which they depend. This contemplation differentiates the perfection of generosity and so forth from the same actions done by others. The presence of the bodhicitta motivation differentiates the perfection of generosity from the giving done by śrāvakas and solitary realizers.


Each of the perfections is a state of mind, not a set of external behaviors. When certain mental qualities are cultivated, they undoubtedly affect a person’s behavior. However, external behavior may or may not be indicative of particular mental qualities. For example, a person may outwardly appear generous while her internal motivation is to manipulate the recipient. Likewise, we shouldn’t think that bodhisattvas always give extravagantly. A practitioner may have deep bodhicitta and a strong aspiration to give but, due to lack of resources, only give a small amount. Practitioners of the six perfections are extremely humble. They hide their realizations and do not seek fame or recognition.


 


REFLECTION


1. Activities such as generosity, ethical conduct, and so forth are valued by all religions and by people who have no religion as well. What makes them perfections?


2. In addition, what makes them become supramundane practices of the perfections?




3. Examine the dependent nature of each perfection. For example, someone can’t be a giver without there being a gift and the action of giving; the action of fortitude can’t exist without a person who practices it and a person who is problematic or harmful.


4. Contemplate how engaging in the practice of the perfections with the awareness of emptiness entails seeing the agent who does the action, the action itself, and the object acted upon as empty of inherent existence but existing dependently.


 


The Basis, Nature, Necessity, and Function of the Six Perfections


Maitreya’s Ornament of the Mahāyāna Sūtras (Mahāyānasūtrālaṃkāra) describes the six perfections in detail. The following explanation is taken predominantly from that text.


The Basis: Who Engages in the Perfections?


Those who are a suitable basis for these practices have awakened their Mahāyāna disposition—that is, they have great compassion, deep appreciation, and fortitude for the Mahāyāna Dharma. They rely on a qualified Mahāyāna spiritual mentor and receive extensive teachings on the Mahāyāna texts that teach the six perfections. In that way, they learn what the bodhisattva practices are and how to do them correctly. These practitioners are not satisfied with intellectual knowledge: they reflect and meditate on these teachings to collect both merit and wisdom and they engage in the practice of the perfections at every opportunity. The Mahāyāna disposition is awakened before a practitioner generates bodhicitta. When this disposition is nourished and developed, it will lead a practitioner to generate uncontrived bodhicitta and enter the bodhisattva path.


Nature: What Constitutes Each Practice?


Knowing what constitutes each perfection gives us the ability to practice it more carefully.




• Generosity is physical, verbal, and mental actions based on a kind thought and the willingness to give.


• Ethical conduct is restraining from nonvirtue, such as the seven nonvirtues of body and speech and the three nonvirtues of mind that motivate them, as well as other negativities.3


• Fortitude is the ability to remain calm and undisturbed in the face of harm from others, physical or mental suffering, and difficulties in developing certitude about the Dharma.


• Joyous effort is delight in virtues such as accomplishing the purposes of self and others by creating the causes to attain the truth bodies and form bodies of a buddha.


• Meditative stability is the ability to remain fixed on a constructive focal object without distraction.


• Wisdom is the ability to distinguish conventional and ultimate truths as well as to discern what to practice and what to abandon on the path.


In the Precious Garland, Nāgārjuna speaks of the six perfections and their corresponding results. He adds a seventh factor, compassion, because it underlies the motivation to engage in the six perfections (RA 435–37).


In short, the good qualities


that a bodhisattva should develop are


generosity, ethical conduct, fortitude, joyous effort,


meditative stability, wisdom, compassion, and so on.


Giving is to give away one’s wealth;


ethical conduct is to endeavor to help others;


fortitude is the abandonment of anger;


joyous effort is enthusiasm for virtue.


Meditative stability is unafflicted one-pointedness;


wisdom is ascertainment of the meaning of the truths;


compassion is a state of mind that savors


only loving-kindness for all sentient beings.




 


REFLECTION


Read the above verses again while contemplating their meaning.


1. How can you generate these various practices and apply them in your life?


2. What emotions or attitudes make you hesitate to engage in these practices even though you hold them in high regard?


3. How can you remove these mental impediments so that you can joyfully enrich your life and the lives of others through engaging in these practices?


 


The Necessity and Function of the Perfections


The six perfections are necessary (1) to accomplish the welfare of other sentient beings, (2) to fulfill the aims of ourselves and others, and (3) to receive a precious human life in future rebirths so that we can continue to practice. These are explained below.


Accomplishing the Welfare of Other Sentient Beings


Our practice of each perfection functions to benefit sentient beings:


• By giving generously, we alleviate poverty and provide others with the basic necessities of life and other practical items as well as with things they enjoy.


• By living ethically, we refrain from harming them, thus easing their fear and pain.


• By being patient with others’ inconsiderate or harmful behavior, we avoid causing them either physical pain or the mental pain of guilt, remorse, and humiliation.


• With joyous effort, we continue to help others without laziness, resentment, or fatigue.


• With meditative stability, we gain the superknowledges, such as clairvoyance (the divine eye), and use them to benefit sentient beings.


• With wisdom, we are able to teach others so that they can actualize the wisdoms understanding conventional truths, ultimate truths, and how to benefit others. Through this we eliminate their doubts and lead them to awakening.


Fulfilling Our Own Aims


The last three perfections—joyous effort, meditative stability, and wisdom—are cultivated primarily to fulfill our own aims—that is, to spur us on the path to buddhahood. Wisdom realizing the ultimate truth directly eliminates our ignorance, afflictions, and polluted karma so that our mind can be transformed into a buddha’s omniscient mind. To develop this wisdom that is a union of serenity and insight, we need deep meditative stability that makes the mind pliant and able to meditate on a virtuous object for as long as desired. To develop meditative stability, joyous effort is important to overcome laziness and resistance to Dharma practice.


Fulfilling the Aims of Others


The first three perfections primarily help to fulfill others’ aims. These center around ethical conduct. If we are attached to our possessions, body, and friends and relatives, we will harm others to procure and protect them. By cultivating generosity, our attachment will decrease and we will not harm others to get what we want. If our anger is strong, it will move us to cause others pain and misery. By cultivating fortitude, we will abandon harming others. Not only will they not feel pain from our harm but they will also not create more destructive karma by retaliating. Furthermore, they could be inspired by our fortitude and become more interested in learning how to subdue their own anger.


The first three perfections benefit others in another way as well. Through our being generous, they receive what they need and desire. Generosity also attracts others to us, so that we can teach them the Dharma and guide them on the path to awakening.


Even though we may practice generosity, harming others will damage our virtuous actions and diminish any benefit we could provide others. By living ethically, we stop injuring others physically and mentally. In addition, our ethical conduct draws others to us because they know we are trustworthy. This enables us to benefit them even more.


To practice generosity and ethical conduct well, fortitude is indispensable. If others are not grateful after we give them something, we might become angry and retaliate. That would harm them and violate our own ethical conduct. By practicing the fortitude of not retaliating, our ethical conduct will be stable and we will not become discouraged by others’ lack of gratitude when we are generous and kind to them. Fortitude with students, benefactors, and others we encounter in society is necessary because if we are irascible, they will avoid us—depriving us of the opportunity to benefit them.


Ensuring a Precious Human Life in the Future


Fulfilling the collections of merit and wisdom will take a long time. Thus it is essential to ensure that we obtain fortunate rebirths in which all the conducive circumstances for Dharma practice are present. If we are careless and fall to an unfortunate birth, we will not be able to help ourselves or practice the Dharma, let alone benefit others. To fulfill the purposes of self and others, a precious human life with excellent conditions is needed. Practicing the six perfections creates the causes to obtain this.


• Poverty creates difficulties in practicing the Dharma. Thus we need resources in future lives, and generosity creates the cause to obtain them.


• To make use of the resources, a human life is essential; ethical conduct is the principal cause of attaining an upper rebirth.


• Someone who ruminates with anger or loses their temper is not pleasant to be with and will lack good friends in the Dharma. Practicing fortitude creates the cause to have a pleasing appearance, good personality, and kind companions who encourage our Dharma practice and practice together with us.


• Being unable to follow through and complete projects is a hindrance to benefiting others. To be able to complete our virtuous projects in future lives and to be successful in all constructive activities we undertake, practicing joyous effort in this life is important. It creates the cause to have these abilities and to attract others to practice together with us in future lives.


• If our mind is filled with many afflictions in future lives, we will create great destructive karma. Having a stable and peaceful mind is important to maintain focus on what is important and not be distracted by uncontrolled thoughts and emotions. Practicing meditative stability in this life creates the cause for this.


• The ability to clearly discriminate between misleading teachers and those imparting the correct path is essential, as is the ability to discern what to practice and what to abandon on the path. Cultivating the wisdom that correctly understands the law of karma and its effects creates the cause to have such wisdom in future lives.


Engaging in all six perfections and reaping their results facilitates our Dharma practice in future lives. If the practice of even one perfection is weak or absent, our opportunity to progress on the bodhisattva path in future lives will be limited. For example, without the meditative stability that subdues the gross afflictions, our meditations on bodhicitta and emptiness will be weak; without wisdom, even if we have a good rebirth in the next life, we won’t have one after that because our ignorance will prevent us from creating the causes.


In short, Nāgārjuna sums up the temporal results of engaging in the six perfections that will facilitate our Dharma practice in future lives (RA 438–39):


From generosity comes wealth; from ethics happiness;


from fortitude comes a good appearance; from [effort in] virtue brilliance;


from meditative stability peace; from wisdom liberation;


compassion accomplishes all aims.


From the simultaneous


perfection of all seven,


one attains the sphere of inconceivable wisdom—


protector of the world.


Thinking about these teachings in relationship to our own lives will deepen our understanding and invigorate our Dharma practice. It is easy to be blasé about having the conditions to continue Dharma practice in future lives. However, imagining being born in circumstances that lack all the conducive conditions wakes us up to the need to create the causes to have them in future lives. Since those causes must be created now, our mind returns to the present with renewed vigor and interest in practice.


How the Six Perfections Relate to Other Practices


Although monastics and lay followers alike practice all six perfections, the first three—generosity, ethical conduct, and fortitude—are said to be easier for lay practitioners. In that context, generosity is giving material wealth and protection, ethical conduct is living in the five lay precepts and the bodhisattva precepts, and fortitude is the fortitude of gaining certitude about the Dharma, especially about the teachings on emptiness. The last three perfections—joyous effort, meditative stability, and wisdom—are likewise practiced by everyone but are said to be more pertinent to monastics.


Although we are encouraged to practice all six perfections as best as we can from the beginning, it is easier to cultivate and perfect them in their given order. Generosity precedes ethical conduct because attachment to possessions and greed to have more and better are obstacles to abandoning nonvirtuous actions. Ethical conduct is needed for fortitude because by practicing ethical conduct, it is easier to control afflictions and remain calm in the face of harm or suffering. Fortitude is needed to gain joyous effort because the internal calm that fortitude brings sustains joyous effort. Joyous effort is needed to develop meditative stability because meditative concentration does not come quickly and requires continuous effort over time. Meditative stability is essential for developing sharp, clear wisdom that penetrates the meaning of any topic, especially ultimate reality.


The six perfections comprise the two collections, as discussed above. They can also be included in the three higher trainings of bodhisattvas. Here generosity, ethical conduct, and fortitude are included in the higher training of ethical conduct; meditative stability pertains to the higher training of concentration; and wisdom is incorporated in the higher training of wisdom. Joyous effort is needed for all of them.
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The six perfections also make up the two purposes of a practitioner: to obtain a higher rebirth and to actualize the highest good—liberation and full awakening. The first four perfections assist in attaining a higher rebirth. Meditative stability and wisdom are the keys to the highest good.


THE CAUSES FOR HIGHER REBIRTH AND THE HIGHEST GOOD
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From another perspective the six perfections can be included in the three types of generosity. The perfection of generosity is the generosity of giving material possessions. Ethical conduct and fortitude are the generosity of fearlessness because by acting ethically we protect others from the fear of our harming them and by having fortitude we do not cause others pain by losing our temper. The perfections of meditative stability and wisdom are the generosity of Dharma because instructions on serenity and insight are the principal teachings to give to sentient beings when they are receptive vessels. Joyous effort is needed to complete all three types of generosity.


THE THREE TYPES OF GENEROSITY AND THEIR CORRESPONDING PERFECTIONS
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The six perfections are necessary to keep us on the path and to enable us to accomplish our heartfelt spiritual aims. Two factors inhibit us from embarking on the path: attachment to wealth and attachment to family and home. By sharing our resources, generosity lessens the first. By keeping monastic precepts, ethical conduct alleviates the second.


We may go beyond these two attachments but still abandon the spiritual journey as a result of two hindrances: the first is resentment for others’ bad behavior and their lack of appreciation and respect, the second is discouragement regarding the length of time needed and the depth of practice required to accomplish our aims. Fortitude counteracts the first by strengthening our ability to handle hardship. Joyous effort remedies the second by increasing our delight and enthusiasm for creating virtue. These two together soothe the mind and give us great confidence and perseverance to continue on the path no matter what.


We may continue to practice, but our virtue may go to waste and our efforts may bring negligible results due to two causes: distraction and mistaken intelligence. Distraction scatters the mind to sense objects, useless thoughts, and disturbing emotions, diminishing the force of our virtue. Meditative stability remedies this by keeping our attention focused on a virtuous object and enables us to penetrate the Buddha’s teachings and integrate their meaning in our mind. Mistaken intelligence inhibits comprehending and practicing the Buddha’s teachings correctly and could actively misunderstand the teachings and lead to activities that cause unfortunate rebirths. Wisdom prevents this by correctly ascertaining what is and is not the path, and in this way guides our body, speech, and mind in the right direction.


FACTORS INHIBITING THE ACCOMPLISHMENT OF SPIRITUAL GOALS AND THEIR ANTIDOTES
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All six perfections can be included in the practice of each one. For example, giving even a glass of water—a small act of generosity—can be done with bodhicitta. The mental state is most important, and in this case it is the wish to give in order to accumulate merit to attain awakening for the sake of all sentient beings as well as to directly benefit the recipient.


Not harming others physically or verbally when getting the water and when giving it is ethical conduct. Refraining from a condescending attitude or rude behavior and eschewing harsh speech when offering also constitute ethical conduct. If the recipient harms us physically or verbally in return, remaining calm and not retaliating in response to their ingratitude is the practice of fortitude. Giving the water is done with joyous effort that takes delight in being generous. Stability of mind is necessary so that the mind does not get distracted while giving. Stability also maintains the bodhicitta motivation and prevents the mind from becoming polluted by afflictions while giving.


Prior to giving, wisdom is needed to know what, when, and how to give. While giving, contemplating the emptiness of the giver, gift, recipient, and action of giving cultivates wisdom. An early Mahāyāna sūtra, the Inquiry of Ugra (Ugraparipṛcchā), describes how this is done (IU 244):


When the householder bodhisattva sees someone in need, he will fulfill the cultivation of the six perfections:


1. If as soon as the householder bodhisattva is asked for any object whatsoever, his mind no longer grasps at the object, in that way his cultivation of the perfection of generosity will be fulfilled.


2. If he gives while relying on bodhicitta, in that way his cultivation of the perfection of ethical conduct will be fulfilled.


3. If he gives while bringing to mind love toward those in need and not producing anger or animosity toward them, in that way his cultivation of the perfection of fortitude will be fulfilled.


4. If he is not depressed due to a wavering mind that thinks “If I give this away, what will become of me?” in that way the perfection of joyous effort will be fulfilled.


5. If one gives to someone in need and, after having given, is free from sorrow and regret, and moreover gives [these things] from the standpoint of bodhicitta and is delighted and joyful, happy, and pleased, in that way his cultivation of the perfection of meditative stability will be fulfilled.


6. And if, when he has given, he does not imagine the phenomena [produced by his generosity] and does not hope for their maturation, and just as the wise do not settle down in [their belief in] any phenomena, just so he does not settle down [in them], and so he transforms them into supreme, full awakening—in that way his cultivation of the perfection of wisdom will be fulfilled.


 


REFLECTION


1. Review the example above that illustrates how the other perfections are also practiced while engaging in the perfection of generosity.


2. Using ethical conduct as the chief perfection being practiced, reflect on how the other five perfections are practiced in tandem.




3. Do the same for the perfections of fortitude, joyous effort, meditative stability, and wisdom—showing how the other perfections can be practiced together with it. This exercise will expand your awareness of how to make even small actions very worthwhile.


 


While learning about the perfections, you may become discouraged, thinking that the practices are so difficult and you will never be able to do them. If this happens, instead of expecting yourself to be an expert when you are a beginner, accept your present level of abilities and continue to increase them in the future. The Buddha did not start off fully awakened and there was a time when he too found practicing the bodhisattva deeds very challenging. However, because causes bring their corresponding results, through steady practice you will be able to begin, continue, and complete the bodhisattvas’ practices. Ratnadasa said in Praise of Endless Qualities (Guṇapāryantastotra, CTB 201):


Those deeds which, when heard of, scare worldly [people],


and which you could not practice for a long time,


will in time become spontaneous for all familiar with them.


Those not so familiar find it hard to increase attainments.


Śāntideva agrees (BCA 6.14ab):


There is nothing whatsoever


that is not made easier through acquaintance.


Seeing that this is the case, let’s recall our buddha nature and transform our mind!
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2Living as a Bodhisattva: The Perfections of Generosity, Ethical Conduct, and Fortitude


HAVING GENERATED BODHICITTA and taken the bodhisattva precepts, now do your best to live like a bodhisattva, imbuing all your actions with great compassion, wisdom, and bodhicitta. Pay special attention to the foremost bodhisattva actions, the ten perfections: generosity, ethical conduct, fortitude, joyous effort, meditative stability, wisdom, skillful means, unshakable resolve, power, and pristine wisdom. As you do this, be unassuming and don’t flaunt your spiritual practice. As my spiritual mentor Tsenshap Serkong Rinpoche once told Chodron, who is also his student, “If I am a good cook, I don’t need to advertise it. If I cook a meal, people will know for themselves.”


The Perfection of Generosity


Generosity is the mind with a kind thought that wants to give. It not only directly helps others but also releases the pain of miserliness and fills our mind with joy. In the Heap of Jewels Sūtra, the Bodhisattva Surata says (R 244–45):


One who accumulates billions


and is greedily attached [to this wealth],


unable to give it away,


is said by the wise


to be a person ever poor in the world.


A penniless person


who will readily give whatever he has


is said by the wise


to be the noblest and richest on earth.


Giving is the first perfection because it is the easiest for us to do. Generosity acts as the cause to receive resources—food, shelter, clothing, medicine, and other pleasurable objects—in this and future lives. Candrakīrti in the Supplement to “Treatise on the Middle Way” says (MMA 10):


All these beings want happiness,


but human happiness does not occur without resources.


Knowing that resources arise from generosity,


the Subduer first discoursed on that.


Generosity can take many forms, and four types of generosity are commonly discussed: (1) giving material possessions or money, (2) giving protection, (3) giving love, and (4) giving the Dharma.


Giving Material Possessions and Money


Giving material goods is a wonderful opportunity to connect with others, especially when we give with a pleasant expression and use both hands. It’s important to give at an appropriate time, without harming or inconveniencing anyone. We can also encourage others to be generous by inviting them to join us in making a gift or an offering.


Once you have decided to give something, give it soon, not letting the gift decay or get damaged. Avoid giving a little at a time when you could make the offering all at once, and definitely don’t belittle the recipient or give harmful objects such as weapons, poisons, and so on. Make sure that your gift was obtained with right livelihood.


Some people fear that if they give they will be impoverished because they won’t have that object later when they need it. Karmically, the opposite occurs: according to what we give, generosity is the cause to receive wealth, protection, love, and Dharma teachings. Even people who selfishly seek wealth will reap good results in future lives by being generous now. Although they are motivated to receive the karmic “reward” of giving, their generosity will still bring them abundance and the comfort of their material needs being met. Candrakīrti tells us (MMA 11):


Even for beings with little compassion,


brutal and intent on their own aims,


desired resources arise from generosity,


causing extinguishment of suffering.


In addition, those who are generous will come in contact with holy beings who will guide them on the path in this or future lives. The karmic connection from making offerings to Dharma practitioners, especially to bodhisattvas who are motivated by pure compassion, enables the giver to receive teachings in future lives and thus to progress on the path to liberation.


In the Inquiry of Ugra Sūtra, the Buddha encourages us by speaking of the benefits we receive by practicing generosity (IU 240–41):


The bodhisattva…should reflect as follows: “What I give away is mine; what I keep at home is not mine.4 What I give away has essence; what I keep at home has no essence. What I give away will bring pleasure at another [i.e., future] time; what I keep at home will [only] bring pleasure right now. What I give away does not need to be protected; what I keep at home must be protected. [My] desire for what I give away will be exhausted; [my] desire for what I keep at home increases. What I give away I do not think of as mine; what I keep at home I think of as mine. What I give away is no longer an object of grasping; what I keep at home is an object of grasping. What I give away is not a source of fear; what I keep at home causes fear. What I give away supports the path to awakening; what I keep at home supports the party of Māra.”


 


REFLECTION


1. Think of something that you hesitate to part with, even though someone else could derive happiness from receiving it.


2. Contemplate as the Buddha said above: “What I give is not mine. I will not need to protect it anymore and I will be free from the fear of it getting lost, broken, or stolen. My painful mental obsession for it will decrease, and I will feel the pleasure of giving instead. Furthermore, my greed, anger, and confusion about it will diminish and I will create merit that will support my future awakening.”


3. Contemplate: “With a miserly attitude, if I keep it, I will fret over it and my mind will be stressed, fearful, and trapped by clinging. I will eventually have to separate from it, and all that will remain then is the destructive karma I created through attachment to it.”


4. Compare the happy feeling in your mind when you think of the benefits of giving and the painful mental feelings when you imagine clinging to the object and keeping it for yourself. In this way, encourage yourself to be generous.


 


Bodhisattvas’ generosity differs from that of ordinary beings in many respects. Because ordinary beings do not immediately see the results of their generosity, many of them do not give. Bodhisattvas, on the other hand, are free from miserliness and do not seek their own benefit when they give. Having taken the bodhisattva precepts, they have pledged to lead all sentient beings to awakening and to help them temporarily as much as possible. Whenever bodhisattvas give, they experience the supreme joy that comes from seeing others benefit from their actions. There is not a touch of sadness, fear, or sense of loss after they give, only happiness. In fact, when bodhisattvas hear someone say, “Please give me…,” they feel overwhelming joy. Such joy is not experienced by śrāvaka and solitary-realizer arhats who abide in the peace of nirvāṇa, let alone by ordinary beings. Knowing these benefits, let’s try to practice generosity as bodhisattvas do.


In Precious Garland, Nāgārjuna counsels the king to use his wealth to benefit others and create merit now while he has the chance. The time of death is not certain, and while dying, he will be unable to practice generosity. Meanwhile, his ministers will be planning to divide up the treasury and still leave some for the new ruler (RA 316–17):


When dying, since you will lose your independence,


you will be unable to give away [your possessions]


through ministers who shamelessly cease to value you


and seek the affection of the new king.


Therefore, while healthy, quickly use all your resources


to build Dharma sites,


for you stand in the midst of death’s causes


like a lamp in the midst of a storm.


You may not be a monarch, but Nāgārjuna’s advice is still valuable. Give now and give with a bodhicitta motivation. Then while dying, rejoice at your merit and know that your wealth was distributed as you wish.


It may sometimes happen that you know the benefits of giving and the disadvantages of stinginess but still cannot bring yourself to give something to a person who has asked for it. The Buddha advises to humbly explain to the person (IU 258–59):


At this point my strength is meager and my roots of virtue are immature. I am only a beginner in the Mahāyāna. I am subject to thoughts of not giving. I still have the perspective of grasping, and am stuck in taking things as I and mine. And so, good person, I beg you to forgive me and not to be upset. [In the future] I will act, accomplish, and exert myself in order to fulfill your desires and those of all beings.


In other words, when giving a particular item is too much of a stretch for your present mental capacity, acknowledge your limitation without feeling ashamed or denigrating yourself. At the same time, resolve to put energy into eliminating this hindrance so that you will be able to joyfully give in the future.


Be careful also about going to the other extreme of giving so much away that you leave yourself bereft. Be practical so that you do not become a burden to others by being unable to take care of yourself. Remember, it is the strength of your kind motivation that is the most important factor, not the size of the offering.


Misunderstanding the meaning of generosity, people sometimes think it entails giving whatever another person wants. This is not the case; we must give with wisdom. If a person with a drug or alcohol problem asks for money that we know will be used to feed their substance abuse, giving it to them is not an act of kindness and generosity. In this case, the most helpful action is to not give the money but to help the person enroll in a treatment program. We do this not with anger or stinginess but out of care and concern for the person.


Similarly, giving children whatever they want does not help them grow into responsible adults. In fact, it can impair their ability to function in society later on because they will take possessions for granted and expect all their wishes to be fulfilled. Teaching children how to deal with the frustration of not getting what they want will help them for the rest of their lives. Likewise, teaching them to be generous with their possessions is helping them more than catering to their every desire. Similarly, when children quarrel about a toy or device, teaching them methods to resolve conflicts nonviolently will help them much more than stepping in and fixing the external situation.


Each situation in which we are asked for help needs to be examined individually, in light of our motivation, capability, and the repercussions of our action. Not giving out of miserliness is self-centered, but if we have the wish to give but are unable to, there is no fault. Being generous does not mean that we have to cure all the poverty and need in the world. While sentient beings are still in cyclic existence, a perfect world is impossible. Nevertheless, do what you can with a caring attitude.


People often want to be generous but are confused when they receive requests for donations from a myriad of charities. Is not giving something to each a transgression of the bodhisattva precept to give whenever asked? No, it isn’t. The bodhisattva precept refers to giving in situations where the person is in desperate need, directly asks us for help, and has no one else to turn to. If you receive requests for help from too many charities, pick those whose causes touch you the most and contribute to them. In your mind have a supportive and compassionate attitude and make prayers for the welfare of the others.


Learning to be a kind recipient is also practicing generosity and ethical conduct, for we’re giving someone the opportunity to take delight in giving. Sometimes we are too proud, afraid of feeling obliged, or immersed in feeling unworthy to accept others’ generosity. Rebuffing their gifts—be they material possessions, loving support, or the offer of help—is stinginess on our part. As a result, the giver may feel hurt, rejected, or demoralized. Recalling that our aim is to benefit sentient beings, let’s open our hearts and accept their kindness and generosity, neither exploiting it nor rejecting it. Admiring their kind actions and rejoicing in their merit can invigorate us to “pay it forward.”


 


REFLECTION


1. Contemplate your fortune in having the possessions you have—which is the result of being generous in previous lives. Think how wonderful others who are lacking in possessions would feel if they could enjoy such fortune.


2. Clean out a closet or dresser in your home, removing everything you haven’t used in the last year.


3. Note if the thought “But if I give it away, I won’t have it” arises, and remind yourself of the benefits of generosity.


4. Take those things to a charity, hospital, nursing home, school, and so forth, and with joy in your heart, donate them.


 


Giving the Body


Bodhisattvas may give their bodies to someone in need only when they have no clinging to their bodies. To such bodhisattvas, giving their body and life is like giving a carrot to someone; they have no attachment, fear, or hesitation. Some bodhisattvas attain the ability to give their body on the path of preparation. Bodhisattvas on the first ground, who excel in the perfection of generosity, do not experience any physical or mental suffering when giving their body or life. Because of their great merit, they do not experience physical pain, and because of their profound wisdom realizing emptiness, they experience no mental suffering. Nāgārjuna says (RA 221–23):


What is called immeasurable merit


and also that called immeasurable wisdom


quickly eradicate the suffering


of both body and mind.


Hunger, thirst, and other such physical suffering


occur in unfortunate rebirths due to one’s misdeeds.


[Bodhisattvas] do not engage in misdeeds;


due to merit, they have no such suffering in other rebirths.


From confusion comes the mental suffering


of attachment, anger, fear, lust, and such.


[Bodhisattvas] quickly eliminate this


by realizing that [all phenomena] are foundationless.


Furthermore, being free from the self-centered thought and having deep compassion, their attention is focused on the suffering of others (RA 226):


They have no physical suffering;


how could they have mental suffering?


Through their compassion they feel pain


for the world and so stay in it long.


Ordinary bodhisattvas who have not yet attained the first ground feel physical suffering when giving parts of their body. However, the pain they experience serves only to intensify their compassion for other sentient beings, who experience far greater pain in the hells. It reinforces their commitment and increases their activities to lead sentient beings to awakening until all realms in cyclic existence are emptied of beings. Candrakīrti said (MMA 15):


Through his own suffering in cutting and giving away his body


he sees with knowledge others’ pain


in hells and so forth, and strives quickly


to eliminate their suffering.


However, many great masters say that bodhisattvas who have not yet reached the first ground (on the path of seeing) should not give their lives because they are not yet capable of controlling their rebirth. It is better for these bodhisattvas to remain alive in this body and practice the Dharma for the remainder of their life.


Similarly, it is wiser for ordinary beings, who still cling to their bodies, to maintain their precious human lives and use them to purify negativities, create merit, and to study, contemplate, and meditate on the Dharma. Nowadays people can safely donate a kidney or another part of the body, and if they wish they can donate various organs after they die.


Although we are not yet capable of giving away our body, it is helpful to imagine doing so, since one day we will have to relinquish this body. The inner maṇḍala offering, where we imagine the parts of our body becoming the various aspects of the universe in its purified form, is a good way to do this. Our trunk becomes Mount Meru, our hands and feet the four continents, the upper and lower parts of our arms and legs become the eight subcontinents, our intestines the rings of water, our two eyes the sun and moon, our two ears the umbrella and victory banner, and our inner organs transform into gorgeous offerings that fill the entire sky. To offer this to the holy beings, we recite:


The objects of attachment, aversion, and ignorance—friends, enemies, and strangers, my body, wealth, and enjoyments—I offer these without any sense of loss. Please accept them with pleasure, and inspire me and others to be free from the three poisonous attitudes. Idam guru ratna maṇḍala kam nirya tayami.


Visualizations such as those in the practice of Cutting the Ego (Chod) and the Kusali offering in the Vajrayoginī practice are also helpful in this regard.


In short, practice giving your possessions and making offerings as much as you can—for example, by offering water bowls to the Three Jewels each morning, offering your food before eating, and giving to those in need. Doing practices in which you imagine giving your possessions and virtues of the past, present, and future are also beneficial. With each actual or imagined action of giving, remember to contemplate that the agent, action, and object are empty of inherent existence but exist dependent on one another. If miserliness arises, counteract it by recalling that you will have to separate from your resources sooner or later in any case. Therefore it would be better to actually give them or at least to give them in your imagination in order to increase delight in giving and free your mind from the pain of miserliness. Śāntideva tells us (BCA 3.11–12):


Without any sense of loss,


I shall give up my body and enjoyments


as well as all my virtues of the three times


for the sake of benefiting all.


By giving away all,


my mind aspires to transcend sorrow (nirvāṇa).


When I give away everything


it is best to give to sentient beings [now].


Giving Protection from Danger and Fear


Helping travelers, providing medical services and medicine, teaching Dharma to the incarcerated, providing aid to refugees, and volunteering in a homeless shelter are examples of giving protection from danger and fear. Tutoring and acting as mentors for at-risk youth, helping single mothers apply for social services, running a no-kill animal shelter that facilitates animal adoptions, providing legal services for immigrants, migrants, and refugees—there are many ways to reach out and help living beings experiencing fear and danger in the world today. All actions to protect the environment—be it recycling, researching renewable energy sources, planting trees, helping endangered species, taking injured wild animals to a wildlife shelter or sanctuary, and so forth—are also included in the generosity of protecting others. Rescuing insects drowning in water is another form of giving protection.


All of us have experienced fear and danger in the past; we know the feeling of relief that fills us when someone—a friend, relative, stranger, and sometimes even a former enemy—gives us a helping hand.


Giving Love


Giving love complements giving protection and is done in similar situations. It includes giving love to abused children, orphans, the grieving, the neglected, and all other beings. Many people need emotional support while going through difficult situations such as divorce, losing their job, and family problems. When we are able, let’s help them. We must be sensitive to each individual situation, however, not pushing our solutions on others or embarrassing them. Giving love also includes volunteering in social welfare projects, using our education and creativity to help others, and consoling those who are grieving.


Giving the Dharma


Giving the Dharma is said to be the supreme form of generosity because it enables others to create the causes for temporal and ultimate happiness. As with all forms of generosity, our motivation is important; when sharing the Dharma, the purity of motivation is of even greater importance, because sharing the Dharma with a corrupt motivation could cause widespread and long-term harm. For example, with a motivation that wants to use others to obtain fame and wealth, someone gives incorrect teachings. Others believe these fallacious speculations and practice incorrectly, leading them to unfortunate rebirths. Such wrong teachings may remain in circulation even after the person who first spoke them has died. Nāgārjuna said (MPU 81):


The giving of Dharma consists of constantly employing a pure mind and wholesome thoughts in the offering of instruction to everyone. Just as it is with the giving of material gifts, wherein there is no measure of blessings or virtue associated with it if one fails to maintain a wholesome mind, so too it is with the giving of the Dharma: If one fails to maintain a pure mind and wholesome thoughts, then it is not the case that this actually qualifies as the generosity of Dharma.


But if the speaker of Dharma is able to maintain a pure mind and wholesome thoughts as he praises the Three Jewels, opens the door to understanding offenses and blessings, explains the four truths, and thus goes about teaching and transforming beings so that they are caused to enter the buddha path, this does qualify as true and pure Dharma generosity.


As Buddhist practitioners, share whatever knowledge you have of the Dharma when people ask for advice. When sharing the Dharma, do not expect special treatment, respect, or offerings, but simply give Dharma instructions or advice to others as one friend to another. Giving Dharma teachings for payment is doing business—the worst kind of business!


Not everyone wants to teach the Dharma and not everyone is qualified to be a Dharma teacher; but there are many other ways to give the Dharma to others such as chanting mantras to children and teaching them the melodies to chant them too. Doing our recitations out loud so that animals and insects around us hear them, reading texts and prayers to those recovering from an illness or those whose lives are coming to a conclusion, contributing funds to print Dharma books for free distribution, and donating books on Buddhism to college libraries as well as public libraries are also acts of giving the Dharma. Volunteering at a Dharma center, monastery, or temple supports the sharing of the Dharma.


When friends ask for advice on how to deal with problems, describe Dharma methods without using any Buddhist words. This is easy to do because so many of the Buddha’s teachings—especially those on working with emotions and building healthy relationships—are common-sense instructions that people of any or no religion can easily apply in their lives.


Bodhisattvas’ Practice of Generosity


Nāgārjuna describes bodhisattvas’ perfection of generosity (MPU 99–100):


As for that giving performed by bodhisattvas, it is done with the realization that the act of giving is neither produced nor destroyed. It is conducted in a state that has gone beyond polluting impurities, is unconditioned, and is characterized by being like nirvāṇa. That giving is performed for the sake of all beings. This is what is referred to as the perfection of generosity.


There are those who say that when one gives everything of every sort, giving exhaustively of all inner and outer resources, and also gives without seeking any reward as a result, this kind of giving qualifies as the perfection of generosity…


One knows that the thing that is given is ultimately empty [of inherent existence] and characterized as being like nirvāṇa. Because one employs this kind of mind in giving to beings, the result accruing from it is inexhaustible and it is therefore referred to as the perfection of generosity…


[Bodhisattvas] employ a kind of giving that is coated with nirvāṇa-like reality-concordant wisdom through which [that giving] becomes inexhaustible. Moreover, bodhisattvas give for the sake of all beings. Because the number of beings is inexhaustible, that giving too is inexhaustible.


Bodhisattvas give for the sake of the Buddhadharma. The Buddhadharma is immeasurable and boundless. So too is that giving also immeasurable and boundless.


For these reasons, bodhisattvas’ generosity surpasses that of śrāvakas. Although we may not yet be capable of practicing generosity in that vast way, we can rejoice in the bodhisattvas’ generosity and aspire to practice generosity as they do. This is done by familiarizing ourselves with the above elements of generosity that Nāgārjuna pointed out. In short, by practicing generosity whenever possible with the motivation of bodhicitta and the awareness of emptiness, our minds will be very joyful and we will progress on the path to buddhahood.


 


REFLECTION


1. Think of examples of how you can practice the generosity of protection.


2. Think of examples of how you can practice the generosity of love.


3. Think of examples of how you can practice the generosity of the Dharma.


 


Asaṅga in his Mahāyāna Compendium recommends practicing generosity with six supremacies: (1) the supreme basis is practicing generosity based on bodhicitta; (2) supreme things is that you give all that can be given, and when that is limited, maintain the aspiration to give away everything; (3) supreme aim is giving to all sentient beings for the sake of their temporal happiness and ultimate benefit; (4) supreme skillful means is when generosity is informed by nonconceptual wisdom, or in the case of beginning bodhisattvas, with wisdom that conceptually knows that all phenomena are empty; (5) supreme dedication is dedicating the merit from practicing generosity to the full awakening of self and others; and (6) supreme purity is stopping both afflictive and cognitive obscurations.


Contemplating these six one by one before, during, and after giving transforms our generosity from an ordinary, mundane act of giving to giving that is deeply meaningful for self and others. Try it!


Maitreya’s Ornament of the Mahāyāna Sūtras contains a concise verse with deep meaning that explains how the Buddha engages with all six perfections. Here the example of generosity is used; the italicized word changes according to each perfection:


Buddha’s generosity is


not attached, unattached, never attached;


it is not at all attached,


not attached, unattached, never attached.


“Attachment” here means stickiness, an attitude that prevents our practice of that perfection from being in accord with the Dharma. Pointing out these seven discordant elements helps us to improve our practice, making it accord with bodhisattvas’ deeds.


1. Not attached: Attachment indicates the opposite of that perfection, which in the case of generosity is miserliness regarding possessions. Turning away from miserliness is being not attached.


2. Unattached: Here attachment appears in the form of procrastination. By being unattached, we will seize the present opportunity.


3. Never attached: This attachment is to limits, such as limited objects, recipients, areas, or time. It prevents us from practicing wholeheartedly—for example, being easily satisfied with offering a little when we’re capable of offering more. Without attachment, we will make effort to go beyond self-imposed limits and narrow ways of thinking. In regard to generosity, we will overcome our hesitation to give.


4. Not at all attached: Here attachment is to the hope for reward; this is giving with the expectation of receiving something in return in this life. Our generosity is done in the spirit of a transaction. We give in order to receive; the gift isn’t free because expectations are attached. Afterward if our expectations are not met, we feel cheated and complain, when in fact our corrupt motivation is the problem. Being not at all attached, our motivation for practicing each perfection is free from seeking reward or acknowledgment here and now.


5. Not attached: The attachment is expecting a beneficial karmic return in future lives. This attitude is unbecoming for a bodhisattva who aims for awakening and wastes an opportunity to create virtue. Being not attached, bodhisattvas don’t expect good results in future lives, even though these may come naturally as an effect of virtue.


6. Unattached: Here attachment is for the self-centered attitude that is a formidable obstacle because it seeks only our own liberation. This is countered by renewing our bodhicitta motivation. Being unattached is giving with the full force of a generous motivation.


7. Never attached: This attachment undermines the purity of our practice. It has two aspects. The first is being tinged by the latencies of stinginess that obscure the mind. The second is grasping true existence. When giving, try to be fully aware that the agent, object, and action of generosity are empty of true existence. See them as existing by mere designation.


Although these seven are not explicitly mentioned in the context of each perfection, contemplate them on your own. It will enhance your practice of the other perfections.


Train so that your generosity is like a snake shedding its skin: there is no regret. Be like a deer who doesn’t have any sense of ownership. Giving without these seven impediments is a bodhisattva’s generosity. Although our generosity may fall short of this, remember that we are practicing generosity; the expectation is not that we will be perfectly generous at the beginning. As the old adage goes, “practice makes perfect.”


The Perfection of Ethical Conduct


The second perfection, ethical conduct, is a mind that has abandoned all thoughts of harming others. In particular, the ethical conduct of a bodhisattva is a state of mind that has relinquished the self-centered attitude. There are three types of ethical conduct:


1. Restraining from destructive actions is to abandon the ten nonvirtues and to abide in whatever precepts and commitments we have taken.


2. Gathering virtue involves taking every possible opportunity to enhance the collections of method and wisdom in order to progress on the path.


3. Benefiting sentient beings is to enact our love and compassion by helping those in need.


These three occur in a fixed sequence. Restraining from harm establishes the foundation for engaging in virtuous actions, which in turn enables us to work for the welfare of sentient beings.


The Ethical Conduct of Restraining from Destructive Actions


Ethical conduct evolves from generosity, because if we are generous, not attached to possessions, and not greedy for more, then we will not harm others to get things. In the Supplement, Candrakīrti emphasizes the first type of ethical conduct, in which we abandon naturally negative actions—that is, actions that when done by ordinary beings are almost always motivated by afflictions. Of particular importance is abandoning the ten nonvirtuous paths of karma, the first seven being destructive actions (killing, stealing, unwise or unkind sexual behavior, lying, divisive speech, harsh speech, and idle talk) and the last three being the afflictions that motivate them (covetousness, malice, and wrong views). Furthermore, keeping whatever precepts we have taken is of crucial importance. These include the prātimokṣa precepts for monastics and lay followers, the bodhisattva precepts, and tantric precepts and commitments. If we have taken lay or monastic precepts, engaging in proscribed actions such that the four branches of the basis, attitude, performance, and completion are complete constitutes a full transgression of the precept.


There are four gates through which ethical misdeeds occur. By learning and remembering these we can avoid misdeeds and transgressions of precepts.


(1) By not knowing what to abandon and what to practice, we easily harm others. For example, being ignorant of the ten nonvirtues and not remembering the precepts we have taken set the stage for unethical actions that harm others.


(2) Lacking respect for the precepts and not thinking that ethical conduct is important facilitate misdeeds. Someone may know what to abandon and practice but not think that ethical conduct is important. Such a person easily interferes with the well-being of others because they don’t care about the effects of their actions on themselves or others.


(3) Carelessness and heedlessness. Someone may know the ten nonvirtues and may know the precepts they promised to uphold, but not monitor their behavior. Lacking mindfulness and introspective awareness, they don’t recognize when afflictions and harmful intentions arise in their minds and easily act on whatever impulsive thoughts enter their mind.


(4) Strong afflictions. When the mind is unsubdued, afflictions can arise strongly and overwhelm someone’s ethical restraint. Before they know it, afflictions are in control, forcing them to get involved in harmful actions. Even if they intellectually know the antidote for that affliction, it is weak and they cannot call it up when it is most needed.


The more we are aware of the above four factors and seek to counteract them, the more peaceful our demeanor will be and the purer our ethical conduct will be. The tools to shut the four doors to transgressions are mental factors in our mind. We must learn to identify them in our own experience and then strengthen them through Dharma study and practice. The antidotes to the four gates for transgressions are:


(1) Learn the ten nonvirtues and the four branches for them to be complete.5 Know the precepts and commitments you have taken and study them well.


(2) Develop faith and respect for the precepts. Understand the disadvantages of unethical behavior and the benefits of ethical conduct. Live near your preceptor, Dharma teachers, and virtuous friends so that you have support in your practice of ethical conduct and good examples to follow. Remembering that the precepts in your mindstream represent the Buddha, you won’t be indifferent toward them.


(3) Be careful and conscientious in your actions. Cultivate mindfulness of your precepts and develop introspective awareness to monitor the thoughts and emotions in your mind.


(4) Learn the antidotes to the afflictions and apply them. Contemplate impermanence to counteract attachment, fortitude to subdue anger, and rejoicing to counter jealousy. Meditating on precious human life and buddha nature are excellent antidotes to depression and lack of self-confidence. Breathing meditation calms the mind when doubt, restlessness, or rumination arise. Also cultivate integrity, which abandons negativities because of holding to our own values, and consideration for others, which abandons negativities because of not wanting others to lose faith in us, in the Dharma, or in human beings in general.


As said in the “Eight Verses of Thought Transformation” (3):6


In all actions I will examine my mind,


and the moment a disturbing attitude arises,


endangering myself and others,


I will firmly confront and avert it.


 


REFLECTION


Contemplate the four gates through which ethical wrongdoings occur, making examples from your life or from the lives of people you see in the news. Then reflect on their antidotes and see how those would prevent the wrongdoing and save so many people from experiencing pain.


1. By not knowing what to abandon and what to practice, you easily harm others.


2. The remedy is to learn the ten nonvirtues and the four branches for them to be complete. Know the precepts and commitments you have taken and study them well.


3. Lacking respect for the precepts and not thinking that ethical conduct is important makes you apathetic toward the effects of your actions on yourself and on others.




4. Counteract this by developing faith and respect for the precepts. Understand the disadvantages of unethical behavior and the benefits of ethical conduct. Live near your preceptor, Dharma teachers, and others who support your good conduct.


5. Carelessness and heedlessness lie behind not monitoring your behavior and not recognizing afflictions and harmful intentions when they arise.


6. The antidote to this is being conscientious in your actions. Cultivate mindfulness of your precepts and develop introspective awareness to monitor your thoughts and emotions.


7. Being overwhelmed by strong afflictions renders you unable to control your physical, verbal, and mental actions.


8. The counterforce is to learn the antidotes to the afflictions and practice them repeatedly in your meditation so that you are familiar with them when an actual situation arises.


 


Abandoning destructive actions brings coolness to the mind as the fire of guilt and remorse has been reduced. Practicing the ten virtuous pathways of action brings delight and peace to the mind. It is said that a special fragrance called the “scent of pure ethical conduct” naturally surrounds people who have pure ethical conduct.


Ethical conduct is like a dike; it holds us back from involvement in a harmful situation. It is like a lamp that illuminates dark corners of our mind so that we can clean them. It is like our goatee being on fire; we must focus on what is happening inside ourselves, not on others.


Bodhisattvas on the second ground excel in ethical conduct. Whether they are awake or asleep, standing, sitting, walking, or lying down, their body, speech, and mind are free from even subtle ethical misdeeds. Although our ethical conduct may not be of that caliber now, we should direct our intentions to that and cultivate pure ethical conduct as best as we can. Through the force of our sincere intention, gradually all our actions will become wholesome.


Practicing ethical conduct is extremely important for ordinary beings as well as for āryas. We may create much merit by practicing generosity, but if we neglect ethical conduct—which is the primary cause of fortunate rebirths—we will enjoy the wonderful fruits of generosity in an unfortunate realm. For example, instead of having a precious human life with good resources and conducive conditions in which we can practice the Dharma easily, we will be reborn as a pampered dog in a wealthy family. I hear that some people in the West take their dogs to spas, have their claws manicured, and give them the most delicious and expensive dog food available. While the dog may enjoy the food—I’m not sure about the spa and the manicure—the dog’s merit of generosity has been exhausted with no long-term benefit having accrued, because it was unable to create merit in a dog rebirth.


On the other hand, if someone practices ethical conduct as well as generosity, both will ripen as the conducive circumstances of a precious human life. On that basis they can continue practicing the Dharma, creating more and more causes for awakening. In the process of doing this, they will also create the causes for good rebirths in the future in which they will have all excellent conditions necessary for Dharma practice. This is like accruing compounded interest; Candrakīrti, on the other hand, likens practicing generosity without ethical conduct to frittering away both principal and interest.
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