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 Session One: Unawareness of Reality, Root Cause for the Samsaric Syndrome
Unedited Transcript
Listen to the audio version of this page (0:50 hours)The topic for this weekend is the twelve links of dependent arising. This is a very central and important topic in the Buddhist path and in order to develop interest and motivation to study it, to learn about it, it’s important to know, why is it important? As way of introduction, let me discuss that for a little while first.

The main structure of the Buddha’s teachings are the four noble truths and these are facts which are seen as true by, it’s usually translated as “the noble ones,” the aryas. Ordinary people would not see these as true, they wouldn’t understand them. It’s only on very, very deep reflection about reality that one sees the truth of these four  –  “truth” maybe isn’t exactly the word. These are things that are really true in a sense. We’ll see what that means.

The first is true suffering. What truly is suffering? What truly is the problem? Well, what truly is the problem that we all experience is on many different levels. Some of these levels many people can see are truly a problem, not just the aryas. The first level is the suffering of unhappiness, pain, what’s usually called the “suffering of suffering.” This even animals recognize as something that is not desirable and that they want to get rid of and try to get rid of in their own ways.

A more subtle level is our ordinary happiness. Our ordinary happiness is a type of suffering called “the suffering of change,” basically because it is totally unreliable. Our ordinary happiness doesn’t last and it’s not satisfying, we always want more, and we never know what’s going to come next when it ends.

If ordinary happiness were true happiness, then the more we had, the happier we would be. So we might become happy walking, for example, going for a walk, but if you had to walk for an endless number of hours, after a while you’d get pretty tired and that happiness will turn into suffering. If it were true happiness, the more you walked, the happier you would become. So we sit down and we think that’s happiness, we feel happy when we sit down, but the longer we’re sitting, soon that happiness changes. If it were true happiness, the longer we sat, let’s say if we had to sit there for ten years, the happier we would become.

Obviously, that’s not the case. Now, Buddhism is not alone in identifying this type of experience, so-called “worldly happiness,” as a form of suffering. There are many religions that say, “Give up worldly suffering and aim for the everlasting happiness of heaven or paradise.” So, to want to overcome that kind of suffering is not particularly Buddhist.

So, what is the true suffering? What’s the true problem? That’s what the aryas see, is the true problem. The true problem is our uncontrollably recurring aggregates, in other words, the body and mind that we get, to put it very simply, lifetime after lifetime  –  this whole cycle of samsaric rebirth, which then form the basis for experiencing the first two types of suffering: unhappiness and ordinary happiness. That’s the real problem. That’s the true suffering, the true problem. Others don’t really recognize this as true suffering, as the true problem.

Well, you could argue that there are other Indian philosophical systems, non-Buddhist systems, that also see this type of samsaric rebirth as a real problem. But what’s the cause of this? And now we have to go deeper. It’s not just to see that this is the only true thing, but Buddha went on to speak about what’s really, what’s truly the cause of this. Now we get much more specifically into a fuller Buddhist context. Buddha said the true cause of our problems, of this uncontrollably recurring samsara, the real problem is our unawareness of reality, of how we exist.

What Buddha taught was  –  to just jump ahead a little bit  –  that we have to realize that it is thinking that an impossible way in which we exist is actually the way in which we really do exist. That’s the problem. We’re confused. We think that we exist in a way that is impossible.

Other Indian systems also say that the cause of samsara is ignorance, this unawareness. However, what they say is impossible and therefore what’s left over, in other words, what is the way in which we exist, Buddha said, “No, that’s impossible too.” That’s what is particularly special here in the Buddhist presentation. Like, if we look at the Upanishads, which form the basis of most of the Hindu thought, they also say that it’s ignorance, it’s deception that causes samsara and we want to gain liberation  –  and what’s impossible is that we all exist separately and what really is the case is that we are all one with Brahma.

OK, so that identification of ignorance or unawareness, from a Buddhist point of view, Buddha saw that’s not true, that’s not true. So the identification of what really is unawareness, what are we unaware of, what is our confusion, what is our ignorance, Buddha identified what the true ignorance is, what the true unawareness is, which is the real cause of the real problem, which is the uncontrollably recurring rebirth. That’s where the explanation of the twelve links of dependent arising comes in, because it’s with this explanation scheme that Buddha explained how unawareness of reality, of how we exist, actually causes this uncontrollably recurring rebirth.

So the twelve links is basically a description of how rebirth works. In other words, the twelve links show us how do we, through our unawareness, through our confusion, how do we perpetuate over and over again having a body and a mind, which is going to act as the basis for experiencing the suffering of unhappiness and the suffering of worldly happiness, which never satisfies.

But Buddha didn’t leave it just at that by saying, “Well, this is how we perpetuate our samsaric suffering,” and then just complain about how terrible that is. Buddha went on to see that it is possible to have a true stopping of it. In other words, you can truly stop it, so that it never recurs again. That’s the third noble truth.

In other words, Buddha saw that with these other systems of belief, other systems of explanation, you didn’t truly stop samsaric rebirth and all the suffering. Maybe you’re able to go into some incredible meditative trance and it would seem as though it had ended, because this trance lasted a very long time and you didn’t really recognize anything that was going on; but your samsaric suffering recurred, it came back.

Some people, ordinary people would think, and we have this belief commonly in the West as well, that life has its ups and downs and, “Learn to live with it,” and the best that we could do is to learn to live with the various problems, to cope with it. That’s in many cases the approach in Western psychology, isn’t it? But Buddha saw that it is possible truly to stop, to end the samsaric cycle, so that it will never ever recur again. So that’s true stopping.

The fourth noble truth is that he saw what truly was the pathway of mind that will lead to this true stopping. This is often translated as “truth of the path” or “the true path.” But we’re not talking about a road that you walk on; we’re talking here about a state of mind, a type of understanding that will act as a pathway leading to liberation. So it’s not really talking about step-by-step you do this; it’s more in terms of step-by-step this is the kind of mind that you need. It’s talking about the mind itself, the understanding: this is what is going to bring liberation.

And basically, if we understand that there’s no such thing as these impossible ways of existing that we imagine is how we exist, if we understand there’s no such thing  –  that’s what voidness is talking about, it’s an absence of this, a total absence, no such thing  –  then you can gain liberation. How that liberation actually occurs is also explained in terms of the twelve links. So the twelve links can be understood in the forward order: that one produces two, two produces three, etc.  –  that describes how we perpetuate samsara. Or we can also understand it in the reverse order, which describes how we get out of samsara.

In other words, if we want to get rid of link number twelve, since that arises dependently on eleven, you have to get rid of eleven. And how do you get rid of eleven? Well, then you have to get rid of ten. And then to get rid of that, you have to get rid of nine. And like that, that’s how we understand the twelve links, how the understanding of the twelve links in reverse order indicates how we actually get out of samsara. Therefore this teaching on the twelve links of dependent arising is very, very much involved with or represents the core of the understanding of the four noble truths.

We talk about, in Buddhism, the three poisonous attitudes. These are the attitudes or disturbing emotions, disturbing attitudes, that are the most poisonous, the ones that really keep us in samsara. This is longing desire or attachment, greed, and there’s hostility and anger, and then there’s naivety. And we can apply various temporary antidotes that will help us to overcome this longing desire or attachment and anger.

So, if we have so much longing desire for somebody else’s body or our own body and have a lot of attachment, we can meditate on what is inside the body, the so-called ugliness of the body. The body doesn’t consist of just the external surface and shape, but there’s everything that’s in the stomach and intestines and so on. So that helps as a temporary antidote to lessen our desire and attachment. The most desirable, wonderful cake that we love the most  –  chew it a few times and spit it out on the plate and see how desirable it looks. And if you swallow it, think what it turns into after a day. So these type of thoughts are a temporary help for overcoming our attachment and desire.

And for our anger and hostility, which is basically the wish for harm to happen to others, then we apply the temporary antidote of meditation on love, that everybody wants to be happy, nobody wants to be unhappy and so on, so the wish for them to be happy. That’s a temporary antidote to anger and hostility. But these temporary antidotes of meditation on ugliness and on love don’t bring about a true stopping of these disturbing emotions and the suffering that they cause us. They’re just a temporary help.

But these disturbing emotions will recur. So if we really want to get rid of these, then we need to apply the antidote to naivety, the third poisonous attitude. Naivety is particularly about reality, how we exist. We often speak of naivety in terms of two levels: naivety about cause and effect, and naivety about how we exist. What is the antidote to naivety? What Buddha taught was the antidote is meditation on these twelve links of dependent arising. Through understanding them, we understand how cause and effect works.

When we talk about cause and effect, we’re talking about behavioral cause and effect; we’re not talking about the cause and effect involved in gravity or some physical type of process. We’re talking about it in terms of our behavior, in other words, the topic of karma. The twelve links help us to understand the whole mechanism of how karma functions and how it is the mechanism that drives uncontrollably recurring samsaric rebirth.

And more specifically, it explains to us how unawareness of reality, of how we exist, really is the root cause for the whole syndrome of samsara and explains how to get rid of it. And if we get rid of the root cause, this unawareness of how we exist, then we will also get rid of the whole process that as well is explained with the twelve links. That understanding that gets rid of our unawareness, our confusion or ignorance, likewise will get rid of the other disturbing emotions  –  longing desire and anger and so on  –  since these types of disturbing emotions are very, very much involved in the whole karmic process.

The twelve links explain the role of the disturbing emotions in driving karma, in a sense, in terms of negative motivations, in terms of what activates karmic tendencies and so on. The twelve links explain how these disturbing emotions are involved in causing our karmic actions and how they’re involved in bringing about the result of our karmic actions. So with our understanding of the twelve links, both how it brings about samsara and how we get out of samsara, it eliminates that naivety about reality and, as a side thing, it eliminates as well our naivety about behavioral cause and effect.

So that’s very important to realize: when we act in a destructive way, that brings about the experience of the first type of suffering, the suffering of unhappiness, pain. And why do we act destructively? Because we’re unaware of how we exist. And even if we act constructively, but based on a misunderstanding of how we exist, in other words, “I’ll help you, so that it’ll make me feel important, it’ll make me feel useful, you will thank me, will love me,” these type of things, that can bring about our temporary worldly happiness, but that’s still samsaric suffering, as we saw. So understanding these twelve links gets rid of the whole package: all the disturbing emotions, the karma, and the unawareness or ignorance of reality that is the basis for these.

Then the question is: why would we want to understand this? “How fascinating. This is how you get into samsara; this is how you get out of samsara. How interesting.” Well, just because it’s interesting is not a sufficient reason and is not going to give us a very profound result for studying this material. So what is one of the most basic fundamental axioms of Buddhism? It’s that everybody wants to be happy, nobody wants to be unhappy. And there’s no reason why that is so; that’s just the way things are.

It’s quite interesting, when we study Buddhism, many of us are struck at how rational the system is and how it gives explanations for everything. But in fact, even within Buddhism there are certain things that are explained as, “This is just the way things are. There is no reason.” One of these, which is really fundamental, is: “Everybody wants to be happy and nobody wants to be unhappy.” This is actually a very profound point. Because we don’t want to be unhappy, therefore we want to eliminate unhappiness, don’t we?

The problem is that we don’t really recognize what is true unhappiness, in other words, the first noble truth: true suffering. We don’t want to be unhappy. We don’t want to be poor and starving, so we think happiness is to get a lot of money. But then you get a lot of money and there are so many other problems involved with it. What are you going to do with your money? How are you going to invest it? “Everybody wants my money.” It’s going to be stolen... all these sort of problems that come with that.

And we want to be happy and so we think that... now, this is very interesting, I remember people who lived like you in the Soviet Union, who dreamt of being able to eat fruit, like banana. And one of my Russian friends came to India and there was almost an endless supply of bananas, so this is what he just absolutely stuffed himself, in the beginning, on bananas, bananas, bananas. But then he realized that this isn’t really happiness. I mean, once you’ve eaten a certain number of bananas for a certain number of days  –  enough already.

So although we want happiness, everybody wants to be happy, we don’t really know what happiness is. So if we could learn what true suffering is, this whole samsaric cycle, and what the true cause of it is, then  –  just based on the fact that everybody wants to be happy and nobody wants to be unhappy, just on the basis of that, you would want to get out of samsara, you’d want to get rid of that unhappiness, that suffering, that deepest type of suffering. That’s actually a very profound and deep point, if you think about it.

We hear about renunciation, renunciation of samsara, and this sounds so difficult and so really impossible. But there is a basis that we all have for that which does make it possible, which is the basic nature that we want to be happy and we don’t want to be unhappy. On the basis of that, it’s possible to develop renunciation. And on the basis of the fact that everybody wants to be happy and nobody wants to be unhappy, we can develop compassion, which is the basis for developing bodhichitta, which is the motivation for reaching enlightenment to be able to best help everybody out of their suffering.

So, if we really want to develop renunciation, we have to realize what is it that we renounce. It’s not merely the suffering of unhappiness; it’s not merely the suffering of our ordinary happiness which changes all the time, the so-called “suffering of change.” What you want to get out of and get rid of is what’s called “the all-pervasive affecting suffering.” These are these uncontrollably recurring aggregates. It’s “all-pervasive” and it pervades every moment of our existence. And it’s “affecting,” it affects, it brings about our experience of the first two types of suffering. That’s what you’re renouncing. That’s what you want to get rid of.

So, renunciation is this wish to get rid of this deepest suffering, what’s true suffering, what truly is suffering, and its causes, what is truly its causes. And literally the word means “a determination,” so we’re determined to get free, our mind is absolutely certain.

Now, what’s the basis for being certain about this? The basis for it is being totally convinced that it is possible to eliminate true suffering and its true causes, that it’s totally possible. So you’re convinced of that. And you’re convinced of what type of mind, what type of understanding will actually get rid of it  –  and get rid of it forever. On the basis of that, then definitely we want to get out.

How can you have determination to get free, if you’re not convinced that it’s possible to get free and you’re not convinced of how to do it and convinced that doing that will work, and convinced as well that I’m capable of doing it, not just Buddha Shakyamuni? So, to really study these twelve links you have to have this motivation of being determined to get free of samsara. And that determination, it’s renunciation based on understanding the forward sequence of the twelve links, that: “This is really the true suffering. This is what I’m determined to get out of.” This is how it works.

And the reversal sequence, that: “This is really what will get rid of the samsaric suffering and it’s possible to get rid of it forever.” It’s very interesting, because in a sense you need this renunciation in order to get enough motivation to study the twelve links seriously. And the more seriously we study the twelve links, the more determined we are to be free of it and the more convinced that we can become free of it. So our renunciation becomes stronger. So, the two strengthen each other, like a feedback loop.

The discussion of the twelve links is really focused on the topic of how samsara works and how to get liberation from samsara. So it’s not exclusively Mahayana. It’s in common with Hinayana and Mahayana. In other words, this is what you have to understand and work with first, if you’re going to work toward enlightenment. So, this gets into the whole discussion of what do we need to gain liberation? What do we need to understand? What type of mind do we need to gain liberation? What kind of mind do we need to have in order to gain enlightenment?

And is liberation possible? And is enlightenment possible? And that is a very essential question and topic. Is liberation possible? Is enlightenment possible? “How could I possibly work toward it, if I’m not convinced that it’s possible?” So we have to look a little bit more deeply in terms of these twelve links and material that is underlying our understanding of the twelve links.

And although this is not specifically the topic of the twelve links, I think it’s extremely important to understand, or at least to have an indication of what we need to think about in order to understand and become convinced that liberation and enlightenment are possible. Otherwise, why are we practicing Buddhism? What are you doing if you don’t think that it’s possible to achieve the goal?

So, the problem is that our mind projects impossible ways of existing and we believe that they correspond to reality. These are the problems. When we talk about unawareness, the first of these twelve links, that’s referring to basically believing this projection, this junk that the mind projects of impossible ways of existing, it’s referring to believing that that’s true. That’s the unawareness.

And more specifically, our mind projects impossible ways of existing for persons  –  me, you  –  and also impossible ways of existing of all phenomena in general, of everything  –  in terms of the twelve links speaking specifically about the unawareness of how persons exist, both self and others.

Now, of course there are many different tenet systems within Buddhism, many different philosophical systems of explanation, and some of them say that the projection of what’s impossible with regard to persons and the understanding that there’s no such thing, that with regard to persons, that is one impossible way and all you need to understand is the voidness of that, that that’s not referring to anything real, in order to gain liberation. And what’s impossible about everything, including the self, is a deeper one that the mind projects and you believe in and you need to [get rid of] that in order to gain enlightenment. So there’s two levels of what’s impossible  –  two levels of getting rid of them.

And there are some systems within these Indian schools of Buddhist philosophy that say, “Well, actually you need the same understanding to gain either liberation or enlightenment.” But this is a technical point that we can study in depth later, whether we need the same understanding to gain liberation and enlightenment or there are levels of understanding for liberation and enlightenment. So that unawareness, that first link, is understood slightly differently in each of these tenet systems, in terms of what is it unaware of.

But the real point here is that the mind projects these impossible ways of existing and we believe that they’re true. Now, to gain liberation from samsara, you have to stop believing that these are true, that this projection refers to reality. You have to realize, “This is ridiculous; it doesn’t refer to anything real. That’s totally absent.” Voidness is talking about that  –  it’s totally absent.

Even if we only just stop believing that these projections refer to anything real, even if the mind is still projecting them, we don’t have any suffering. We don’t produce any further samsaric experience based on believing in these projections. It’s believing in these projections, like there’s some solid me and then we get desire, “I have to get a lot of things to me,” to make that me secure, and anger, “I have to get a lot of things away from me that I feel threatens it,” and so on. We get rid of that, when we stop believing in this false appearance, and so you don’t create any more causes for suffering for yourself.

So even if the mind produces all this garbage, we realize it’s like an illusion, it doesn’t refer to anything real. You don’t act upon it and you don’t produce further suffering for yourself and you don’t produce further samsaric rebirth. That’s liberation. You become what’s called an arhat, a liberated being. The understanding of the twelve links is sufficient for gaining that liberation. But we have to go deeper, if we really want to help everybody gain liberation as well. We need to get the mind to stop projecting these deceptive appearances, these false appearances. If we can get the mind to stop doing that, then we become an enlightened Buddha.

If we want to understand this in a very simple, initial way: the mind projects something like a solid line around things and so everything appears to exist solidly, independently, all by itself, as if encapsulated in plastic.

So like somebody gets angry with us, or says something nasty to us and, “There it is,” it appears as though it’s existing all by itself, independent of all the causes. The entire life of this person, the entire spectrum of all the people they ever met and all the influences and what happened to them the day before and what happened to them before they met us  –  all these things don’t appear. It just appears this one, “Oouh, you said this nasty thing to me!” as if existing all by itself, a big line around it or encapsulated in plastic. And then on that basis we get really angry.

If we want to help everybody achieve liberation, we have to get the mind to stop projecting this garbage. Because when it stops projecting these solid lines around things, encapsulating them as if they existed independently, then we see how everything is interdependent  –  all the causes of why somebody has acted the way they did, all the things that would follow if we taught them this or if we taught them that and how that will affect all their future lives and everybody that they interact with and so on.

You have to be able to know that in order to be a Buddha. That’s what an enlightened Buddha knows, the omniscient mind knows that. So to know that, you have to get the mind to stop projecting these impossible ways of existing, this false appearance. So we have to be convinced that it’s possible to gain a true stopping, not just of our belief in these false appearances, these deceptive appearances, but also that it’s possible to get a true stopping of the projection of these deceptive appearances, that the mind will stop projecting all of this.

And that brings one to the whole topic of what’s called “the natural purity of the mind,” Buddha-nature, these type of things. So, when an arya has nonconceptual cognition of basically the four noble truths and more specifically of voidness, “There’s no such thing as these impossible ways of existing, they’re not referring to anything real,” when they’re focused on that nonconceptually, which means not through a category of “voidness” or whatever, then that state of mind, not only does it not believe in these false appearances, it doesn’t even project them. It’s totally free of all of that.

Now, this becomes a very interesting process. When you become an arya, that doesn’t mean that you’re already a liberated being. There’s still quite a long ways to go. There are many different levels of this unawareness, this first link, and the disturbing emotions that come from it. So, when you first get this nonconceptual focusing on voidness, then you start to get rid of this unawareness, it doesn’t come back. You start to get rid of different levels of it.

The first insight that we get here is that this confusion, this ignorance or unawareness is not in the nature of the mind. If it were in the nature of the mind, it should be there every single moment. But look, here’s a situation, when you have nonconceptual cognition of voidness, when it isn’t there. And if it isn’t there at certain times, then it’s not part of the innate nature of the mind.

Then the question is: can you get rid of it, so that it never comes again? Can you get a true stopping of it? But at least first you’re convinced that it’s not part of the nature of the mind. That’s essential. That’s what really pushes you further to work to really get rid of it, because you see you can get rid of it. It doesn’t have to be there all the time.

So what happens after you’ve had this, what’s called a “total absorption” on voidness, nonconceptual, total absorption on, “There’s no such thing as this impossible way of existing,” and that impossible way of existing doesn’t appear at all  –  what happens is that after that, what happens subsequent to that, is that things appear again and they appear in various impossible ways, but we start to not believe that it’s true.

As I said, there’s certain levels of this unawareness, certain levels that will go away in stages. So, the first levels start to go away. And with enough familiarity and practice over and over and over again for a huge amount of time, then eventually what will happen is, when we’re not totally absorbed on voidness, our minds will still make the appearance of these impossible ways of existing, but there won’t be any level whatsoever of confusion about it, there won’t be any level whatsoever of belief in it. That’s when you become liberated. That’s when you become an arhat.

Because it’s when you believe in it that it causes the disturbing emotions, and that forms a basis for karma and rebirth, samsara. So, on the basis of this, that there is this type of experience  –  in the total absorption there’s not even an appearance of false existence and there’s no belief in it, and eventually as an arhat, even when there is that appearance of true existence, of impossible existence, there’s no belief in it  –  then you can become convinced that it is possible to achieve liberation. But of course that’s quite difficult, if we haven’t actually experienced these states in meditation, isn’t it?

Then we have to look a little deeper and we look at a topic, which is discussed in the highest class of tantra, and this is the topic of the clear light mind, the subtlest level of mind, what actually goes from lifetime to lifetime, no beginning, and actually continues into enlightenment as well. And although it is present in every moment, this continuity is in every moment, but it’s not manifest while we’re alive, because there’s grosser levels of mind operating. But this level of mind becomes manifest during the period of death. In the death phase, you have the clear light mind of death, it’s called.

And that mind automatically, by just the nature of how it is, doesn’t project these impossible ways of existing and doesn’t believe in them. So, all of us experience that. No matter how much or how little meditation we’ve done, we all experience the clear light of death. We certainly aren’t very aware of it when we experience it, but this clear light state of the mind at time of death is also a very, very important indication that this mechanism of projecting impossible ways of existence and believing in them and then all the disturbing emotions and all this garbage that comes from it are not in the nature of the mind. Because at every death existence you don’t have it.

Also what is important about this clear light mind is that with that level of mind it is possible to have appearances of things, but without projecting an impossible way of existing with it. That’s possible with this level of mind. Now, that state of mind doesn’t necessarily understand what it is, doesn’t understand voidness or anything like that, but it doesn’t produce all this garbage. So if we can get the understanding of voidness with that level of mind, then we’ve really accomplished a powerful tool. Because that’s the state of mind, if we could sustain it forever, that is the enlightened state of a Buddha.

That is what enlightenment is. It’s this state of mind, clear light mind with the understanding of voidness that, through meditation, you’re able to sustain forever. It’s just a matter of familiarity. The more and more you’re able to generate this in meditation and keep it with the understanding of voidness, then not only do the different levels of this belief in these impossible ways of existing go away, but you don’t even have the projection of these impossible ways.

All of this may sound very fantastic and really strange, but the more and more we think about this, then the more and more we can become convinced that it is possible to gain not just liberation, but also enlightenment and this is how it happens. That’s the whole point of bringing up this topic. This is how it happens. This is why it’s possible. And we all have clear light minds, so everybody is capable of this. It’s summarized by the little statement here, which again is an axiom, that’s just the way it is, which is: “the mind is naturally pure.” That’s referring to this clear light level of mind.

If we can become convinced of: “it’s possible to gain liberation and it’s possible to even go beyond that and gain enlightenment, because a true stopping is possible of all this garbage and the belief in this garbage that we project,” then that really gives us a strong motivation to achieve it. If you’re not convinced it can happen and you don’t really understand how it can happen, it’s very hard to sincerely work for it. Then you’re working for, “Well, it would be nice, but I don’t know if I can achieve it.” How can you put your heart into it then?

That brings us back to the twelve links, to our topic for the weekend. Because on the basis of really being convinced that liberation and enlightenment is possible, then you go more deeply and you’re interested more deeply in, “Well, how does samsara actually work? How do you actually get out of it? How does this mechanism function?” And if you can understand how it functions and the various parts of it, then again you gain more confidence in how to pull it apart, so that it’s destroyed, so that it never occurs again.

More specifically, on a very practical level, when we understand these twelve links, then we can notice and recognize in our daily life how we’re creating more samsaric suffering for ourselves. You can see it. You can recognize what’s the problem here. And you have some idea of how to attack it. So the understanding of these twelve links is not just something which is theoretical. It has a very practical application once you’ve digested the whole system. Nobody said it was easy. It’s a complicated system. But once we’ve digested it, then you can actually apply it and see how it’s working, how... “Look, what am I doing? I’m just creating more suffering for myself,” and you know, “Ha! This is what I have to work on, right now.”

So, if we want to gain liberation ourselves, based on the fact that we want to be happy and nobody wants to be unhappy, specifically ourselves, then we need to understand this. And if we want to be able to help others gain happiness and overcome suffering, in other words gain liberation, this is what we have to teach them. Because they have to understand this. And to know how to do that properly, so you don’t mess them up, you know how to teach them and so on, then you need to become enlightened, a Buddha.

So, this is the introduction to the topic of the twelve links of dependent arising. Tomorrow we’ll start our more detailed discussion of it. But I think it’s very important, before studying something as complex as this, to try to understand the context of it and the importance of it. Because when we approach a complex topic, it’s very easy to say, “Oh, this is too complicated,” and, “I don’t want to do this. I don’t want to understand this, this is too much.” That’s a big obstacle and you need to overcome it. To overcome it, it helps to understand the context, the purpose, why would you want to try to understand this.

In short, “I want to be happy. I don’t want to be unhappy. This is how I make myself unhappy. And this is how I can achieve a true happiness.” Bottom line.

So what questions might you have? We have some minutes left.

Question: I have one question with regard to how something is projected into your mind...

Alex: How is something projected into your mind or out of your mind?

Question (cont’d): Well, probably both ways. Because if we’re talking about impossible ways of existing and with this regard you’re projecting your mind in those impossible ways and you have to get rid of those, you have to...

Alex: Right. So this is a very good question. The question is: how is it and why is it that the mind projects these impossible ways of existing? This is very much related to the topic of the twelve links. When we talk about sentient beings  –  “sentient beings,” literally the word is “someone with a limited mind” and a synonym for it is “embodied beings,” which means someone with a limited body. A Buddha is not a sentient being. A Buddha is not an embodied being.

And so, if we can use an analogy from computers: the problem is that when we have this uncontrollably recurring samsaric rebirth, what is produced  –  and the twelve links explains how it’s produced  –  what is produced is “limited hardware.” We have limited minds and limited bodies. And basically it is the limited body that makes… I mean these two are dependent on each other. Because the body is limited, the mind, the awareness is limited.

For example, you can only see what’s in front of you out of the holes in your head where your eyes are; you can’t see what’s behind you. This is a very simple example  –  limited,. So, with the limited capacity of a brain, the limited capacity of eyes and ears and so on  –  whatever life form we take, then it’s a little bit like being in a submarine looking out of a periscope. We only see a little bit  –  limited. And when we only see a little bit, like seeing out of the periscope, you believe that that’s all there is, because that’s all that you see, that’s all that you’re aware of. We can’t be aware of all the causes of things and all of the results and all these things. We can’t even see what’s behind our head.

So it’s like that. It’s part of this whole samsaric phenomenon that we are generating these limited aggregates. The twelve links explains how that happens and how you get out of that. And the really nasty thing is that it feels as though this is real. It feels as though there is some solid little me sitting inside my head talking, who’s the author of the voice going on in my head. It feels as though there’s some sort of me inside, solid, “Oooh, What am I going to do now? Press the buttons, make the arm move, get information in from the video screen from the eyes.” It feels like that.

OK, then let’s end with a dedication. We think whatever understanding has come from this, whatever positive force, may it go deeper and deeper and act as a cause for reaching enlightenment for the benefit of all.

 Session Two: Doctrinally Based Unawareness of How Persons Exist
Unedited Transcript
Listen to the audio version of this page (0:52 hours)We have been looking at these twelve links of dependent arising, first from the point of view of why we need to learn about them. And we saw that these twelve links describe to us the whole process of how what truly is suffering, the true suffering, the first noble truth comes about; or more fully, how true suffering, the first noble truth, comes about from the true origin or cause of suffering, the second noble truth.

True suffering, what’s truly suffering, is referring to the aggregates, the aggregate factors of our experience of every moment  –  body and mind and so on  –  that are tainted, is the term. “Tainted” means that they are received or obtained from the true cause of suffering. This is our unawareness of how we exist. Because they are received from this unawareness, this confusion, they contain this confusion; and if we don’t do anything about it, it’s going to obtain for us more tainted aggregates in future lives, uncontrollably.

On the basis of these types of tainted aggregates, body and mind, we experience the ripening of our karma, which is also created by our confusion, by our unawareness, and activated by our confusion and unawareness. And as a result of our destructive behavior, done obviously out of confusion about how we exist and about cause and effect, we experience the suffering of unhappiness and pain in general, unhappiness specifically.

That unhappiness can be either accompanied by sense cognition of something, like when we see something that we don’t like or we hear or we smell or we taste or we feel something we don’t like, like cold or we physically feel pain. And that unhappiness can also be something which accompanies our mental cognition of something, like when we think of something or remember something that upsets us.

And the karma that we built up from constructive behavior, also gathered on the basis of confusion about how we exist and how you exist. So, “I’m going to be nice to you, because I want you to love me and to appreciate me,” and like that. This ripens into experience of ordinary happiness.

And we saw that ordinary happiness is what’s called “the suffering of change.” It never satisfies and the more and more and more we have, eventually it turns into unhappiness. Like the example of the happiness that we experience while eating chocolate. If it were true happiness, the more chocolate we ate at one sitting, the happier we would become. But obviously, after a certain amount of chocolate that we’ve eaten, our experience of eating more is accompanied by unhappiness.

Again, this ordinary happiness, sometimes called “worldly happiness,” can accompany either a sense cognition, like for instance when we see somebody or hear their voice on the telephone, or smell or eat something, or have a physical sensation. Or it can accompany a mental cognition. When we think about something or remember it, or try to learn something, we might enjoy and feel happy as we are learning something, but if you had to do that for fifteen hours straight, you would soon become quite unhappy about having to continue to do that.

So, these aggregates that we have, these tainted aggregates  –  body and mind and emotions and so on  –  are the basis for experiencing these first two types of suffering: suffering of unhappiness and suffering of ordinary happiness. Why? Because these are tainted aggregates. They’re received from this unawareness and they’re mixed with this unawareness. This unawareness activates the old karma and creates new karma that just perpetuates the whole cycle.

And we saw that because of the habits of this unawareness, or if we speak in a more general way, the habits of grasping for impossible ways of existing, that habit causes the mind to project, on the basis of this limited hardware that we have, appearances of impossible ways of existing. And our unawareness is basically: we don’t know that this is false. Because we don’t know, or we think that just the opposite is true, then we have what’s usually called the “grasping for impossible ways of existing.”

The root cause, what’s given here as the first link of the twelve links, is that unawareness. And here, specifically we’re talking about the unawareness of how persons exist, both ourselves and others.

According to some of the tenet systems, our mind projects some impossible way of existing onto persons and an even deeper, more subtle impossible way onto all phenomena, including persons. But to gain liberation you only have to get rid of that first, slightly grosser level of belief in this impossible projection. But according to other systems, you have to understand that the most subtle level of this projection of impossible ways of existing is not referring to anything real and you need that same understanding for gaining either liberation or enlightenment.

But in any case, regardless of which system of philosophical views within Buddhism we follow, still, as we saw yesterday, this unawareness, this confusion, and even this mechanism of projecting these impossible ways of existing  –  these are not in the nature of the mind, which means that they’re not necessarily there every moment. And we saw that the proof of that is the total absorption on voidness of an arya  –  and even more deeply, more importantly, when that total absorption is with the subtlest clear light mind.

No need to repeat the details of that. Therefore it is possible to achieve a true stopping of this uncontrollably recurring samsara and the suffering through a true pathway of mind, which is the understanding of voidness, that these impossible ways of existing are not referring to anything real. Voidness means a total absence, that a real referent to all of this garbage just doesn’t exist. When we’re confident of all of that, then that helps us very much to develop this true determination to be free of all of this. This is renunciation based on conviction that it actually is possible to get rid of this by understanding this material.

And we’re also convinced that everybody else can achieve liberation on the basis of these teachings. That helps us to develop not just the type of compassion that says, “Oh, I feel sorry for everybody that’s suffering. I wish that they didn’t have this suffering, but there’s nothing that anybody can do about it.” But rather the compassion that leads us to take responsibility to help them, because we are convinced that there is something that can be done about it and that we can actually help them by showing them the way.

But even if we try to show them the way, others need to be receptive. We have to have a realistic attitude about how much we can actually help others to achieve liberation and enlightenment. If it could be done only by the power of the Buddha himself, he would have done that already.

Now, some of the other Indian non-Buddhist systems assert, as most Indian systems do, they assert a state of liberation and they assert that you have to gain liberation from samsara basically by understanding reality the way that they have described it. And some of these systems say that it is inevitable that everybody will eventually achieve liberation, it’s all heading toward that goal. And we have this in some Western religions as well. But this is not what Buddhism says, although many people misunderstand the Buddhist explanations of Buddha-nature to mean this.

Everybody has Buddha-nature, which means the various factors that are the features of basically the mind and so on, energies that will enable them to achieve liberation and enlightenment. So everybody is capable of that, but that doesn’t mean that everybody will achieve liberation and enlightenment. There’s a big difference between being capable of it and actually doing it. Unless somebody is receptive enough and builds up enough positive force or merit, they’re not going to take interest in the teachings on voidness etc. that will lead to liberation. And even if they try, they won’t be able to understand them.

So that becomes a very interesting question for a debate. We hear that bodhisattvas remain until the end of samsara, until everybody has achieved liberation from samsara. But does that mean, given infinite time, that there’ll be a point when everyone becomes enlightened? Because the question comes up, “Well, then what do we all do when we’re all enlightened?” which, from a Buddhist point of view, is a silly question, an irrelevant question. So you have these cute little debates that come up. For instance, the last sentient being, the last one left, how does this person achieve enlightenment? Because to achieve enlightenment you have to have bodhichitta and that’s based on compassion, wishing others to be free from suffering. But there’s nobody left who’s suffering, so how do they develop compassion, which is necessary for achieving enlightenment?

Translator: Compassion for himself?

Alex: No, that’s renunciation. The answer to that is that Buddhas, out of their compassion, will manifest as suffering beings, so this last person will be able to develop compassion. But that’s a cute trick, isn’t it?

If you think about it more deeply and try to analyze, then although it would seem from these types of discussions that actually there will be a point when everybody will become liberated and enlightened, on deeper analysis that’s not necessarily so. If that were so, then basically you wouldn’t have to do anything, just wait long enough and eventually you’d become liberated and enlightened. And that’s not the case.

So that’s relevant here, because unless we actually understand voidness, as Aryadeva says, there is no other way to liberation than the understanding of voidness. So it’s not just, “Wait long enough and it’ll happen, because everybody will attain liberation and enlightenment.” Even just developing the interest to gain liberation and enlightenment is not something which is inevitable. As I say, this is a topic that actually requires quite a bit of thought, because there are many implications here that are involved. But on a practical level, the implication is that there’s no easy way out. There’s no lazy man’s way out.

The twelve links themselves start with unawareness  –  I suppose as a warning before we go into this that although there’s a list of twelve and because they are numbered one, two, three, etc., one tends to think that they are linear  –  they’re not necessarily linear, but it’s described as “links in a chain.” A chain is usually made of rings, isn’t it, that intertwine with each other and if we have a bracelet like that, they form a larger circle. So these twelve links are like parts of these links that intertwine with each other. So it’s not exactly linear, the way that they go together.

The first one is unawareness  –  that’s usually translated in English as “ignorance.” In some languages we don’t have a problem in terms of a word like “ignorance” as opposed to “unawareness.” I don’t like “ignorance,” because in English that has a connotation of being stupid and this is not a question of whether or not you’re stupid. It’s “unaware”: you just don’t know. In German you don’t have this problem. So, there’s no judgmental quality to it, “You ignorant, stupid jerk. You’re an idiot, you don’t understand this.” It’s not like that. That’s important in terms of not only our attitude toward others, but our attitude toward ourselves.

After all, the whole teaching is based on compassion, not on being judgmental and angry with myself or others that, “I’m an idiot.” “You’re an idiot.” “How could I be so stupid?” Often we have that attitude, particularly about ourselves, “How could I be so stupid? Again I got angry. Again I caused this problem or that problem.” That type of attitude maybe can be a little bit helpful in terms of moving our energy, but usually it creates more problems. Because that attitude usually brings in guilt, “I’m a bad boy,” “I’m a bad girl,” etc. and that has many emotional and psychological consequences that are not so pleasant.

So as we saw, automatically our mind is projecting these appearances of impossible ways of existing, projecting all this garbage, and it feels as though this is what corresponds to reality and  –  unawareness  –  we just don’t know that it’s false; it’s very convincing. Or another interpretation of unawareness: it’s not just simply that we don’t know that it’s false, but we believe that it does correspond to reality. So that is: we know it in an inverted way. That’s the terminology that’s used. We think that it does correspond to reality, which is inverted from the fact that it doesn’t correspond to reality.

Now, it’s very significant that the first link here is in terms of unawareness about how persons exist. It’s not unawareness about how phenomena exist in general. And even if we follow the tenet system that says that really to gain liberation, you have to understand that the impossible way that all phenomena exist and the impossible way that persons exist that you have to get rid of to achieve liberation is the same, even if we follow that system, still the emphasis here is on getting rid of the unawareness about persons. That has a very, very big implication in terms of our application of the Buddhist teachings.

Our problem, the real problem, and what we need to focus on in order to gain liberation is not my attachment to my car, or my computer, or chocolate, or something like that. The problem is my attachment to me: “I always have to have what I want,” and my attachment to you, that “You always have to do what I want you to do.” And even when we’re thinking in terms of the problem that I have with my attachment to my computer, car, chocolate, etc., the emphasis here is not on the car or the computer; the emphasis is on me as some solid thing that possesses these things, that “I’m so solid that I can possess things.”

This becomes very interesting and very important in terms of dealing with daily problems. Let’s say we’re trying to do a lot of meditation and there is externally a lot of noise. So, how do we approach that? We could do all sorts of fancy meditations on deconstructing the sound, “It’s just the vibration of air,” and all this sort of stuff, “The perception of it is just a wave on the ocean of the mind.” There’s lots of methods we could use, “This is an obstacle sent by the demon Mara and I will make this little torma cake and send it off to Mara the demon and tell it to stop annoying me.”

You can use that sort of approach. But what is the real problem here? The real problem is this concept of a solid me that should always have the conducive circumstances and that “I should be in control of what’s going on around me.” That’s the problem. Because even if we deconstruct the sound from its side, we’re still left with a me, very strong, that is a little bit uptight, waiting for the next obstacle to come up. So, there’s still this solid me. This is a very helpful point here that helps us to deal with various problems.

Let me give an example from my own experience. A couple years ago a cafe moved in on the ground floor of the apartment building that I live in. And this cafe is extremely popular and it’s open seven days a week from seven in the morning till three in the morning. And when the weather is warm, there’s tables outside, directly underneath all my windows, and people drink and are loud till very early in the morning. So, problem, not so much when I’m working during the day, I can deal with noise then, but problem falling asleep.

So, I could lie in bed and curse the people who are sitting outside enjoying themselves and drinking lots of beer and being loud and laughing. I can do, “Well, this is only sound and so what?” But that doesn’t help me actually to fall asleep. I think you would have to be super-super-advanced for that to have some effect. I could move, but there’s absolutely no guarantee that where I move will be any quieter. All you need is one neighbor who is fond of techno music late at night and that’s the end of your peaceful atmosphere.

So you work on deconstructing the me, that “I have to have it the way I want it,” and “I’m more important than all these people and what I’m doing, meditating and working on my website and doing all these things, is so much more important than these silly people outside who are just drinking and having what they consider a good time.” But if one works on trying to deconstruct this big solid me, then you see, “Well, there are millions and billions of people and everybody is acting under the influences of causes and conditions, and so am I. And there’s nothing special about me or about them, or anything like that.”

So what do you expect? The famous line, “What do you expect from samsara?” Now, on that basis, then if you apply the teaching from lojong, the attitude-training, of “give the victory to the others, accept the defeat onto yourself,” then that works quite well. And so in the summer months I move my mattress into the kitchen, which doesn’t face the street. It’s the only quiet room in the house. And I sleep in the kitchen, on the kitchen floor, for the summer, which is perfectly fine.

But if you just simply give the victory to the others and move into the kitchen without the work on trying to deconstruct this big solid me, then you’re lying in the kitchen thinking, “Oh, I’m so clever and those terrible people are out there drinking and being noisy.” You’re still holding on to a solid me. So, although it helps, you haven’t really gone deeply enough to really start working on the cause of the problem.

This is just an example. I’m chuckling because before applying any method, when you’re lying in bed, then you think of all sorts of medieval days, “I should have a big pot of boiling tar that I can pour down,” and this sort of medieval approach that obviously is not the greatest solution either. But those thoughts go through your head.

So, we have unawareness about how persons exist, both ourselves and others. And again, although it does refer specifically to both ourselves and others, I think the emphasis needs to be first on ourselves. If you think about it from your own experience, if you try to apply these teachings  –  somebody is not very nice to us or they don’t pay attention to us or they ignore us and they said something or did something that we didn’t like and so on, so we get very angry, “Oh, you did this and I’m very disappointed with you,” and all this sort of stuff.

So, we’re upset with the other person and you say, “Well, who’s the person? Where’s the person? Are they the mind, the body, etc.? It’s just imputed on all these aggregates. And everything that they’re doing and have done is influenced by so many circumstances and causes and their karma and their family and all these sort of things,” so in a sense you deconstruct the other person, “What am I angry with?” And this definitely helps. There’s no question about it. However, if we haven’t applied that analysis to ourselves, then there’s still the solid me inside, “Well, I’ve deconstructed this situation and so I’m not angry.”

But there’s still the me that, “I want to have my friends act the way that I want them to act,” and so we’ve set ourselves up to getting angry at the next situation and the next person. And it’s very interesting, because it’s much less threatening to deconstruct the other person than it is to deconstruct ourselves, isn’t it? So, “OK, I’ll deconstruct you, but here I am,” and “Everybody should love me and everybody should pay attention to me and appreciate me and I should always get my way.” So we’ve left ourselves as the center of the universe and we’re just deconstructing some of the things around us.

So, even though it says here that the unawareness link is unawareness of how persons exist, both ourselves and others, we need to start with ourselves. And we have to deal with the fact that it is painful, it’s threatening, and our habit of grasping for a solid me and our habit of selfishness and self-cherishing is going to put up resistance. Resistance will arise; it’s not as though they’re sitting in there as some heavy force and they’re going to send out this resistance. But the resistance is going to be there, so although we need compassion for ourselves, nevertheless, we need very strong force.

For instance in the lojong, the attitude-training called The Wheel of Sharp Weapons that I know some of you have been listening to my classes on that, then in this text it calls on this very strong force of Yamantaka. That’s the representation of the forceful aspect of discriminating awareness, or wisdom, part of Buddha-nature, that you have to call on this great strength within us to smash through this resistance. Yamantaka is the forceful aspect of Manjushri. And watch out for translations that call these type of figures “wrathful, angry deities,” because then again that brings in a judgmental aspect: they’re angry with us and, “I’m angry with myself,” and so on and that’s not at all the flavor here.

The flavor is just “strong, forceful,” and we are quite capable of being strong and forceful with ourselves. For instance, we might not want to get up in the morning out of bed and we have this alarm clock, that truly is an invention of Mara, on which you can press the snooze button and it will go off again in five minutes. So, you keep on pressing it and pressing it and eventually you have to be forceful with yourself to get up out of bed and go to work. So we are capable of being forceful with ourselves. Otherwise, you just lie there forever, pressing the button every five minutes.

OK, unawareness about how persons exist, how we exist. There are two levels of this. There is the doctrinally based unawareness and the automatically arising unawareness. Doctrinally based is something that we’ve been taught. Specifically, this is referring to having been taught an explanation of how the atman  –  this is an Indian system  –  how the atman, how the soul exists; that actually who are you, what’s the person? It’s this soul and there’s a certain description, characteristics of the soul. And it’s not that we would think this up ourselves or automatically think this; somebody had to teach us that and we had to believe it.

And then we identify with this atman, “That is who I really am,” and based on this indoctrination about who we are, how we exist, then we get all sorts of disturbing emotions, “I’m very attached to this view, I’m very defensive of it. Anybody who disagrees with me, I get very angry with. In fact, I’ll go to war over people who believe differently,” etc. So, it can be the basis for what’s called “doctrinally based disturbing emotions,” disturbing emotions based on this belief.

So, we’re familiar, I’m sure, with all of this type of syndrome, religious wars, etc., intolerance, closed-mindedness based on a set of beliefs. And this is referring then specifically to the assertions of the non-Buddhist Indian schools concerning the atman, the self. And even if we haven’t studied any of these Indian systems in this lifetime, nevertheless the commentaries explain that given beginningless time, no beginning, and the fact that these systems have been taught age after age after age with no beginning, then you’d have to say that everybody at some point has been indoctrinated with these thoughts, even though it might not be active in this lifetime.

And even though many of our Western religions  –  the Abrahamic religions of Judaism, Christianity, Islam  –  do assert a soul and a lot of the characteristics of the soul sound quite similar to what’s asserted by these Hindu and Jain systems in India, they [the Buddhist commentaries] are quite insistent that this [doctrinally based unawareness] is referring specifically to the whole package that you get in these non-Buddhist Indian systems. But understanding that the Indian assertions of an atman are not referring to anything real can of course help us to overcome our belief in some of the non-Indian assertions of soul that would have things that are similar, so it’s not unrelated.

So what is exactly this description of an atman, of a soul? It has three characteristics and these three characteristics are all describing the same thing  –  atman  –  so in many ways they overlap each other. The first characteristic is usually translated as “permanent.” That’s very misleading. One has to understand that we’re not talking about “eternal,” “forever.” Buddhism says that the conventional “me” is eternal: it has no beginning and no end, so that’s not the problem. The problem is asserting permanent in the sense of “static,” “never changing,” “unaffected by anything,” “Nothing affects me.”

It’s like, I remember once I fell in India in the monsoon rain on slippery concrete and cracked some ribs. And you dissociate, you say, “Well, that’s not affecting me,” there’s a me inside, “I’m not affected by that.” And then you dissociate and you say, “I don’t really want to go on this trip of now having the cracked ribs and the whole recovery and so on,” so you feel that there’s a me that’s not affected by this.

Or I heard recently a description of what it was like to be in the Soviet army. You have all these horrible things that are happening to you, to your body and psychologically and so on, but to protect yourself you feel, “Well, there’s a me inside that’s not affected by this. This is just external,” and so you have some wall, some emotional wall that you put up and, “All of this is happening, but it’s not really affecting me,” and this is the idea here.

The second characteristic is usually translated as “one.” We could understand it as similar to static, which means that it’s always the same, no matter what, “I went to sleep last night and here I am in the morning, the same me. I’m back again, the same me.” But the actual explanation of this characteristic is that it is a partless monolith, that the atman has no parts. It’s a monolith that is either the size of the universe, like atman is Brahma, so this big undifferentiated monolithic thing, or in some of the theories it’s a tiny little spark, like a spark of life.

That’s the partless atman, partless me. So now we start to get a little bit of the flavor that this is really something that someone had to teach you, that you have a soul that is the size of the universe, a monolith, partless, never changes, this type of thing, and your individuality and so on is just an illusion  –  this is maya.

And the third characteristic is that this atman is something which is totally independent of aggregates, of a body and mind, which means that it’s like something that goes into a body and mind and then comes out and then goes into another one  –  but in its own state, by itself it’s completely dissociated from any sort of basis, a body and mind. And usually when they say you’re liberated, then it just exists like that, totally without any body or mind.

Some of the theories say that that atman with these characteristics of “unaffected by anything,” “is a partless monolith,” and “independent,” has a quality of awareness from its own side. And other theories, other systems say that it doesn’t have the quality of awareness, but when it comes into a body, it sort of connects to a brain and a mind and then it’s aware of things. So there are many, many logical problems, inconsistencies, contradictions, and so on that follow from this type of assertion of an atman, that that’s who we are.

And it’s important to not just think as Westerners, “Well, these stupid Indians believe like this,” and “OK, interesting to refute this, but what does that have to do with me and my emotional setup, profile?” But as I said, although you had to be doctrinally taught the whole system, we do have certain aspects of these beliefs, if you really look into it  –  like, for instance, that there’s a me that’s totally independent of a body and mind. And so you think, and this is an example that His Holiness the Dalai Lama uses, you see somebody else and, “I wish I could change bodies with you,” or, “I wish I had your intelligence,” as if somehow this me could leave this body and mind and now be you.

And more relevant is that when we receive all these teachings about the clear light mind and “it’s pure with no beginning” and stuff like that, then it’s very easy to misconceive of that clear light mind, that continuum to exist like a Hindu atman. Of course Buddhism says it’s eternal, so you think, “Well, it never changes. Its stainless nature never changes.” Well, sure the stainless nature never changes, but it has a different object each moment. So it changes from moment to moment, but we think, “It never changes, is not affected by anything, doesn’t have any parts and it goes into one body after another,” like that.

Hey, this is atman, Hindu atman. “And even as a Buddha, my enlightened clear light mind will go into a body, this thing made of elements and so on, and then operate it as an emanation.” This is a misconception and one that is very, very easy to fall into, if we haven’t really worked on the refutation of this doctrinally based false me, this atman. So, watch out for that. A lot of people fall to this misconception.

What does Buddhism say? What Buddhism says  –  and this is all traditions, all schools, Hinayana, Mahayana, India, Tibet, whatever  –  is that there is a conventional “me,” a self, a person, but it is something which is imputed on the aggregates. So you have to understand what that means. Although it may be difficult to express the word “imputation” in some languages, like your language Latvian, it’s not quite the same as “projection.” “Projection” somehow gives the connotation that it’s false, and this is not false. We’re talking about labeling.

So, labeling, for instance, “motion.” What’s motion? When we look at our hand, all you can see is one nanosecond at a time. And so this nanosecond, I see my hand here; next nanosecond the hand is here; the next nanosecond it’s there, there, there, there, there. What’s motion? Motion is what’s labeled, what’s imputed onto this series of perceptions. You don’t see motion all at once in one moment, do you? But you do see motion. So it’s not just a projection of a fantasy. This is what we’re talking about here. There is motion, isn’t there?

So, likewise we have a series of moments, nanoseconds, that are made up of the aggregates, these factors of experience  –  perception and objects perceived and body and emotions and all these sort of things  –  moment to moment to moment to moment, made up of all these different parts. And just as we would label “motion” to these nanoseconds in a sequence of a hand being in different positions, likewise we label, or “impute” is usually the word, we label “me” onto this sequence of moments of experience made up of the aggregates. So in a sense it’s a way of putting it together.

And each moment of course is generated by a karmic cause and effect sequence of what came before. But it’s not existing in isolation, because what’s perceived is also affected by what everybody else is doing, what’s happening with everybody else in the universe, etc. And that “me” or person labeled onto these aggregates, it’s not just the word “me,” that’s a word. It’s not the aggregates themselves, but it’s what the word refers to on the basis of the aggregates.

I’m not my body. If I were my body, then if I lose my hand, then it’s no longer me? No, it can’t be like that. And I’m not my mind. As I grow older and I lose parts of my memory, then does that mean it’s no longer me? No, it’s not like that. And so “me” is not identical with any of the aggregates, the body or the mind or any of its parts, and it’s not something separate from it, completely independent from it. We don’t experience, “The body is cold, but I’m not cold,” “The stomach is hungry, I’m not hungry.” We don’t experience things like that.

The “me” isn’t always the same. It has parts. Sometimes it’s like this, in this phase of life, that phase of life, this aspect, my social life, my professional life, all these sort of things. So there’s parts, it’s affected by things, and so on. It’s not separate. It’s not identical to the aggregates and it can’t possibly exist separately from any aggregates like, “After I die there is just me with no basis of a mind or a body or anything like that.”

Because Buddhism says, and then we get to this thing of the clear light mind, or there’s many different ways of explaining it, but what continues from lifetime to lifetime, the “me” is imputed on that; it’s labeled on the clear light mind. The “me” isn’t identical with the clear light mind; it is a basis for labeling “me.” So there’s always a basis, there’s always some aspect of body, mind, subtlest energy, whatever. It’s always something which is labeled or imputed on a continuity, a continuum, an everlasting continuum, no beginning, no end, not separate from a basis for labeling. That’s the Buddhist view.

And there are further qualifications here of this doctrinally based me, this false me. And that is that we imagine that there’s this entity, me, atman, that somehow comes into a body and mind and lives there. This is it’s home. So a feeling that this is the home of the atman, this body and mind, it possesses it  –  like now I possess a cow or a car and I go into it, or a house  –  and that it uses it, makes use of it to walk here and there, to pick up things, to communicate and so on. That’s the larger package here of the misconception. And we often tend to think like that, don’t we?

Many people experience terrible, terrible pain, like, for instance, when they have terminal cancer or even just experiencing extreme old age. I have an aunt who is ninety-five, an uncle who is ninety-seven and the experience and the view is like, “I am trapped inside this prison.” The body is a prison with this pain and the old age. You can’t even walk. You can’t even do anything. You can’t even read or whatever, because your eyes are no good and this is a prison. And the conception that the me can somehow get out of that and exist by itself, that it’s living inside this house, which has now become a prison.

So this is a misconception. And we can have all sorts of disturbing emotions based on believing that, “This is me.” “This is my body. I am the possessor of a body.” “I am the possessor of this space around me, don’t violate my space.” This type of attitude. There are so many disturbing emotions that can come up, not just, “Let’s go out and make a religious war based on this belief.”

What we need to do then is to examine this type of misconception with logic, to see  –  is this logically consistent, is it self-contradictory, and so on  –  to realize that this is impossible: nobody, nothing could exist with these characteristics. And the more that we are convinced that there’s no such thing, eventually we stop believing in it. It doesn’t happen immediately. It’s a long process. It’s like, basically we don’t want to believe that there’s no such thing.

A good example is that you can’t find your keys and you look every place where it could possibly be and it’s not there. But you really don’t want to accept that you lost your keys, so you look again and again and again. And it takes a while before you give up and accept the fact that, “I’ve lost my keys. I’m locked out of the house.”

But you have to know what your keys are in order to know that, “I don’t have them,” don’t you? It’s like in order to know “not an apple,” you have to know “apple.” “This is not an apple.” How do I know that this thing here, which is a glass, is not an apple? If I didn’t know what an apple was, how could I possibly think that this is not an apple?

And so in order to really work on and get rid of this unawareness, you have to recognize what is this misconception. Only if you’ve recognized it, and not just recognized it in some theoretical way, but recognized it in yourself, at least some of the remnants of it, that then it is much more significant that, “There is no such thing.”

And, as I say, one needs to really work for quite a long time on this. It’s not so easy. But this refutation through analysis is very, very important. Let me use an example, it’s not exactly analogous, but often we think, “Nobody loves me.” Well, if you analyze “nobody loves me,” that means “...including my dog, including my mother, including my entire life there had to be absolutely nobody who loved me.” Well, this is ridiculous. It’s hardly likely that there’s anybody that has experienced like that.

So then, the more you focus on that, although it might feel like “Nobody loves me,” you understand that this is not so, “That’s not referring to anything real.” The problem is that we think that, “Well, that doesn’t count that my dog loves me and my mother loves me, that doesn’t count. I want you to love me!” And then we have to work on this false concept of the solid you and the solid me. It’s interesting how our mind works, isn’t it?

OK, so that’s the doctrinally based unawareness and actually it’s this link that we have to understand the most deeply, because this is what we really have to get rid of. Then the whole thing falls apart. But just to get rid of this doctrinally based unawareness, that’s certainly not enough to bring liberation. We have to get rid of the automatically arising one that even dogs have, that everybody has. But first you have to get rid of all the garbage that you’re believing in based on indoctrination. Once you get rid of that, then you can start working on more subtle levels.

And I think many of you might know this from your own experience. If you’ve been brainwashed with propaganda  –  and this could happen in any culture, any situation  –  that first you have to clear your mind of this, “This is absolute garbage,” before you can deal with more universally common, shared human problems. And it doesn’t help to think, “How stupid I was to have believed that propaganda.” That doesn’t help, but just in a very emotionally nonjudgmental way to realize, “Well, this was garbage and now let’s clear that out and go ahead.”

And the important thing of course is, although it’s not definitional doctrinally based unawareness, to try not to come under the influence of all sorts of propaganda schemes. Like, for instance, modern advertising that “If you buy this, then all the girls will love you,” or this type of nonsense. That just encourages desire, greed, attachment. The kind of car that you drive makes you more or less sexy? This is absurd.

OK, so let’s break here for lunch and then we’ll continue with the automatically arising form of unawareness. This is the real one that we have to get rid of in order to gain liberation. But as I said and I underline this: you can’t just work on the automatically arising one without first having worked on this doctrinally based one. And the reason within the Buddhist context is that without dealing with this doctrinally based one, it is so easy and so many people fall into this trap of making clear light mind, for instance, into a Hindu atman. So you have to be careful of that and deal with this.

So let’s end with a short dedication. Whatever positive force, whatever understanding we’ve gained, may it go deeper and deeper and act as a cause to reach enlightenment for the benefit of all.
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Listen to the audio version of this page (1:02 hours)We were talking about the first link in this chain of dependent arising and we saw that this is the link of unawareness and it has to do with unawareness of how persons exist, both ourselves and others. And the main emphasis that we need to put first is in terms of ourselves. And we saw that there are two levels of this unawareness: there is the doctrinally based level and the automatically arising level. And we’ve discussed the doctrinally based unawareness and the disturbing emotions that derive from that.


Automatically Arising Unawareness

The automatically arising unawareness or confusion or ignorance, or however we want to translate it, is something that nobody has to teach us. We all have that in every lifetime. Animals have it as well  –  or I should say, we have it as well when we are in an animal rebirth. And this is the misconception that we exist as persons that are self-sufficiently knowable is the technical word, in other words, can be known all by itself, without simultaneously knowing anything else.

So we have this [automatically arising unawareness]. If we have as well the doctrinally based unawareness, so we think that there is an independently existing, unaffected, monolithic me that can be known all by itself  –  or even if we realize that this is not referring to anything real, and even if we realize that the “me” is just something which is labeled or imputable on an ever-changing stream of continuity of aggregates  –  still we can misconceive that it can be known all by itself.

So what does this actually mean? It would mean, for instance, that when we look at ourselves in the mirror we think, “That’s me.” It’s not that we think, “There is a body and on the basis of that body I’m seeing ‘me.’” We think we’re just seeing me, by itself. Or  –  it becomes very funny  –  we see ourselves in the mirror, we think we see our selves in the mirror, and then we say, “Well, that’s not me,” like if we are looking older or too heavy or something like that, “Well, that’s not me!” We think of a me that is knowable separate from that image in the mirror or the number on the bathroom scale.

This belief in a self-sufficiently knowable me manifests in so many different situations. One of the most common is, “I want you to love me for me  –  not for my body, not for my intellect, not for my wealth, not for my possessions  –  just love me,” as if there was a me that could be loved separate from these things. Is there a me that can be loved separately from all these other things? Just by itself alone? Or, “I want you to respect me,” or, “I want you to pay attention to me.” We don’t think, “I want you to pay attention to my voice, to a voice, or what I’m doing, and on the basis of that you’re paying attention to ‘me.’”

We don’t think that, do we? Automatically it feels like, “Pay attention to me”  –  self-sufficiently knowable. And this leads to all sorts of strange views, like, “I need to go to India to find myself.” What is that? Or, “I’m a creative artist, I need to express myself.” Or we were drunk last night and we said all sorts of strange things and did all sorts of odd things and then we say, “Well, I wasn’t myself last night.” Who were we? And then we get all sorts of dualistic thoughts as well, “I will treat myself to an ice cream today,” “I will force myself to get up,” as if there were two people in there.

Of course, we have the same false view about other people as well. We think, “I know Helmuts.” What do I know? Can I know Helmuts separate from knowing what he looks like or the sound of his voice? Or, “I see Helmuts.” What am I seeing? I can’t see Helmuts separate from seeing a body. Or, “I’m speaking to Helmuts on the telephone.” What is that? That’s really weird, if you think about it, “That’s Helmuts on the phone.” Well, it’s a voice  –  it’s not even a voice; it’s a vibration of some membrane being stimulated by some electric current and we label that “Helmuts,” but no, we don’t think that  –  “I’m talking to Helmuts.”

How in the world that gets to your mobile phone is incredible, but in any case, “There’s Helmuts on the phone.” What?

Question: [inaudible]

Alex: The question is: is the Tibetan language different in this way?

No, not really. I mean, there are many expressions that are absolutely impossible to translate into Tibetan and if you do it literally, it would make no sense, like, “I want to get to know myself, so I’m going to go into retreat or find myself,” “This person is out of touch, out of contact with themselves, out of contact with their bodies.” These sort of things are absolutely impossible to explain in Tibetan or say in Tibetan. But in Tibetan you would say, “I see Boris.” Also I can’t imagine how to say in Tibetan, “I want to express myself in this piece of art, or express myself in this piece of literature.” I don’t know how you would say that. That’s very weird.

In any case, we think like this and, as I say, I think one of the most common examples for us as Westerners is this one of, “I want you to love me for myself. Just love me.” “I want somebody to love me, someone to pay attention to me.” And of course, based on that misconception of a me that could be loved all by itself, then we get all sorts of disturbing emotions, “You don’t love me,” and we get angry  –  and attached, greed, desire, jealous, all these sort of things. That automatically arises; nobody had to teach us that.

Even when we act constructively, like helping others, doing nice things for others, it could be based on this misconception of the self-sufficiently knowable me, that “I’m doing this, so that you will love me,” or “...so that I will feel useful,” as though there is a separately knowable me that could be useful. I mean, what’s useful? The body is useful, the hands are useful, the mind is useful  –  on the basis of that there’s a “me,” but certainly we don’t think that.

This is something that we have to understand, that this type of me, the false me, doesn’t exist at all, is not referring to anything real. We exist, as we discussed this morning, conventionally as “me,” “I’m talking,” “I’m sitting,” and so on. It’s not that it’s somebody else, but the “me” is merely what the word “me” refers to on the basis of this ever-changing stream of continuity of body, mind, etc.  –  the aggregates.

Now, even if we understand that the person, or “me,” or the individual, the self, whatever you want to call it, can’t be known by itself, has to be known while also cognizing the basis of imputation of it, like a body or a mind or a personality or whatever  –  even if we realize that “me” has to be known that way, there is a further, subtle misconception that’s asserted by only the most sophisticated schools of theories in Buddhism.

This is the misconception that even though “me” is only what can be labeled, what can be imputed on the basis of these aggregates, nevertheless there must be some characteristic feature or mark, individual defining characteristic on the side of the basis, in other words, on the side of the aggregates that allows for a correct labeling. In other words, “There has to be something here inside that makes ‘me’ me and not you, something special that makes ‘me’ me and makes me an individual.”

It’s sort of like almost a bar code or some genetic code that’s inside there that when you label it with a scanner or something like that  –  boom!  –  there comes the price, or something like that. “There’s some individual thing inside me that makes me special, and me an individual.” So that’s more subtle and that’s also false. This is very interesting. How is it that when I look at this body... am I scanning a bar code on its side? And then the answer pops up in my head, “Helmuts,” and that’s how I know that it’s Helmuts? How does that work?

Buddhism, on the most sophisticated level, says, “There’s nothing findable on the side of the object that makes it what it is; it’s purely in terms of convention.” We can’t establish that this is Helmuts by anything findable on the side of the basis, this body or mind or anything. We can only establish that it’s Helmuts by the fact that there is this name “Helmuts” and it’s labeled on this and other people agree.

What even makes an object a knowable object? Is there some sort of line around it that separates it from the air and things like that, and then on the inside of this line, that’s the body and that’s Helmuts? The outside of the line is not? No, there’s no line there. If you really look in an electron microscope, it’s very hard to find a boundary between the atoms of the body and the atoms of the air, the energy fields and so on. It’s established by the mind. Yet is there a body here? Is there a person here? Well, yes, conventionally there is. Everybody would agree.

Based on not being aware of this, because it doesn’t seem like that, it doesn’t feel like that, it feels as though there’s something special about me and there’s something special about you that makes you either so wonderful or so horrible. Then again so many disturbing emotions come up on the basis of that, “I want this one. I want you to love me, not that one. It doesn’t matter if the other ones do; I want you to love me.” “I am special. There’s something special about me,” and “This work is so oppressive, I can’t be me in this work.” These type of things. And then we get angry and frustrated.


Link Two: Affecting Variables

On the basis of this unawareness, we get disturbing emotions; and motivated by these disturbing emotions, we get all sorts of impulses  –  these are karma, the next link, what’s called “affecting variables.” Karma is referring to the impulses that come up to do something, either destructive or constructive, based on this unawareness.

If you analyze a little bit more carefully, what first arises is a feeling. Based on greed, let’s say, “I feel like having some chocolate,” based on a wish, basically. That’s not karma. But just because we feel like having some chocolate, that doesn’t have to go anywhere, does it? It doesn’t have to lead to any further action, necessarily. But then the karma is what comes after this, which is the impulse. It’s the beginning of the movement of energy to actually go to the refrigerator; it’s what actually is leading us to the refrigerator. So it’s more than just feeling like having some chocolate. And then we actually go and we stuff ourself with chocolate, even though we’re on a diet and so on.

There are several descriptions, several schemes for analyzing karma. I’m just giving the simplest one here, but the same thing is descriptive of, “I feel like yelling at somebody because they’re ignoring me. Why aren’t you paying attention to me?” And then there’s that impulse that leads us to actually yell. They have this expression in English, which is really weird: “I could kill you! I feel like killing you!” Well, that doesn’t mean that there’s the actual impulse to go get the gun and actually shoot you.

So there’s a big difference between feeling like doing something and actually that impulse with which you go to do it. And it’s the same thing like, “I feel like kissing you.” That doesn’t actually mean an impulse of energy that “I’m going to go over and kiss you.” We walk in the street; we see a lot of beautiful people, whatever it is that we’re attracted to. I might feel like going over and embracing this person and further, but that doesn’t mean that that energy comes up and I actually go and do it, does it?

In any case, this is involved with constructive behavior, destructive behavior, all karmic behavior. And after the action is finished, it is going to leave a tendency to repeat the action and a tendency to get into situations where somebody does something back like that to us. Or more relevant actually to this whole discussion here in the twelve links is a tendency to feel unhappy from destructive karmic behavior or to feel this ordinary worldly happy from constructive karmic behavior. So there’s a tendency for that that can ripen at any time. These are affecting variables.

These “tendencies” is the word that’s usually translated as “karmic seeds,” but we shouldn’t think of that in terms of some physical object. It’s not a physical object, like a seed. It’s a tendency; it’s more abstract. After all, what is a tendency? There are many instances of a similar type of experience, like being unhappy today, tomorrow, this time, that time, being depressed. On the basis of that you’d say, “Well, this person has a tendency to get depressed, to be unhappy.” That’s a tendency. It’s like what we were speaking of before: something that is labeled onto a continuity of similar things.

That’s the second link, affecting variables  –  it affects how we’re going to experience things and it’s a variable, it changes.


Link Three: Causal and Resultant Loaded Consciousness

If a tendency is something which is merely labeled on different similar experiences, what is the basis for it? The basis for it is of course the mind, consciousness. Consciousness is the instrument through which we experience things. As the instrument through which we experience things, it’s underlying all our moments of our life. And we can speak of it in terms of  –  depending on the philosophical system within Buddhism  –  the mental consciousness, the storehouse consciousness, you can even speak of this in terms of clear light mind.

It doesn’t matter; some level of mind is going to be the basis on which these [tendencies] are imputed. And it’s not just “projected.” “Projected,” as I said, implies that it’s completely false. Conventionally there are these tendencies. It’s not something which is made up and invented. It’s only through labeling and so on that we can recognize patterns; we can see how things fit together, and so on. It’s very necessary. It’s how the mind works.

It’s like if you have a tendency to drink a lot of alcohol, then if you can recognize that tendency, then it helps you to identify what type of problem you might have and what to work on. So there’s nothing wrong with that. It’s helpful. The problem, of course, is when we make something solid out of these patterns or these labels and identify with it and think that it’s unchangeable, not affected by anything, forever, solid. And then, of course, it becomes very difficult to change: “I am a depressed person,” “I am an angersome person, so you better watch out.” “You have to learn to live with me, because that’s the way I am.” We’re like that, aren’t we? We think like that, “I’m someone who needs a lot of affection,” and so. “In our relationship you’re not showing me enough affection. Don’t you realize that that’s the kind of person I am? I need that.” So there may be a tendency to act like that, but that’s not our true identity forever, fixed, unaffected by anything. But when we believe that, then obviously we get a lot of disturbing emotions.

So, we have this third link, the link of consciousness, which is the basis for carrying these karmic tendencies. And this consciousness is a continuity; and we would call this the “loaded consciousness,” because it’s loaded with these tendencies. And there are two phases to it: there’s the causal phase and the resultant phase. The causal phase is in one lifetime and has the various karmic tendencies imputed on it or labeled on it. And there’s the resultant loaded consciousness, which is in a next rebirth. And these tendencies etc. can be labeled or imputed on both phases of the consciousness.

We can see in examples of someone in two lifetimes that there are certain tendencies etc. that repeat, that you find in one lifetime and also in another lifetime. For most of us that’s quite difficult to actually get any evidence about, but there are some Tibetan tulkus, these reincarnate lamas, like my own teacher [Serkong Rinpoche]. I knew him very well in his last lifetime; I know him very, very well in this lifetime, the rebirth after that; and there are many tendencies that one can see are continuities of his previous life.

And we see in small children, even infants, that they have certain tendencies. There are some that cry all the time and are very angry and others that are very quiet and placid. You see that even among chickens, among animals: they have different personalities. These are tendencies that are carrying over from previous lives.


Link Four: Nameable Mental Faculties with or without Gross Form

When we’re speaking about a next lifetime, so this third link in its resultant phase, loaded consciousness, then after that, the next links are the sequence of how a fetus develops within  –  if we’re going to be born as a human or an animal, from a womb, how it develops in the womb. And first we have the fourth link, nameable mental faculties with or without gross form.

This is referring now to the development of the aggregates. There’s five aggregates and I won’t give them in their traditional order, but there’s consciousness, this is what is aware of the essential nature of things. But now it’s not yet differentiated into the different sense types of consciousness, it’s just in more general  –  mental consciousness, basically.

Then there’s the various objects, the aggregate of form includes not just the body, but also the various sense objects that one is aware of. Well, the first moment in the next lifetime we’re not aware of various objects yet, you don’t have the apparatus for that, but it says “with or without gross form,” that’s referring to a physical basis for the consciousness.

And there’s the aggregate of distinguishing, that’s sometimes called “recognition”  –  it’s just the ability to distinguish one thing from something else, like light from dark. It’s not necessarily associated with words or names or concepts or anything like that. But the fetus or embryo or whatever you want to call it at this stage is not developed sufficiently yet to be able to do that.

And there’s the aggregate of feeling, this is referring to only one thing: feeling a level of happiness or unhappiness, somewhere on that spectrum. That’s all it’s referring to. And again, we’re not at a stage yet that is sufficiently developed to be able to experience happy or unhappy.

And then there’s the aggregate of other affecting variables, which is everything else that changes, so all the emotions and concentration and attention and all these things. That’s not yet really developed here.

So in the beginning it’s called nameable mental faculties  –  we can give the name, there’s the potential for all of this, but they’re not quite operating yet.

Now, it says with or without gross form  –  this is referring to the three planes of existence described in the Buddhist teachings: the plane of desirable sense objects, the plane of ethereal forms, and the plane of formless beings. So gross form would be a gross elements type of body, this plane of desirable sensory objects, or it could also be subtle ethereal forms, like in the plane of ethereal forms. “With gross form” is either with the gross elements or with subtle elements and “without form” is the plane of formless beings, in which the body is just the subtlest energy that supports the clear light mind. That’s all; it’s not associated with any of the gross or subtle elements.

This becomes a very interesting problem here and a place where we could have a lot of confusion, it’s not so easy, and that is: “Well, what is the relationship between the mind and the body here?” Let’s say if we’re going to be born as a human, we have the elements of the sperm and egg of the parents  –  and is it that consciousness goes inside? Then we have this whole atman idea that it’s living inside the house of these elements and then using it. So it’s not that. So what’s the relationship? What’s happening here?

Or is it somehow contacting it and possessing it now, like buying a cow? Or one of these cranes  –  that’s like this big metal mouth that goes down and then picks up earth and moves it somewhere. Is it that the consciousness is something like that? With a big pincers or a big mouth and grabs and now it hooks on to a sperm and an egg and it’s going to ride on this? Or what? And the sperm and egg. Is it only coming out of our mind? Well, I don’t think our parents think that, do they? So this is not a very easy problem here of how to understand this.

If we look at the teachings, it says that what is consciousness, what is mind? Mind is mental activity. It’s not talking about a thing. It’s not talking about an object that does thinking or does seeing. It’s the activity itself and it’s individual and subjective. It’s not that there’s some grand “one mind” that we’re plugged into. And if we’re talking about mental activity, there has to be some sort of physical basis for it. If we look just on the subtlest level, the level of the clear light mind, we would say that’s the subtlest mind and there’s the subtlest energy or subtlest wind, which we say “supports” it. But what does that really mean?

The simple explanation of it is that the subtlest wind is like the blind horse and the consciousness is like the person with no legs that’s sitting on the horse, but has eyes and so can direct it. But that’s a rather simple-minded way of explaining it, as a first level of introduction to this idea. It’s not two totally separate things glued to each other. We’re looking at one thing, one phenomenon, one package, and it could be described in two different ways.

So you could describe it from the point of view of mental activity, you could describe it from the point of view of the energy of the mental activity. But they don’t exist separately. The activity doesn’t exist separately from the energy of the activity. The energy of the activity doesn’t exist separately from the activity. So, in the formless realm, all you have in terms of the body is this subtlest energy. So it’s a physical basis for this  –  it’s really the mental activity from a physical point of view.

Now the question is: what happens in terms of a grosser physical basis for this energy? And as I said, this becomes quite difficult, because it looks as though this package of the subtlest mind and the subtlest energy, labeled the conventional “me,” with all the various karmic tendencies and so on labeled on it, in a sense activates or sits on top of the grosser elements, say of a sperm and an egg and it affects it and so on. But is it manipulating the elements of the body?

That gets into this whole issue of, “Is it separate?” and “What is separable here?” Well, what’s identified here as the incorrect view? The incorrect view is that there’s a me all by itself that activates all of this. Buddhism says there’s no such thing as a me all by itself. There’s a basis for it being labeled, so the “me” is labeled on the continuity of this subtlest mind and subtlest energy. And that “me” can also be labeled on the combination, because after all it’s labeled not just on consciousness, but on the five aggregates, so the other mental faculties: distinguishing and feeling and so on.

So likewise it is labeled on the continuity of the grosser elements that subtlest energy is associated with. In other words, you get a larger basis of labeling “me.” All the cells of the body, all the elements are changing all the time. We don’t have any cells in our body that are the same now when we’re an adult that we had when we were a baby. It’s all changed. But there’s a continuity and the “me” is labeled on that. And there’s no bar code on the side of that body that has provided the continuity that would allow it always to be the same me, it just has followed cause and effect.

You see, the problem here, and this is difficult to express, the problem here, the confusion lies in what I was mentioning before, which is to mistake the clear light mind or the package of the clear light mind and subtlest energy with the Hindu atman. If we call that me, which is basically identifying what’s being labeled with the basis for labeling it, if you make that mistake, then you fall to the Hindu extreme that this is what is activating or relying on the grosser elements.

Let me off the top of my head try to find an analogy for this. Maybe it’s not such a precise analogy, but maybe it’s a little bit helpful. I often use the example of a movie: we have a film, a movie, like Gone with the Wind. “Gone with the Wind” is a name, it’s a title and it is labeled on a sequence of scenes and the scenes also can be on a film or a digital thing, so there’s a physical basis as well, but it’s labeled onto that whole continuity, the whole sequence of the film.

OK, so we have the movie, we have some physical basis of the movie, and we have the title. It’s not that on each scene of the movie there’s a little bar code that says, “Gone with the Wind,” or a little stamp. So what is Gone with the Wind? It’s not the basis  –  you can’t see all the moments of the film simultaneously, can you? We can’t, obviously. And it’s not the whole pile of the film on the floor. So what’s being labeled, here “Gone with the Wind,” is not the basis; it is what that title refers to in terms of this basis.

In our analogy here, the movie that is visible and the digital information of that or film information of that, that would be like the clear light mind and the subtlest energy. And “me” would be like “Gone with the Wind,” what’s labeled on that. But the movie has to play out on something and so it could be played out on a movie screen in a theater, it could be on a television set, it could be on a computer; it can play on many grosser physical bases. That would be like the gross form of a body, the elements.

Maybe this digital information is more analogous here to the tendencies, I don’t know. It’s just an analogy, so it’s not exact. But what you see, the actual content of the movie, and some sort of subtle physical basis of it, let’s say light or stuff like that, is the subtle level. There’s always what is labeled “Gone with the Wind,” regardless of what it’s playing on. And then this could play out on any physical screen. In a sense, what you would see and some sort of physical carrier of it, the light or information or however, that’s the subtlest thing, that’s always there, that’s continuity, and “me” is labeled on that.

But that’s not the “me.” So what is playing on the screen? We think that’s “Gone with the Wind,” but actually it’s the information with some physical thing that’s playing on the screen, labeled “Gone with the Wind.” Do you follow the analogy here, roughly? This is just off the top of my head now, I haven’t actually thought of this before. So now the movie “me” is playing on the basis of this body and next lifetime the movie “me” will be showing again on the basis of another body, just like “Gone with the Wind” is being shown now on this screen and on this computer and in this movie house and so on.

But it’s not a me all by itself that’s playing on the basis of this body. That’s the Hindu fallacy, that there’s a solid me like that. It’s not. It’s the “me” which is labeled onto subtlest mind and wind and a movie, which is then associated with the grosser aggregates, in this case coming from the sperm and egg of the parents, like the movie screen in the theater.

Question: [inaudible]

Alex: The question was: “Is it the same content [every time]?”

It’s a continuity. We’re talking about a “Gone with the Wind” that has no beginning and no end, like a soap opera that has a countless number of episodes, that goes on forever, and it’s one episode at a time on a different screen  –  that’s more analogous  –  “The Bold and the Beautiful” or whatever it is, the soap opera that you are familiar with, its endless episodes, beginningless, endless episodes of “me.”

But not, “Ah, ME! “ME,” starring: ME! And there I am.” Let me control myself not to get silly  –  but that’s not so silly: this is the conventional “me,” but we think this is the movie “ME,” starring the special me, “I’m the great star and everybody should watch me,” and then we get the ratings, “How many people watched me today?”

Translator: ...and gave positive critique.

Alex: Right, and gave positive critique. It says, if we think there is this solid me, that’s there all the time. And it’s not that. It’s just what can be labeled in terms of the continuity.

So that’s link four, the nameable mental faculties with or without gross form  –  the very beginning of the fetus.


Link Five: Stimulators of Cognition

Then the next link is number five, the stimulators of cognition. This is referring to when as a fetus, there’s enough development in the form aggregate  –  so in the elements here  –  that you start to differentiate out the different cognitive sensors, in other words, the cells that will be able to perceive sights and the ones that’ll be able to perceive sounds and the ones that’ll be able to perceive physical sensations and so on. Originally they’re not differentiated out from each other, it’s not developed enough; but at this stage they’re differentiated out from each other and there is the information of the different senses as well. These are what’s called “stimulators of cognition.” So that’s happening now.


Link Six: Contacting Awareness

Then the next link, the next step in the development of the fetus, is called “contacting awareness.” This is often translated just as “contact” and then you think incorrectly that it’s referring to a physical act of contact. It’s not. This is a mental factor; it’s a way of being aware of something.

So in the step before, the physical bases for the various senses are differentiated from each other, even if it’s just in a very primitive form. And now, when there’s the different types of sensory consciousness, let’s say in the womb, if we’re talking about a human, then there is the awareness of certain types of sensory objects as pleasant, unpleasant, or neutral  –  so it involves, in a sense, a way of considering.

This is a very difficult mental factor to really know what it’s talking about, very difficult, actually. But thinking about it  –  at least this is my understanding of it at the moment  –  if we talk about it not in the womb, but as it functions now as well out of the womb: you see somebody and the seeing of the person, the awareness when it’s contacting, “I see a certain type of person looking in a certain type of way; and the awareness that is contacting that is pleasant.” We’re talking about this experience of pleasant or unpleasant.

Literally, the words for it in Tibetan are that it “comes to mind” or it “doesn’t come to mind,” so it comes to mind very easily, very pleasantly, or it doesn’t come to mind. It’s very pleasant to see somebody that looks this shape and it’s not very pleasant to see somebody that looks that shape, basically from habit, isn’t it? It’s a way of  –  not literally, because they use the word “experience something else,” but it’s a way of perceiving something as pleasant, unpleasant, or neutral. That’s the contacting awareness.


Link Seven: Feeling a Level of Happiness

The next link, feeling a level of happiness, is the response to the contacting awareness. As I said, the contacting awareness seems to have to be associated together with how you consider, “I consider this pleasant,” “I consider this unpleasant.” Feeling a level of happiness or unhappiness is, “In response to that, I feel happy or I feel unhappy.” It’s not so easy to really distinguish the difference here.

So again, as Serkong Rinpoche always said, “Go back to the words,” the actual words here, and the expression he used was, “You can milk,” like milking a cow, “milk the meaning out of the words.” OK: “pleasant,” “unpleasant,” literally, “comes to mind,” or “doesn’t come to mind.” So the object, let’s say what we consider a pretty face  –  well, that’s mental labeling, of course, based on habit and so on, personal likes, dislikes, etc. from previous habits, so we consider that this is pleasant.

You see, you want to use here the word “experience” and “feel.” An experience is actually with the feeling thing. The feeling, they say, is how you experience the ripening of your karma  –  Ah, that’s the difference. There’s a difference between experiencing the object and experiencing the ripening of your karma. At least this is what I think now. So, you’re experiencing the object as pleasant; it comes to the mind easily, and now, how do you experience the ripening of your karma? In response to this is that, “I feel happy at experiencing this pleasant thing.” Or we could feel unhappy.

Usually they say it has to correspond: if it’s pleasant you feel happy, if it’s unpleasant you feel unhappy. There’s nothing deluded about pleasant or unpleasant. The question of course is: does a Buddha experience things as pleasant and unpleasant? I don’t think so. A Buddha would experience everything as pleasant. A Buddha would certainly not have contacting awareness, that’s part of the twelve links; it’s part of the tainted aggregates. A Buddha is aware of everything simultaneously, omniscient. And a Buddha is experiencing the untainted bliss of being free from all obscurations and not experiencing happiness or unhappiness that’s the ripening of karma.

It’s a very interesting question. This is a little bit aside, but it is completing what we were speaking about just before, of the body. Buddha does not have tainted aggregates. Buddha has what’s called “untainted aggregates,” they are not received from unawareness. What a Buddha experiences is generated by compassion, not by karma. So what about the elements of a Buddha’s body, the gross elements of the Nirmanakaya? This is the interesting question.

The elements by themselves, I don’t think you can say are tainted or untainted. It becomes tainted or untainted in terms of the mind, the mental continuum, that is associated with the physical elements of the body. So if the elements of a gross body are associated with a tainted consciousness, tainted with unawareness, then the elements of the body will be a physical basis for experiencing the suffering of unhappiness and the suffering of change, of our ordinary happiness. If the elements are associated with an untainted consciousness of a Buddha, they’re not the basis of experience of the suffering of suffering or the suffering of ordinary happiness.

Sometimes they say that Buddha has no consciousness, but that means the gross levels of consciousness. A Buddha has only subtlest mind, clear light mind. But in any case, the question is: are the elements of a Buddha’s body subject to physical laws of impermanence? And I think you’d have to say “yes,” that there’s a difference between “whatever gathers together will inevitably fall apart because of having relied on causes and circumstances, the basic laws of impermanence” and “is a Buddha inevitably going to get sick?” That’s something else.

Well, Buddhas do have control over the elements. If a Buddha wanted the elements of the body to live a very, very long life, a Buddha could do that. But if a Buddha is not doing that, then the elements will just naturally  –  whatever gathers together falls apart. Aryadeva says that very clearly. Like that, Buddha has untainted aggregates.

[See: Text of Four Hundred Verses, chapters 1-4.]

Does a Buddha have contacting awareness based on habits, seeing some things as pleasant and some as unpleasant? You’d have to say “no,” that that is mixed with confusion, based on habit, custom, information from society, all sorts of things. A Buddha is not subject to that. A Buddha would experience everything simultaneously with, as I said, an untainted blissful awareness not coming from karma, but coming from being free of all obscuration.

But here, in terms of our twelve links samsaric situation, now the fetus is fully developed and experiencing the results of karma as a level of happiness, the aggregate of feeling, so either unhappiness, this is the first type of suffering, as the result of the negative tendencies from destructive behavior, or our ordinary happiness, which is the suffering of change, as the ripening of positive karmic tendencies coming from constructive behavior.

This is a good place to stop for today, because the next links describe how we activate these karmic tendencies. We activate them in our response to these feelings of happy and unhappy. That’s actually a very important point, that really the problem here is not so much that, “I find chocolate a pleasant taste and I feel happy when I’m tasting it,” that’s not really the real problem. The real problem is all the attachment and other things that come on top of that.

The reason why that’s important is to know what to work on. The problem isn’t that, “I like chocolate.” I like chocolate; you like strawberry; you like this, you like that. So what? They’re all various things that we have pleasant contacting awareness of and that we feel happy when we experience it. The problem is attachment and so on that is involved in response. That’s what we have to work on, not feel bad that “I like this” or “I like that.” Some fanatic practitioners think, “I shouldn’t like anything. I should only like sitting here in perfect meditation, like a statue.” This is a fanatic extreme.

All the great lamas have certain things that they like. Are they attached to it? No. His Holiness the Dalai Lama likes papayas. He likes papayas, so what? That’s very nice. You can get him a papaya when he’s traveling and he likes that; he enjoys that, will feel happy eating the papaya. If he doesn’t get the papaya  –  no problem. So that’s not the problem, that you like this kind of food or that kind of food.

Are there any questions about what we’ve discussed today?

Question: What use in this situation then is liberation or enlightenment, if there is no atman, no soul, or no “me,” no nothing basically. Why do we then do all these practices and all this?

Alex: This is the confusion that many people have about these teachings, which is that “It’s a completely nihilist position that is denying and refuting everything.”

We still exist, conventionally there is a “me.” It’s just not something that exists in impossible ways. It doesn’t exist as something all by itself, totally independent of anything, not affected by anything, or that can be known all by itself, or that has something on its own side that makes it special. That kind of me doesn’t exist. But conventionally “me”  –  that exists.

There is the subjective, individual experiencing of things and on the basis of that we label “me,” “I’m experiencing.” What establishes the “me?” Well, nothing on the side of the mind or the experience. The only thing that establishes that there’s a “me” is the word “me,” it can be labeled. So that kind of “me” exists.

Question: But that’s only the name, the label. Right?

Alex: Well, the label refers to something. Gone with the Wind is not just the title. Gone with the Wind is an actual movie that the title refers to. So the same thing with the word “me.”

Question: So what exactly is imputed or labeled by the name “sentient beings,” then?

Alex: A sentient being is, as I was explaining, a person with a limited mind. And it’s a category, because there are many individual sentient beings and they’re all individual, but not existing totally isolated from each other. We all have a nose  –  my nose isn’t your nose though. So what is a nose? It’s not that we all share in the Great Nose in the sky. It’s not like that either. But you could say, well, the defining characteristics of a nose. What are these defining characteristics of a nose?

“It sticks out from between the eyes and you can use it for breathing.” Does a chicken have a nose? Does a worm have a nose? Does a worm breathe? So, what is a nose? This is very interesting. And where does the nose begin on your face? Is there a line that separates the nose from the cheek? People made up a definition and wrote it in the dictionary and that’s what a nose is, but you can’t actually find that on the side of somebody’s face. But conventionally we all have noses and they’re individual.

So the same thing with “nose,” the same thing with “sentient being,” the same thing with “me.” His Holiness the Dalai Lama loves to use the nose as an example, because it’s silly and when people tend to laugh when you use the example of the nose, it makes things a little bit lighter. Otherwise, sometimes they get very tense trying to understand something difficult. So, it’s a good example.

But this is a very, very difficult point. How is it that there is a conventional “me,” even though we’re talking so much about voidness, the absence of an impossible me. And this is a central point of all the philosophical discussion: how do you establish the “me” that actually does exist? The Zen solution to somebody who asks that question, “Well, nothing exists, I don’t exist, etc.” is to hit them with a stick! And then, “Who felt that? Did you feel that? There’s no ‘you?’”

Any other question?

Question: You said that there is no one kind of big Mind we are all plugged into...

Alex: Like no big one Nose?

Question (cont’d): Yes, like no big one Nose. But then the question is whether this one mind is the same size or as big as all the other minds together?

Alex: Well, are all the minds the same size? That is an interesting question. Because we’re speaking here about mental activity, so size is irrelevant  –  size is a quality of something physical. Do they all have the same capacity? Yes, but the capacity can be limited by the hardware in which it’s functioning. What the mind can understand on the basis of a human brain is quite different from what it can understand on the basis of a worm brain.

Now you get into really weird stuff, if you start analyzing this further. I don’t know if we really want to get weird here. But the clear light mind has a certain energy which is associated with it, the subtlest energy. That is going to then become associated with the gross elements of the body. Based on that, you can feel sensations all over your body, different parts of your body. So, I’m not going to go into a detailed analysis of all of this, but then the question is: how is it that you’re aware of something outside of your body? Does the energy go out to that? Does the energy from that object come into the body?

As a Buddha is omniscient, that means that the subtlest energy of a Buddha is on the basis of everything. And if it’s on the basis of everything, then that’s the explanation of how it is that a Buddha can manifest simultaneously everywhere. That starts to become very weird, because then you have to be very careful that you’re not falling to the atman extreme that the atman is the size of the universe. So, we get into very, very weird subtle stuff here. You see the problem: the clear light mind of a Buddha is omniscient, it takes everything as its object, so the energy pervades everywhere. If you can label “me” of a Buddha onto that, are you labeling the “me” of a Buddha onto the universe? Do you have an atman/Brahman thing?

Well, you don’t. You don’t. And it’s the same issue as what I was saying in terms of the connection of the clear light mind and subtlest mind with the gross elements of the body. So one has to be very, very careful here. Also you have to appreciate that this whole discussion is within the context of Indian philosophy and basically they’re all talking about the same issues and just solving them in a different way. To really appreciate Indian Buddhism, you have to understand it in the context of Hinduism and Jainism and all these other philosophies.

Buddhism and all the other Indian systems say that the energy goes out to perceive objects, so it’s like my attention goes out to the object. The Western systems say that the information comes in, so it’s very, very different. And how that actually works, I must say, I don’t recall. I heard once an explanation of it, but I don’t recall that. I have to look that up. It’s a difficult point; it’s a very difficult point.

There’s lots of discussions of: could that consciousness or that energy be a truly existent, solid thing that’s going out? So how does it go out? First it noticed that there was something and then it goes out to look at it? That doesn’t make any sense. Or it didn’t notice anything and it goes out blind and then all of a sudden it sees something? This starts to become very weird and these are the arguments that are used to refute that it’s some solid, findable thing, this consciousness or cognitive sensors or powers and so on.

Question (translated): She is talking from a kind of meditative experience and it’s quite difficult to maybe express it in words. But it seems that more it’s this mind or consciousness they are just expanding and not maybe just coming in, and it’s this sucking in that...

Alex: One has to be very careful here in terms of a meditative experience of the mind expanding. That happens not only in meditation, but on drugs as well, and often that is a deceptive appearance based on a disturbance of the energies within the body, that it feels as though, “My mind is going to burst out of my head,” this type of thing or, “Uuuh, now I’m aware of all sorts of things.” It could be frightening; it could be not frightening. It could be exhilarating; it could be... there are many, many different ways of experiencing that, but usually that type of experience is on the basis of some disturbance of the winds. It’s not really referring to an actual thing that’s happening.

It can be very exhilarating and very blissful and very uplifting and very energetic, but I think one has to understand that more in terms of an increasing intensity of the mind and an increasing experience of, let’s say bliss or something like that, as opposed to physically your mind popping out of your head and going to the end of the room or to the end of the street. It’s not like that. It’s an experience of a quality of the mind, rather than something physically actually happening that can’t really happen.

This gets into a complex topic of extraphysical experiences. Can the consciousness leave the body, and astral body, and all this sort of stuff. In some cases, such things are possible, but not in terms of a tube of blue light from the navel and that sort of stuff. But there are experiences and practices that are involved with such things. But a great deal of the time it’s from a disturbance of the energy winds and it’s like a hallucination, so one has to be able to distinguish.

[See: Extra-bodily States in Buddhism.]

Let’s end here with a dedication. We think whatever understanding, whatever positive force has come from this, may it go deeper and deeper and act as a cause for reaching enlightenment for the benefit of all.

 Session Four: The Ripening of Karmic Tendencies
Unedited Transcript
Listen to the audio version of this page (1:09 hours)We have started our discussion of these twelve links, and we saw that they describe the mechanism for how we generate our uncontrollably recurring aggregates  –  the body and mind and so on  –  of each lifetime, and, specifically our tainted aggregates. These are these aggregate factors that are generated by unawareness  –  unawareness specifically of the reality of how persons exist  –  and how these aggregates then constitute the basis of the foundation on which we experience the first two types of suffering  –  unhappiness and ordinary happiness. And these aggregate factors contain further unawareness and disturbing emotions and attitudes that derive from that unawareness, as well as various karmic tendencies which are built up by acting on the basis of unawareness.

And because these aggregate factors contain these various “taints,” they’re called, then we generate further tainted aggregates in the future with future rebirths. So the whole thing just recurs over and over and over again, almost like a self-perpetuating system. And if we do nothing about it, it just continues uncontrollably. But if we take control, as it were, but not from the basis of some solid “me”: “I’m going to be in control of everything,” then we can stop this chain. We can break it at its weakest point, which is our unawareness, and gain liberation from this uncontrollably recurring cycle of rebirths.

We started going through the twelve, and the first one was unawareness. That was specifically unawareness of how persons exist, both ourselves and others. And it includes both the doctrinally based unawareness that we have been taught, we had to learn from one of these non-Buddhist Indian systems of tenets  –  so one of these theories of an atman that we find in the various Hindu and Jain schools, which has to do with basically, what we in the West would call a “soul.” And because we wouldn’t automatically believe that we have a soul and that we identify with this soul, that this soul is “me.” That’s something you’d have to learn; animals wouldn’t believe that they have a soul, for example.

And also this unawareness link contains what is more subtle, underlying this type of this doctrinally based unawareness, namely what’s called “automatically arising unawareness.” And this is understood on several levels. The level which is held in common, or asserted in common by all Buddhist schools of philosophy here, is the belief that I exist as some self-sufficiently knowable “me” that can be known all by itself, as in the example we used yesterday of, “I want you to love me for me, myself; not for my money, or my good looks, or my intelligence, or whatever.” And animals have this as well. When the dog sees its master, it thinks, “I’m seeing the master.” It doesn’t certainly think that I’m seeing a body and on the basis of the body is imputed my master.

OK. Now on a deeper level which is asserted only by, for example the Gelug interpretation of Prasangika, which is one of the philosophical schools, then much deeper is this automatically arising feeling or belief that there is something special inside me, something special inside you, which makes me “me” and you “you.” And the habit of this unawareness, in other words, of believing that we exist in these impossible ways, causes our minds to project the appearance and the feeling that we exist like that. And then the unawareness  –  with the unawareness, we believe that it corresponds to reality; but it doesn’t. Nevertheless, we do exist; it’s not that we don’t exist at all.

But how do we establish that we exist? How do you prove that you exist? How do you prove that anybody else exists? What establishes it? This is the whole issue that is involved in the discussion of what’s usually called “existence.” How things exist. But it’s not really talking about how they exist. It’s talking about how you establish that something exists. What establishes it? That’s an important word to understand. It’s the same word as is used  –  I’m talking about in Sanskrit and Tibetan  –  it’s the same word as is used for to prove something. How do you prove it? It’s not talking about what creates me or you. We’re not talking about what creates it. We’re talking about what proves it. So this is the word “establish,” it’s usually translated. What establishes it?

Is it something on the side of the object, of a person, that makes it that you can know the person all by itself? Well, no. Is it some special findable characteristic inside the person that makes them me, or makes them you? No, you can’t find anything like that. Is there a bar code on the side of the person, or a special genetic code? Well, aside from the fact that that’s only there for one lifetime, you might think that, “Well, this is what makes me special,” a fingerprint or something like that. Because, after all, this becomes a very serious question. We look at ourselves, pictures of ourselves, when we were a baby, when we were five years old, fifteen years old, thirty years old... depending on how old we are, at various stages in our life let’s say, sixty years old, and there certainly isn’t, there aren’t any cells in the body that have stayed the same in each of these pictures, in each of these bodies. And yet, “That’s me!” isn’t it? So what makes it “me?”

So we might say, well, the DNA code has stayed the same. But of course the DNA in one cell is not the same exact atoms and so on and molecules as the DNA in another cell that replaces it; so it’s been changing every moment. So you could say, well, the pattern is the same, of the DNA. Well, what’s the pattern? What establishes that there’s a pattern? Are there little lines joining each of the molecules, on the side of the DNA? Well, no. The mind has mentally constructed a pattern based on all these little pieces. That’s what we call “mental labeling” or “imputation.” All patterns and so on are imputations, aren’t they, like mathematical formulas. And each atom of, each molecule of the DNA, and each atom of the molecule, and each part of the atom...I mean it goes on and on. There’s nothing solid findable there. All the wholes are imputed on their parts.

So, what establishes that that’s me in all these pictures? Well, the only thing that establishes it is that there is the word or convention “me” which is labeled on all of these, and it’s valid. Why is it valid? Well, other people who knew me agree and say, “Well yeah, that’s what you looked like when you were a baby.” There’s the convention “me.” So, this is an established convention that this is a word in a language that we understand that has a meaning. There’s a name. Everybody has agreed that my name is “Alex” in this lifetime. So that’s one thing that establishes it, that there actually is a convention.

And, as I said, everybody who knew me  –  I mean, I don’t know what I looked like when I was a baby  –  but everybody else who knew me, who remember correctly, identify it correctly and say, “Yeah, that was you.” So that establishes that this is me. It’s not contradicted by people who actually remembered me and saw me then. It’s not that my mother says, “Oh, that wasn’t you, that was your brother in the baby picture.” And it’s not contradicted by a mind that validly sees the deepest truth. In other words, if someone thinks, “solidly, permanently existing me.” Well, that’s wrong, because obviously we’ve changed throughout our lifetime. So anyone who understands how things exist would see, “Yes it’s you. But yeah you’ve changed throughout your lifetime. You’ve grown. Learned things, so on. You don’t still wet in your diaper.”

So, it’s only this convention or word “me” that establishes that that’s me, isn’t it, when it’s validly applied. And even the valid criteria are all from the side of a mind; they’re not from the side of the object. And I am not created by the word “me”  –  if nobody said “me,” “me,” “me” or “you,” “you,” “you,” that I wouldn’t exist; that’s absurd. If I went through life not thinking “me,” “me,” “me,” would that make me not exist? No. So, the mental label, the word, doesn’t create the object. And, I’m not just a word. A word, after all, is just a combination of meaningless sounds that somebody decided that this is a word and gave it a meaning.

What is “me?” Me. What am I? I am...well, the only thing that you can say is that I’m what the word “me” refers to, it’s referent object  –  it’s the technical word  –  it’s what the “me” refers to on the basis of an ever-changing stream of aggregates, body, mind, emotions, etc. And on the basis of that type of “me,” this is what actually does exist, we function, don’t we? Experience things. We do things. So what is impossible here is to imagine that the word “me,” or any word for that matter, has a  –  now, here we have to make a very subtle distinction  –  that there is a referent thing that corresponds to it that you can find.

A referent thing is some sort of thing in a box, the box “me,” or the box “you,” or the box “table,” or the box “good,” or the box “bad,” corresponding to an entry in the dictionary that the word which in the dictionary is of a little box by itself, that there’s a referent thing on the side of reality that’s there in boxes, like, like in the dictionary. And it’s in this box; it’s not in that box. That’s what’s impossible. So words refer to something, but not to some findable thing in a box. If I existed, if “me” existed as some sort of thing in a box to be known all by itself, etc., it could never change. It could never do anything. It could never interact with anything. It would be encapsulated in plastic, sitting there. That’s impossible. We don’t exist like that  –  although it feels as though we exist like that. That’s the problem. And we just don’t know; it’s unawareness.

You, box. You, thing. You don’t appreciate me. You don’t love me. You’re bad. Permanent. Never changing. In a box. That’s you. And then we get obviously very upset, don’t we? And we “grasp”  –  is the word that’s used  –  we perceive the other person to exist like that because our mind projects that nonsense and we believe it. That it refers to a referent thing, that’s really who this person is. Then we get angry and then we yell at them and that builds up karma and that sets in motion the whole samsaric process. But it was you  –  that is a valid label. You ignored me, or you didn’t do this or you did that. “You” is just what that word refers to, but not something in a box. But “you” is simply labeled on the basis of the body, mind, speech, emotions, whatever it was that was involved in that moment when you said something nasty to me, or did something that I didn’t like.

But all those aggregate factors, emotions, and mind, and body, and health, and all these sort of things that that moment, well, none of those exist in little boxes either. They were affected by millions and millions of causes and conditions, not only what’s presently happening, but going back in the past in the family and what you were doing before and all these other things. And you don’t just exist like a still photograph. I mean that’s often really the way that we view people, and ourselves, and things in the world; it’s like a still photograph. It’s not even color; it’s black and white. It doesn’t even get all the dimensions of it and then  –  frozen! The world doesn’t exist like a still picture. It’s a movie, if you want to use this analogy of film. But we freeze it. “Aaah! You said that! That’s you. You’re nasty. You don’t love me.” So the movie goes on and in all the later moments when you’re doing other things and interacting in other ways, well, that’s still you, isn’t it?

So...and it’s only when you freeze something into a photograph and then make it established from its own side as that’s really the way that you are… but then you get really angry. And if you see  –  well, you know  –  continuity, every moment influenced by millions and millions of things and I can label “you” on it, I can label “me” on my whole stream of these continuity of the aggregates, then it diffuses the whole thing. There’s no reason to get angry. What are you getting angry at?

So, with unawareness, the first link, then we believe that it’s in reference to persons, and myself, and you. We exist in these impossible ways, that, you know, there’s something like a still photograph, something on our own side that’s there, making, you know, establishing that special characteristic of nasty or something like that that makes me “me.” Or even just simply a line around us that makes “me” as a knowable thing. So we have this unawareness. We are confused about that. On the basis of that, we get disturbing emotions. On the basis of the disturbing emotions, we act in a way that creates karma, so either constructively or destructively based on this false idea and belief in an impossible “me.”

So, we get the second link, affecting variables. This is referring to the karmic impulses that come up to either act destructively, based on this unawareness, “You did something nasty to me,” therefore the impulse to hurt this person. Or, “You are so wonderful and special; therefore I’m going to do something nice to you.” So the impulse to do something constructive, to be nice to you so that you, special “you,” will love me, special, solid “me.” So that’s a constructive karmic action. After we’ve completed the action, then we get some sort of karmic tendency after that: a positive one from constructive behavior, a negative one from destructive behavior.

And that brings us to the third link, the loaded consciousness. In other words these tendencies, which are not something solid, are imputed or labeled on the consciousness, whatever level, we want to consider that with, depending on the tenet system. And that goes into future lives. And we have the causal phase of this loaded consciousness in this lifetime, and the resultant phase in a next lifetime. The main thing that is going to ripen from these karmic tendencies, as is discussed in these twelve links, is, from a positive karmic tendency, our worldly happiness which never satisfies  –  it’s the suffering of change  –  and from the negative tendencies, experience of unhappiness, the suffering of suffering. And they can… these experiences of unhappiness or our ordinary happiness… could accompany any moment of our life.

So, I mean, we all know that, don’t we? It’s not really dependent on the object that we’re seeing or hearing, because we could listen to the same music and sometimes feel happy and sometimes feel very unhappy. Or see a person and sometimes you feel happy seeing them and sometimes you feel unhappy. Every moment, actually, we’re feeling some level of happiness or unhappiness. It might not be dramatic, in fact most of the time it’s not dramatic. But that doesn’t mean that it’s nonexistent. Often we say, “Well, I don’t feel anything.” Well, if you really examine, it’s very rare that it’s going to be what’s called neutral: exactly, exactly in the middle between happy and unhappy. It’s usually a little bit on one side or a little bit on the other side.

This mental factor of feeling a level of happiness is defined actually in terms of how we experience the ripening of our karma. So when they use the word “experience” in a Buddhist context, it’s referring to this. How do you experience it? With some feeling of happiness or unhappiness? Does the computer experience the data in it? Well, by this definition, no. The computer can, in a sense, know data, manipulate data, do all sorts of operations. Does it experience it? Well no, it doesn’t feel happy or unhappy. Therefore, a computer doesn’t have a mind. We talk about artificial intelligence  –  well it can do various operations, but it doesn’t experience anything, doesn’t have happiness or unhappiness. So from that point of view, it doesn’t have a mind.

In order to experience ordinary happiness and unhappiness, we need to have a fully developed system of the other aggregates. This feeling of happiness or unhappiness is one of the aggregates: the aggregate of feeling. And so we have the next links which describe the development of the aggregates in a lifetime, from the moment of conception up until the moment when the aggregates are fully developed and functioning. So, in the case of someone born from a womb or an egg, then it’s talking about the development of the fetus. First we have the fourth link: nameable mental faculties with or without gross form. Here we have basically just the aggregate of consciousness, first of all. But it’s not differentiated into the different types of sense consciousness. Those are just potentials. The aggregate of distinguishing and feeling are just potentials. And the aggregate of other affecting variables, only some of them are functioning. Most of that is still in potential form; the various emotions and so on are in potential form. You could say that maybe attention or something like that might be there in a very primitive form because there are certain mental factors that are ever functioning in each moment. But most of that aggregate is in potential form.

One would have to do quite a detailed analysis to say whether all of that aggregate is in potential form or, as I suspect, maybe some little aspects of it might be functioning. And that mental consciousness, as we discussed in detail yesterday, can be associated with either some sort of gross form, which could be either the gross element or subtle elements, or what’s called “without a form,” which just means the subtlest life-supporting energy itself.

Next step, the fifth link: stimulators of cognition. Now the mental consciousness is differentiated into the different types of sense consciousness and the form that you get  –  referring to the body  –  is differentiated into the different, at least, into the different cognitive sensors. So there are photosensitive cells of the eyes, ears, etc., for sights, sounds. So there’s some sort of association of these with sights, sounds, physical sensations, whatever it is a fetus can experience in the womb  –  certainly sounds and physical sensations.

Then we have the sixth link: contacting awareness. This evolves next. This is one of the ever-functioning mental factors that’s part of the aggregate of other variables. And I think this would have to operate in connection with the mental factor of distinguishing. That’s usually translated as the aggregate of recognition. So it’s distinguishing, like light from dark. It doesn’t mean you knew it before and remember it. So, now, when there’s the various sensory types of cognition, the sensor, the sound sensitive, of ears, and you have a sound and some audio consciousness, then there is an awareness that accompanies this cognition, this perception, as being pleasant or unpleasant or neutral.

Now, yesterday we started to explain, that this is similar to the mental factor of consideration, how you pay attention to something. But it’s not the same mental factor. Let me explain why. This mental factor of consideration, or attention, is taking something to mind. So either you can take something to mind in terms of a very painstaking attention, or always bringing your attention back. There’s that type of attention. But there’s also attention in terms of how you pay attention to something. How you consider it. And that can either be correct or incorrect. And so this is explained with various examples.

The usual example is with respect to the body: that we could consider the body clean  –  that’s incorrect consideration, whereas in fact it is unclean, when you think about what’s inside. Or you could consider it static, never changing  –  that’s incorrect consideration, whereas in fact it’s nonstatic; it’s changing all the time. Or we could consider it that it is happiness  –  that’s incorrect, whereas in fact it’s in the nature of suffering of unhappiness. So we can consider it incorrectly that it has an impossible soul, or what is correct consideration is that it lacks an impossible soul. So these are usually described as the four types of incorrect consideration. And the four types of correct consideration.

So, this mental factor of consideration can be correct or incorrect. Here, with contacting awareness, you might think: “Well, it’s like consideration,” but there’s no variable here of correct or incorrect. So when we perceive something, we are aware of it as pleasant or unpleasant or neutral. It’s not that one of those is correct. Although it sounds similar to consideration and certainly is connected with distinguishing, it’s a different mental factor. And we also explained that why we consider something pleasant or unpleasant is based on habit, but also, I think, it is connected with karma to a certain extent. Because when we are eating a certain food, normally when we see this food, we might find it pleasant to see it. But then there are other times when we don’t find it pleasant to see it. So the same object, pleasant or unpleasant, and it’s not just a matter of habit here, is it? So I think in some way it’s associated with karma, but it’s not very clearly explained. In other words, based on habit, most of the time when I see chocolate I see it as something pleasant when I see it. That would be habit. But sometimes I see it as unpleasant. I’ve just finished a huge meal and I see this and it doesn’t, doesn’t really interest me. That’s affected, I think, not just by karma but by other circumstances, like the fact that my stomach is full. So there are many factors, I think, which are going to influence our being aware of something as pleasant or unpleasant.

But I think we would have to analyze much more deeply and extensively to see whether or not really there is a connection with ripening of karma here. It’s not explained in terms of ripening of karma, so I have some doubts here. Maybe it’s associated with karma, maybe not. Maybe it’s just affected by habit and the circumstances, like your stomach being full. Or everybody around you saying, “Ooh! This is horrible, this is contaminated chocolate, radioactive chocolate,” or something like that.

Then there is the, on the basis of how we have this contacting awareness, then the next step, the seventh link, is feeling the level of happiness. So, pleasant, pleasant contacting awareness with something; on the basis of that, we feel happy. Unpleasant; we feel unhappy. Neutral; we feel neutral. I’m thinking of an example, that’s why I’m chuckling a little bit. One of my most favorite foods are these salt pretzels and I’ve been on a diet recently, you know, trying to lose weight. And at one lecture that I was giving, they had a big pile of these pretzels and it was very difficult, as I like them, not to eat them because I really am quite attached to them. And, so initially I saw it, and saw it as pleasant, of course, and felt...I was a little bit apprehensive. But, I tasted one. I said, okay I’ll let myself eat one. And I found that it was stale! And then was very happy that it was stale. And so I saw the stale pretzel  –  actually when I saw it initially, it was unpleasant, “Ugh, I’m going to eat all of these.” And so I was unhappy. But I said, “Okay, I’ll taste one.” I tasted one. It was stale  –  it was wonderful! I was really happy that they were stale because then I had no interest in eating any more. So it’s very funny. This is...I think it’s not based on habit really here, and this, and it’s certainly not based on karma. It’s based on the circumstances that the thing was stale, the circumstances of being on the diet, and so on.

So, now the mechanism is full of the five aggregates for experiencing the ripening of our karma with a feeling of a level of happiness. Happiness is defined as that feeling which, when we experience it, we would like not to be parted from it. But of course it never lasts, this ordinary happiness, so of course we’re going to be parted from it. And unhappiness is that feeling which, when we experience it, we would like to be parted from it. But we, most of the time, cannot just be instantly parted from it, can we? Wouldn’t that be wonderful? We feel unhappy or sad and then we say, “Well, I don’t want to feel sad or unhappy anymore.” Snap your fingers and now you feel happy. That would be great. But unfortunately most of us can’t do that, can we? And neutral is that feeling which, when we experience it, we’d like it to just continue. Like for instance when your asleep, you don’t feel happy or unhappy and certainly we like to stay asleep.

The next links are talking about how we activate these karmic tendencies that the consciousness is loaded with. And specifically it is speaking about how we activate the karmic tendencies for rebirth. These tendencies are the tendencies of what’s called “throwing karma.” These are karmic impulses that can throw us into a next rebirth, throw us into having a new set of aggregates, or another set of aggregates. I mean that’s what all this is talking about, isn’t it? How we generate over and again basis aggregates, “tainted aggregates.”

And this throwing karma is referring to the karmic actions that we do with a very, very strong motivation, whether it’s positive or negative, based on of course unawareness. And also I mean there are some special objects that sometimes are involved, like doing something nice or something nasty to your spiritual teacher, or to your parents, etc. But the main emphasis here is on the strong motivation: either you hurt somebody with really strong anger or you help somebody with really strong love, the wish for them to be happy, to actually help them  –  but based on unawareness.

And also I should mention that in the standard explanation, these next three links which are going to activate the tendencies, the karmic tendencies of throwing karma, these are explained in terms of what happens at the moment of death; what actually is going to activate these throwing karma that will throw you into a next rebirth. But there are some explanation systems of these twelve links that talk about how this can occur all the time, in terms of activating the karma to feel happy and unhappy. But that’s not a mainstream explanation, but it does exist.


Link Eight: Craving

The first of these, the eighth link, is called “craving.” It is the word that in both Sanskrit and... well, Tibetan, I’m not quite sure if it has that connotation. You don’t see it used so often with the connotation. But the Sanskrit word is definitely the word for “thirsty.” And so this is a strong thirst, “I’m craving.” This is in response to a feeling of a level of happiness, really craving... big, strong, solid, impossible “me.”.. really, really want to be: not to be parted from this happiness and to be parted from this suffering and for this neutral feeling to continue. Usually, it’s always described only in terms of the happiness and unhappiness. But neutral is there as well. How we experience this “I can’t take it! I can’t stand it! I’m so hungry. I’m so unhappy.” I mean that’s maybe an extreme, but this is what we’re talking about here. “Aren’t we happy? Aren’t we having a good time?” This type of, “Oh, I’m having such a good time.” And you cling to that. So this is very, very important to understand, because we feel happy and unhappy every moment of our lives  –  something is going on.

And that’s very important  –  not to have, I mean to watch out not to make a big deal out of the “me” that is conventionally experiencing this. Don’t make it into an impossible “me” and, “I can’t take it!” and so on. Happy, unhappy, it just goes up and down: that’s the nature of samsara. No big deal. As, to put it in hippie English, just sort of “surf the waves” of happy and unhappy in life and don’t get upset by it. That’s very important.

That’s really a very practical piece of advice in terms of leading our lives. You’re unhappy, no big deal. So what? What do you expect from samsara? You’re happy  –  also no big deal. Nothing special. The mantra of the young reincarnation of Serkong Rinpoche, he uses that all the time: “Nothing special.” He went to America, Disneyland, “Nothing special.” Nothing special. The old Serkong Rinpoche... I was his translator, traveled around the world with him also, and he also was into “nothing special.” The Eiffel Tower  –  he said, “What’s the big deal about this? You get to the top; all you have to do is come back down. What’s so special about this?” The only thing, he said this, the only thing special that he found in traveling in the West was that people were actually interested in the Dharma and came to teachings. So, anyway, craving.


Link Nine: An Obtainer

Then we go further in this development, in this sequence, and we get what is called “an obtainer.” An obtainer  –  I mean, that’s literally the word that’s used here  –  sometimes it’s translated as “grasping,” which is a silly translation and doesn’t have anything to do with it. But an “obtainer” is an attitude, a disturbing emotion or a disturbing attitude, which will obtain for us tainted aggregates in the future. And those aggregates that are received on the basis of all of this are called “obtained” aggregates. I mean, it’s a technical word. So this is, there’s a whole list here of obtainer disturbing emotions and obtainer disturbing attitudes. I have these on my web site in an article on the twelve links in much more detail. We don’t have so much time to go into great detail about them, but let me just give a rough overview. Actually, my intention here with this course is to give an introductory course on the material of the twelve links and if you want more detail, I have a very detailed, long article on the web site. So that would be the second step if you are interested in more detail. If this is already too much detail, then you don’t have to be bored with the longer article or a longer explanation.

So first, we have what’s called “obtainer desire.” Now, this is different from craving. Craving is in terms of a strong attachment or desire, whatever you want to call it  –  thirst, literally  –  aimed at a feeling of happiness or unhappiness. Here, it’s aimed at the object, the sense object. So you really want something. So it’s some sense object. So usually, as you’re dying, you want to hold somebody’s hand, or you want to see a picture of Jesus or Buddha, or something like that. You want to hear the sound of your loved one. So this is the strong desire for a sense object. “Hold me. Don’t let me go”  –  as if somebody holding us could prevent us from dying. So of course this desire for a sense object is based on a misconception about “me.” Somehow, if I held somebody’s hand, that’s going to make me, you know, this solid “me” stay; and it’s based on a belief on a solid “me.” And it’s interesting, because we have that misconception very often during our lives as well, not just at the time of death, that somehow if I could hold somebody’s hand or that if you say, “You love me,” if I hear those sounds, that somehow that will make the solid “me” secure.

And actually, the more you delve into this, it becomes really quite interesting, because there is a conventional level of this which doesn’t necessarily have to be based on this identification with an impossible “me.” Because if you look from a sociological and psychological point of view, human beings do need other human contact. We are social animals. If you were totally ignored, often people will die. Old people abandoned in a nursing home that nobody visits, will die from being irrelevant, from just being ignored. Same thing with small infants. If they are given no human contact or anything, they often die; they don’t survive. So there is some conventional level here, which is not a neurotic, samsaric level, that we do need some contact. But that’s not going to make “me” real. So there’s a difference here, I think, that has to be brought in consideration of these insights from Western psychology and sociology.

Now we have various obtainer disturbing attitudes that could also be present and could also function here as the ninth link. We could have a distorted outlook, which could be that we do accept rebirth but we deny cause and effect. So it’s not that, I mean it’s, we think that, “Okay, I’ll be reborn, but you start all over again. There’s no effect from what I’ve done in this lifetime.” Or it could be a total denial of rebirth. So if we feel that there will be rebirth, but there’s no cause and effect, then that’s very insecure because you don’t know what’s going to happen. If we think that there is no rebirth then, well, that’s the end of “me” and so you cling even more strongly to this life. Or we think there’s no safe direction, what’s usually called “refuge,” so we feel lost, helpless, panic, “I don’t know what to do; I’m dying.”

Then we could have also an obtainer deluded outlook that is called an “extreme outlook”  –  I mean, these are just technical terms for it  –  the first one was a distorted outlook; this is called an “extreme outlook.” So the first is that... I mean, and it’s two varieties. Either we think that our body and minds are going to be permanent, they’re going to last forever; and so as we’re dying, there’s a big denial of death and that could be very disturbing. You refuse to accept what’s actually happening. Or we think there’s no continuity after we die and we’re facing the Big Nothing, and that’s very, very frightening. Actually, often we make the Big Nothing into a Something. It’s almost like, “When I die then I will experience the Big Nothing.” isn’t it?

Then we have what’s called the “deluded outlook as supreme.” So we think something is supreme. So this is an outlook of some weird idea that something is supreme. Like, for instance, my body is a true source of happiness and so I want to hang on to it for as long as possible. Or my body is a true source of pain, like when you’re dying from cancer and you have a very negative attitude toward it. Like somebody who’s in love with their body or in love with their minds, and so I don’t want to let go, or somebody who hates them and hates their life and just is about to kill themselves, suicide.

And then we have “holding deluded morality or conduct as supreme.” So that could include giving up some trivial manner of behavior that’s meaningless to give up in terms of death. Like, you’re dying of cancer and you only have a few more days to live and we think, well  –  like of stomach cancer, and this kind of thing  –  and we think, “Well if I don’t eat ice cream, that somehow is going to make me live a little bit longer or better.” So, you know, just give up something which is trivial, thinking that that somehow is going to save you. I remember my brother-in-law was dying of brain cancer and before he had to go into the hospital  –  he died very quickly after that  –  he went out and stuffed himself with as much ice cream sundaes and stuff as he wanted. He said, you know, “What difference is it going to make?” So he ate all the so-called wrong things. But you know how the doctors tell you, you know, “Don’t eat this and don’t eat that.” And you’re dying, so what difference does it make?

And the other aspect of this is deluded conduct. That means to act or dress in some trivial manner that’s meaningless to adopt in the face of death. People that, as they’re dying, “Well, dress me in my most beautiful dress so that I die dressed like this.” Or, “Give me my army sword next to my side as I die.” I mean it’s not somehow going to help us, is it? Or save us.

But the most common form here is what’s called “asserting our identities” which is identifying this impossible “me” with what’s going on. “Oh, I’m dying!”  –  as if there were a “me” separate from all of this. “What’s happening to me? Why is this happening? I don’t deserve this.” This whole sort of type of thoughts that revolve around this grasping for a solid “me”  –  known by itself, with something special that makes me “me.” “This shouldn’t be happening to me. I should be in control”  –  this type of thought. That certainly is the most common


Link Ten: Further Existence

OK, so we’ve got craving and an obtainer disturbing emotion or attitude and that is going to activate the karmic tendencies for throwing karma. And, you recall, karma is an impulse. And, depending on our tenet system, it’s either an impulse of energy or a mental impulse. But in any case, that activated throwing karma, that activated impulse from the tendency or potential, this is the tenth link that is usually called “becoming.” But “becoming” is totally meaningless in English. The term literally is “further existence.” So it’s an impulse for further existence. So it’s the impulse that throws or propels the consciousness into further existence; either what’s called “death existence” or “bardo existence” or “birth existence”  –  the actual moment that, the nanosecond of birth or of the life type of existence. It’s that impulse for further existence to go on. Since all of this is on the basis of grasping for a solid “me,” then sometimes I’ve called this a “survival impulse.” You want that solid “me” to survive, to go on, to further exist.

So, it’s very interesting because we see that actually these three links here  –  eight, nine, and ten: craving, an obtainer, and further existence  –  they really are based on unawareness about how we exist and how others exist, disturbing emotions and karma, activated karma.


Link Eleven: Conception

OK. So now we have throwing karma, we have the disturbing emotions and attitudes that activate the throwing karma and activated throwing karma – what’s been activated by it – and now  –  another life. And now we get into the eleventh link that is conception. That is referring to the nanosecond, the moment of conception. You know usually it’s translated as “birth,” but it doesn’t mean when you come out of the womb; it is that moment of basically the mental continuum now being connecting and being supported on a physical basis of, let’s say of a sperm and egg of parents, if you’re going to be born as a human. So this conception link is actually the first moment of the fourth link, nameable mental faculties with or without gross form.


Link Twelve: Aging and Dying

And then the twelfth link is aging and dying. That is from the second moment of a lifetime. I mean you’re already starting to age, all the way up to whenever you die. You could die two seconds after conception. And obviously during that aging and dying, I mean throughout this process, we have unawareness. So it’s going to continue. And the chain goes on and on and on.

When we speak of these twelve links, they can either be completed in two lifetimes or three lifetimes. So we had  –  without making this complicated  –  there were the links in the beginning which spoke about how we actually plant the karmic tendencies. That could happen in one lifetime. Then in another lifetime, which could be millions of years in the future  –  it doesn’t have to be immediately after  –  there would be another lifetime in which there is the development of the fetus and the whole mechanism that will then have at its end of that lifetime the activation of these karmic tendencies. And then the immediately following rebirth after that, you have conception, aging, and dying. Or, the process could be completed in two lifetimes. You plant the karmic tendencies and activate them in the same lifetime and then the immediately following lifetime we have the process of the development of the fetus which begins with conception and ends with aging and dying.

And as I said, there is a tradition of explaining all of these as being complete in each moment actually, going in terms of generating each further moment of our existence. But that’s not such a common explanation. Because in each moment we are planting more and more karmic tendencies, each moment we are activating them and experiencing happiness and unhappiness. Each moment we have this going on to further existence, and so on. So there is a way of understanding it moment to moment. But the main, main, main emphasis is on explaining the process of rebirth and that is what we want to stop. When we talk about samsara, we’re talking about uncontrollably recurring rebirth.

Now, if we want to get rid of all of this and stop all of this, then we think of these twelve links in the reverse order. So dependent arising, in terms of cause and effect here, not only works in the forward sequence  –  that link one is the cause of link two, and so link two [is the cause of link three], like that  –  so dependent arising forward way, cause to effect. But also we could look at it in the reverse way  –  that link twelve was the result that arose dependently on link eleven. So if you want to get rid of aging and dying forever, you have to get rid of conception. If you want to get rid of conception, you’d have to get rid of activated throwing karma of further existence. If you want to get rid of that, you have to get rid of an obtainer attitude that would activate it. If you want to get rid of that... then it goes back like that. And it goes all the way back to unawareness. That’s what you really have to get rid of to start the process of the whole thing falling apart. And it’s not that getting rid of unawareness starts the process of getting rid of the other links. That was just a manner of speaking. It’s not as though first one domino falls and then the next one, and the next one, and the next one. It’s not like that. You get rid of the first link, you’ve gotten rid of the whole thing altogether, because basically, this unawareness link is underlying all of them. And we get rid of this unawareness link with the understanding of voidness.

And as we have touched on this topic several times during this weekend, “voidness” as you recall, is a total absence of these impossible ways of existing. With unawareness, we either don’t know that these impossible ways are false or we believe that they are true. And what will get rid of that is this understanding that there’s no such thing; it’s totally absent. Never was. Never will be this impossible way of existing of “me,” or “you.”

If we understand voidness based on intellectual curiosity on the basis of a belief in a solid “me”  –  “How clever I am; I’m going to think about this and explain it, and explain it in some class”  –  like that, then that’s just going to further perpetuate samsara. You might get a nicer rebirth: more clever and so on. But the effect of the understanding of unawareness is dependent on the motivation. In other words, what is the motivating factor that accompanies the mind that understands this? So we want to avoid trying to understand this just so that we can impress others by how clever we are when we explain it. Or studying it just because it’s interesting and, like studying insects or something like that, it’s just interesting, so you study it. It’s entertaining for the big solid “me.”

But rather we try to have renunciation as our motivation: the determination to be free from this uncontrollably recurring suffering of samsara. That motivation, this understanding, will bring us liberation. And if we strive to understand this with the bodhichitta motivation, in addition to this determination to be free, then it will bring us liberation as a stepping stone on the way to enlightenment. And there is a difference in the various tenet systems whether with that bodhichitta motivation we will achieve liberation and enlightenment at the same time, or first liberation and then, after some time, enlightenment. But these are the variations that we find in the different tenet systems.

OK, So that brings us to the end of this discourse, this explanation. Perhaps we have time for one or two short questions, or I should say short answers.

Question: [inaudible.]

Alex: The question is: “If all of these links would be completed in one lifetime, what would be links four and five? The nameable mental faculties with or without gross form and the stimulators of cognition?”

To say that all of them are complete in one moment, this is... to understand that requires understanding the Indian and Tibetan concept of what a moment is. And a moment is not just a snap of the fingers. I mean in some contexts it is. But here in this context, it is referring to one phase and so that phase may take a few seconds, because it would be difficult to have all of these links simultaneously in one instant. So it’s talking about a phase, one sequence in a short period of time. But you know, one could also look at this from a point of view of different levels of what must be happening. There must be general mental consciousness and there must be the mental consciousness differentiated into the various senses. And there must be a contacting awareness and there must be a feeling of happiness and all of those are occurring simultaneously. It’s not necessarily that one is happening and the other hasn’t happened yet. So you could find that type of explanation in, for instance, some of the Karma Kagyu presentations. What I was explaining before, I think is  –  just now in terms of a phase  –  is probably more like an abhidharma explanation. This Karma Kagyu one is more on a tantra level. In one of the Karma Kagyu systems, they have a presentation of what I translate as “deep awareness,” “general awareness,” and “specific awareness.” And one could understand the development here in these links in terms of that system.

Any other questions?

Question: [via translator] It’s supposed to be short questions but certainly it’s not. But the question goes as following: So, what is life after? So to say, okay learn about these twelve links of dependent origination and suppose we manage to get rid of them. We know that here we are affected by these disturbing emotions like desire, hatred, and ignorance, but what is life there after liberation? You know what are the moral values? What are, let’s say, the rules of traffic, almost like that?

Alex: Well, what is it like to be a liberated being and what is it like to be a Buddha? These are of course not so easy for us to conceive of. What is the case is that we no longer have these tainted aggregates, so there’s no more unawareness mixed in with each moment of our awareness. And I don’t want to get into this big complicated discussion of the tenet systems of arhatship that you achieve during your life and then parinirvana when you die. Because when you achieve it during your life, then you still have the aggregates left that you were born with and so on. And this gets into all sorts of different presentations of this. But let’s just speak in general, afterwards, like in a next, in another lifetime with another type of aggregates. Then these are no longer associated with unawareness or confusion.

Arhats, liberated beings, still have limited aggregates. They are still sentient beings. And therefore their aggregates are on the basis of, not just clear light mind and the subtlest energy, but with grosser levels of mind and energy and matter. And therefore being associated with these grosser elements, and based on these grosser elements and with the more gross levels of mind, they are limited. Buddhas have only the clear light level of mind and only this subtlest energy. And, although they can appear to others associated with subtle matter, like a Sambhogakaya, or with a grosser matter, like Nirmanakaya, they’re not limited by that. It’s not that their consciousness becomes more limited because of that association. They still have omniscient mind.

In the presentation of how one becomes an arhat, there certainly is the practice of love and compassion and they have the far-reaching attitudes, the paramitas, generosity and so on, but on the basis of renunciation, not on the basis of bodhichitta. They do not have the what’s called “the exceptional resolve,” which is that I’m going to help everybody. I take responsibility to help everybody achieve liberation and enlightenment. And then bodhichitta aimed at their own future enlightenment with the intention to achieve that, attain that, so that we can actually help everybody to liberation and enlightenment. They don’t have that. But that’s all that they don’t have, in terms of motivation.

So, now, we have the expressions “the extreme of samsara” and “the extreme of nirvana.” So the extreme of samsara is that somebody is totally involved in just the samsaric type of situation, and perpetuating it like described in the twelve links. And they always point out the danger of the extreme of nirvana: that when one becomes an arhat, you just become totally complacent in the state of peace and don’t work any further to go beyond that level of spiritual development. What do arhats feel? What level of happiness or unhappiness? It would be untainted, so not mixed with confusion or unawareness and  –  I must confess I don’t remember exactly, my memory, but I’m not 100% certain here is that they experience sometimes untainted happiness and sometimes untainted neutral. I think that has to do with the level of absorption [that they have. I mean, they don’t] just sit around and do nothing. They can do various types of meditations, and so on.

So now, you have the discussion: Can they go on from arhatship to Buddhahood, or is it a final goal? Aren’t there three ultimate vehicles, it’s called, vehicles of mind, that bring you to three ultimate, meaning final, goals of an arhat of a shravaka, an arhat of pratyekabuddha class, or Buddha? There’s a big discussion of this and difference of opinion in different tenet systems and different sutras. Some of the Chittamatra texts, Mind Only texts, say that there are three final vehicles. You reach the goal of a shravaka arhat and that’s it, forever. But I think one has to look a little bit deeper here. And I think that what that means is that... you see it’s described in terms of what’s usually called Buddha-nature, this is actually a family trait or a characteristic. So do you have a family trait of being a shravaka, a pratyekabuddha, or a bodhisattva? And so it would say that there are some people who only have the ability to become a shravaka arhat, and so it’s a final goal in the sense that they don’t really have the ability, the bodhisattva nature, to reach enlightenment. I think that’s the main point of this type of explanation.

But there are other texts, starting with texts like the Lotus Sutra and the Mahaparinirvana Sutra, which assert what’s called “Ekayana,” one vehicle of mind, which means that everybody has Buddha-nature, including the shravaka arhats and pratyekabuddha arhats, and they have the ability to become a Buddha. Everybody has the ability to become a Buddha. So that is the one final, ultimate goal. But as I discussed earlier in this course, that doesn’t mean that everybody will achieve that. You have to develop the motivation. Everybody’s capable of it, though. So, as I explained, it’s not a matter of just wait long enough and inevitably you will develop bodhichitta. That would imply developing bodhichitta without a cause. And so that doesn’t make any sense. But some may, in fact, never go beyond shravaka arhatship, despite the fact that they have Buddha-nature and could become a Buddha.

A Buddha is motivated totally by compassion and, in terms of feeling, only has untainted happiness. Moved by compassion, a Buddha will manifest in whatever way it will be helpful for others. So we need to understand, for instance, presentations like we find in Gampopa’s Jewel Ornament of Liberation in the context of this one vehicle view. This first chapter where he talks about these various Buddha traits, various family traits  –  they’re not all Buddha nature, that’s not quite the proper translation  –  but he speaks in terms of a shravaka family trait, a pratyekabuddha family trait, a Buddha family trait: that just means what’s dominant. He’s not asserting that there are, if you have the shravaka family trait, you can’t become a Buddha. So one has to understand Gampopa properly, otherwise you get a wrong conception here. As is explained in lam-rim, graded stages of the path, one could just travel that part of the path  –  we can use that terminology  –  or just develop the pathway minds to a certain level that is in common with the course of development of an arhat, but not go all the way to a shravaka arhat liberation, but branch-off from there and go directly toward enlightenment. Or, there’s the possibility that you go all the way to a shravaka arhat, to liberation, and then continue from there on to enlightenment. Because that affects where you start the Mahayana path, what level are you going to start the Mahayana path. So there is this difference and Gampopa needs to be understood within that context.

So I’m sorry for your not very short question, I’ve given a not very short answer.

Let’s end here then with a dedication. We think whatever positive force, whatever understanding has been built up by all of this, may it go deeper and deeper and act as a cause for reaching enlightenment for the benefit of all.
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