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 Session One: The Basics for Understanding Voidness
The Four Facts of Life
 This weekend, we are going to discuss how to meditate on voidness (emptiness). The reason for learning and practicing meditation on voidness is to overcome our problems. Buddha spoke about what are called the four noble truths, the four facts of life, the first of which, in simple language, is: “Life is difficult.” That is very true if you think about it. Life is not easy. We have to be born, we have to go to school, we have to find a partner, and we have to find work. Then, if we are fortunate enough, we have to grow old, and of course we have to die. Throughout our life, we have difficulties with relationships and so on. It is not easy. Buddha said, however, there is a reason for difficulties and problems and that we need to look very deeply, not just at the superficial reasons. That brings us to the second noble truth  –  the true origin of suffering.
The deepest reason for our sufferings and difficulties is what is usually called our “ignorance.” When we talk about ignorance, it is concerning either behavioral cause and effect or the nature of reality  –  the reality of ourselves and of all phenomena. Ignorance doesn’t mean that we are stupid, but rather that we don’t know about these things, we don’t understand them, or according to some theories, that we understand them incorrectly. Let’s call it “unawareness,” rather than “ignorance.”
Unawareness, then, is the true origin, the true cause of our problems and difficulties  –  we just don’t understand what is happening. Not understanding things, we project all sorts of strange made-up ideas, believe in them, and live in a fantasy world of the impossible. For instance, the thought, “I am the center of the universe” cannot possibly be true, because if it were true, everybody should agree that we are the center of the universe. But obviously nobody else agrees; everybody thinks that they are the center of the universe. Since everybody cannot be correct, there is some problem here. We get into a lot of fights because of that problem, not only as individuals but as ethnic groups thinking that they are the most important, they are the center.
Buddha said that it is possible to get rid of these difficulties and problems such that they never arise again. That is the third noble truth  –  a true stopping of our problems and suffering. In order to accomplish that true stopping, we need to eliminate the causes of them with correct understanding  –  the fourth noble truth: a true pathway mind of understanding. Understanding gets rid of our lack of understanding. Then the problems won’t ever arise again.
It is possible to get rid of the cause of our problems, if you think about it. Not knowing how things exist, or having an incorrect understanding of it, cannot exist in our minds at the same time as a totally correct understanding. In-between, we have indecision, when we are unsure and are weighing, “Maybe it’s like this; maybe it’s like that.” But if we are totally convinced about the correct way in which we, others, and everything exist, we don’t have an incorrect understanding or a not-knowing at the same time. If you know that the earth is round, then you don’t think that it’s flat anymore  –  you know that it is round. Because correct understanding can totally replace incorrect understanding, and can replace it to the point in which the incorrect understanding will never arise again  –  because we are fully convinced that the correct one is correct  –  then we have gotten rid of the causes of the problems. And so the problems themselves will not arise anymore. When we think like that, we become convinced that it is possible to actually get rid of our problems. It is actually quite an important thing in Buddhism to become convinced that we can accomplish this goal. Otherwise, why are we trying?
This is the general picture of what we are trying to do in Buddhism: we want to get rid of our problems and stop them from ever recurring, so that we ourselves will never suffer again. And from the Mahayana point of view, we want to do that so that we will overcome our problem of being unable to help others because we’re so confused. Then we want to be able to help all others, as much as is possible, also to overcome their problems.
The correct understanding of voidness (emptiness) is the correct understanding of reality. Remember, unawareness is also about behavioral cause and effect  –  karma. If we understand the workings of karma, we overcome that level of unawareness, the unawareness of cause and effect; but that is only unawareness about the surface truth about the world. We really have to understand reality to understand not how the laws of behavioral cause and effect work, but why they work. For that, we need to understand voidness. This understanding of voidness is very central in all forms of Buddhism.

Why Is There Ignorance?
 Unfortunately, it is not very easy to understand voidness. People often ask, “Why is there ignorance in the world? Is it that somebody created it? Did it come because Adam and Eve ate a forbidden apple from a tree or...where did it come from?”
In Buddhism, we say that unawareness has no beginning. The reason we are unaware and don’t know how things actually exist is because the way that things appear is not how they exist. That is referring to ordinary, conventional things. It appears to me, for instance, that I am the center of the universe and, to everybody else, it appears that they themselves are the center. When you close your eyes to go to sleep, it seems as though the rest of the universe is not there and we are the only ones who exist, doesn’t it? But that is not how the world exists.
This is a very simple example, but it is true about everything that we normally experience. Our minds make things appear in very confusing, strange ways and we believe that they are true. We do not really understand how reality exists. It is like that even for animals; it appears to them as though they are the center of the universe too. We are not talking about some intellectual mistake. The way things appear in our everyday experience is incorrect, even for animals.

The Scope of the Weekend Course  
 We are going to talk about some complicated things this weekend, so if you do not understand, please ask, because I don’t want people to get lost. You do not have to say, “Most assuredly Socrates,” when you follow the explanation, but let’s have a little bit of an interchange here. I will try to make this subject matter accessible, which is very challenging to do.
When we are unaware of the nature of reality, it could be either about persons or about general phenomena. It appears to us that we are the center of the universe, or that our partner is the most beautiful person in the world, which is probably not true. Or we think that some possession that we are attached to is the most wonderful thing in the world, which is also probably not true. But, in our discussion, let’s limit ourselves to talking about people and primarily about ourselves. We’ll bring in some of the other points, particularly about other people, as a side discussion.
Our main question, then, will be, “Who am I?” It is not so simple to answer  –  it’s not just giving a name. You can forget somebody’s name. That certainly happens. And what about the baby before somebody gives it a name?
 The general approach will be to discuss the theory  –  I am sorry if people don’t like the word theory, but it is necessary to understand in order to get rid of confusion. Then we will talk about the general process of meditation and about how to actually meditate on voidness itself. With each of the theoretical points that we discuss, I will try to control myself not to go into too much detail. However, the more detailed it becomes, the clearer our understanding. That is the benefit of detail.
 
 
The Five Aggregate Factors of Experience
 Confusion about Them
 The fundamental confusion we have about reality concerns the relationship between “me” and the body and the mind. To eliminate this confusion, we need to have some clear understanding of the five aggregate factors of experience (the five aggregates). “Aggregate” is an adjective meaning “made up of many parts.” What it’s talking about is our everyday experience from moment to moment. Our experience is made up of many parts, which are all continuously changing. However, it doesn’t appear like that to us. We wake up in the morning and feel depressed, for instance, and so we think that this mood is one solid, heavy thing and it is going to last all day. We are not mindful of the fact that, in each moment, we are seeing something different, hearing something different and so on. We don’t consider what’s actually happening in each moment. If we have a headache, it seems as though nothing else is happening except for the headache. This is another example of how the way things appear are not the way things exist.
It is the same thing in terms of “me.” “I am fat.” It doesn’t matter that we’re experiencing all sorts of things every moment, we identify with one thing: being fat. That is the way it appears to us when we look in a mirror. What we are doing is identifying with some aspect of our experience, namely the weight of our body. But, there is much more to us than just the weight of our body, isn’t there? We need to understand all the things that make up our experience  –  the five aggregates.
The Buddhist Classification of Phenomena
 Buddhist philosophy differentiates between things that exist and things that do not exist. What exists can be validly known. What does not exist cannot be validly known. Chicken lips do not exist. We can imagine human lips on a chicken, but we cannot imagine chicken lips on a chicken because there is no such thing.
What exists can be divided into the two broad categories of “static” and “nonstatic.” These terms are usually translated as “permanent” and “impermanent,” but that is misleading. The difference is in whether or not a thing changes while it exists. It could exist for a short period of time or forever. I don’t really want to go into examples of static phenomenon, but in just one sentence, they are things like mathematical qualities, facts that never change. “One plus one is two” does not change.
The five aggregate factors refer to only the nonstatic phenomena that make up our experience from moment to moment. Some are connected with our mental continuum and some are not. There are three basic categories of nonstatic phenomena: forms of physical phenomena, ways of being aware of something, and affecting variables that are neither of these (nonconcomitant affecting variables).
[For more detail, see: Basic Scheme of the Five Aggregate Factors of Experience.]
Let’s keep it simple. Forms of physical phenomena make up the first aggregate factor of our experience  –  the aggregate of forms. They include sights, sounds, smells, tastes, physical sensations and so on. There are also certain forms that are not material, like the obects that we see and hear in dreams.
Question: A shadow?
Alex: Sure, but you can see a shadow; it’s a colored shape, a sight. You can’t see atoms though, yet they’re a form of physical phenomenon.
What I am translating as “ways of being aware of something” is usually translated as “mental phenomena,” but that way of rendering the term is unclear. They are ways of being aware of something: to hear, see, feel or think something, to be angry at something, to like something, etc. All of these are ways of being aware of something. They are quite different from a form of a physical phenomenon, aren’t they?
Then, there are things that affect our experience that are neither of these two. An example is time. Time passes and it affects us: we get older. But time is neither of the previous two.

Primary Consciousness and Mental Factors
 There are two types of ways of being aware of something: primary consciousness and mental factors. Primary consciousness makes up the second aggregate and it is aware of merely the essential nature of something. The essential nature of something is it’s being a sound, a sight, a smell, a thought. Seeing, for example, cognizes merely the essential nature of a sight as being a sight.
A simpler, but very profound, example involves knowing an orange. What is an orange? It is an interesting question. Is it the sight of an orange? Is it the sound of an orange when you squeeze it? Is it the smell or the taste of an orange? Is it the sensation of it in your hand? What is an orange? Are all of them inside the orange? With primary consciousness, we are aware simply of which of these fields of information are we cognizing. We are really talking about what channel we’re on  –  the seeing channel, the hearing channel, the smelling channel. Are we dealing with sights, with sounds, with thoughts? What are we dealing with in respect to this orange?
Question: Is the primary consciousness the appearance of something?
Alex: No, it is not the appearance. We are not talking about a form of physical phenomenon. We are talking about a way of being aware of something; a way of being aware of just what type of information we’re perceiving  –  it’s a sight or a sound.
Question: I think if you have an orange, you don’t think about what it is, you just take it and use it. Most things we just do without thinking. It’s a physical thing.
Alex: That’s the orange, but we’re not talking about the orange now.
Participant: It’s our action?
Alex: Right, the mental action of primary consciousness is that we’re either seeing a sight as a sight or we’re smelling a smell as a smell.
Participant: I cannot differentiate between the physical form and the awareness of a physical form. I have to be aware of something.
Alex: That is a very good point, because there always has to be something that we are aware of. Subject and object, or consciousness and object, are called “one by nature,” but that is a terrible translation. We might call that “non-dual.” That is a literal translation and is also misleading. It does not mean that the two are identical. In very simple terms, the two always come in one package. You cannot have one without the other. You cannot have an experience without experiencing something. You cannot have a thought without thinking a thought. They are different, not identical, but they always come together.
Question: Is it possible to say that primary consciousness is some kind of contact with the appearance?
Alex: Contact is something else. In Buddhism, we speak of contacting awareness, and that’s another mental factor. The simplest way of saying it is: primary consciousness is awareness of the channel you are on. Are you on the seeing channel, the hearing channel or the thinking channel?
Participant: Please comment on why you call it “primary.”
Alex: Because it determines what type of cognition it is. In other words, around that primary consciousness come all the mental factors or subsidiary types of awareness  –  liking the object, disliking it, paying attention to it, interest in it, and all the various possible emotions. It’s the most basic part of the experience.
Participant: If I understand correctly, the issue here is through which of our senses do we experience something?
Alex: Right, but the senses refer to the dominating condition of a cognition, not to the primary consciousness. Each type of primary consciousness works through a specific sensory power. “Sensory power” is not a good word either. What we’re talking about here are the cognitive sensors and, for the five physical senses, these are forms of physical phenomena. There are the photosensitive cells of the eyes, the sound-sensitive cells of the ears and so on. Each type of primary sensory consciousness works with its own specific type of sensitive cells.
Question: Does this involve some kind of focusing?
Alex: No. Focusing on something entails yet another mental factor. Primary consciousness, working through sensory cells, is doing nothing but putting a channel on the television.
Just as I’ve asked you to stop me from going into too much detail, I now must ask you to stop from going into too much detail with your questions; otherwise we’re never going to get anywhere on this weekend. Let’s try to get the general idea.
Feeling a Level of Happiness
 The mental factors go together with the channel. Once we’re on a channel, we have to play with the other dials to get it into focus and adjust the volume and all these other things. That’s like the mental factors or different types of subsidiary awareness. There are a lot of them.
Of the most important ones, first there is feeling a level of happiness. That is usually just translated as “feeling,” but that is misleading because it has nothing to do with emotions. When you read the word feeling in a Buddhist text, the only meaning that it has is “feeling a level of happiness.” Although it’s usually translated as “feeling,” it is not emotion or “intuition,” and not feeling a sensation like hot or cold.
In every moment, we are on some channel: we are dealing with something, with sights, for example, and that is happening on the basis of the photosensitive cells of the eyes and on the body in general. That’s happening all of the time. Together with that, in every moment, we are feeling something on the scale between happy and unhappy  –  it could be neutral, it could be anything  –  and that is giving an experiential tone to each moment. That mental factor by itself constitutes the third aggregate factor, the aggregate of feeling a level of happiness
Distinguishing
 Another important mental factor is distinguishing, usually translated as “recognition,” which is a totally misleading translation. “Recognition” means that you’ve seen something previously, you compare some new thing to it and thus recognize the new thing as being in the same category. We’re not talking about that.
For example, we’re on the seeing channel, so we are seeing a field of vision. In order to do anything with that, we have to be able to distinguish something in that field of vision from everything else in that field. To look at you, I have to distinguish the colored shape of your head from the colored shape of the wall behind you in order to be able to look at you, experience you, and have some emotional response to you. Without that, we really could not survive; we couldn’t function in this world. It’s the same thing in terms of distinguishing somebody’s voice from the background noise of traffic. That is “distinguishing,” which is an aggregate factor all by itself.
The Aggregate of Everything Else
 Then there is “everything else” that’s nonstatic and changing all the time. That constitutes the fifth aggregate factor. “Everything else” includes paying attention, interest, anger, desire, love, compassion  –  all the emotions and all the things that enable us to concentrate and so on. It is a big category.
Question: Does one of these last three aggregates happen first or are they all together at the same time?
Alex: Actually, all five aggregates go on at the same time. It is not that thought happens first and then you notice it and then think it.
The five aggregate factors are five groupings or like five bags. Each moment of our experience is made up of one or more items from each bag. These five are: (1) the aggregate of forms, so that’s our body and all these sights and sounds and so on; (2) the aggregate of consciousness  –  seeing, hearing, smelling, thinking and this sort of thing; (3) the aggregate of feelings  –  feeling a level of happiness; (4) the aggregate of distinguishing; and then (5) the aggregate of other affecting variables, sometimes called “the aggregate of volition.” That was the one I was referring to as the “aggregate of everything else.” This last one includes an urge, as in “I have the urge to scratch my head.” According to some Buddhist systems, that is karma. Since urges or karma are the most outstanding factor in that category, some translators call the aggregate “the aggregate of volitions.” To call it “will” is much too strong. But, volitions and emotions are all in one big bag.

Identifying the Conventional “Me”: The Example of a Habit
 Now we can work with this scheme of the five aggregate factors of our experience. What we will want to do is to identify the conventional “me” included within this last factor, the aggregate of other affecting variables, and understand its relation with all the other members of the aggregates.
The conventional “me” is a nonstatic phenomenon and, from among the three types of nonstatic phenomena that we discussed, it is an example of the third type  –  those that are neither a form of physical phenomenon nor a way of being aware of something. To begin with, let me give you some other examples of items in this third category of nonstatic phenomena. We already had “time” as an example, but there are some other examples that are important, for instance habits.
What is a habit? Let’s give an example: the habit of smoking cigarettes. The habit is not the actual physical act of smoking  –  that is the smoking, not the habit of smoking. The habit is not the desire or impulse to have the cigarette  –  that is a way of being aware of something: you see the cigarette and you want it.
Participant: John the smoker is not conscious of his wanting to smoke because he has chemical substances in all of his cells which compel him to smoke.
Alex: Those chemicals are the physical basis for the habit of smoking, but a habit is not the chemicals themselves. If you have a bottle full of that chemical, it’s not going to cause that bottle to smoke a cigarette, is it? Therefore, a habit is not the chemical support for a habit. It’s not even a “well-lubricated” pathway of neurochemical impulses in the brain. A dead brain having that pathway also won’t smoke a cigarette.  
 So, what is the habit of smoking cigarettes? All that we can say is that there is a sequence of similar events. Every hour, let’s say, there is a chemical reaction, a wish to smoke, and the physical act of smoking. On the basis of that sequence of similar events, as an abstraction we can say, “There is a habit of smoking.” That is what a habit is according to Buddhism. It’s like a probability chart from mathematics. On the basis of this abstraction, you could predict that probably an hour from now a similar event is going to occur again  –  you’ll want another cigarette. But the habit is a nonstatic phenomenon, affected by many things.  Habits can change: they can grow stronger or weaker and so on. That is a habit. It is in the third category of nonstatic phenomena, the “neither” category.

The Conventional “Me”
 The conventional “me,” which is going to be quite important in our discussion, is another example of this category of “neither.” We have a sequence of similar events  –  seeing someone, hearing something, going here, doing this, doing that. These all form an individual sequence of experience, because one moment follows another. As an abstraction, we can say, “It is ‘me’  –  I’m doing this, I’m saying this, I’m hearing this.”
Just as a habit is not some little devil sitting inside our heads saying, “Smoke a cigarette now,” similarly the conventional “me” is not some little controller inside our heads saying, “Now do this; now do that.” It’s an abstraction. The problem is that it appears as though there is this little controller in our heads, because we experience a voice saying, “Now I’m going to do this or that.” It appears that way and we believe it is true, but that’s not the way that it exists.
In Buddhism, we do talk about a conventional “me,” Which does exist. We do exist. We don’t just say, “This body is sitting in the chair.” We would say, “I’m sitting in the chair.” Conventionally, we are sitting here. And conventionally, we are experiencing everything: we’re seeing, feeling and so on. But there is not some little concrete devil or angel sitting in our heads who is the real “me” doing the experiencing.
We will discuss this in much more detail, but that is the general situation. When we think that we are this little controller in our heads, we are very self-conscious and we start to worry about what people think about “me.” We become very worried and we develop all sorts of neurotic problems. For example, we think, “You just interrupted ME!” and we get very angry.
Question: Is one characteristic of the conventional “me” being effortless and uncontrived?
Alex: Not necessarily. Effort is another mental factor that can just be part of an experience. We experience doing something with or without effort.
Question: Isn’t it necessary to think about what other people think of me?
Alex: That’s why we differentiate between the conventional “me” and the false “me.” The false “me” is like chicken lips. The conventional “me” is like the beak of the chicken. But we imagine that the conventional “me” exists like a false “me”; we imagine that there are lips on this chicken. The false “me” would be like this controller in my head. Believing in that is like imagining lipstick on the beak of a chicken. We say, “Oh, I have to be like this and I have to be like that.”
Conventionally, it is important what other people think of us. As part of Buddhist ethics, we refrain from hurting others because of our consideration for what others think, what others experience and so on. It is important. That is dealing with the conventional “me.” If we confuse the conventional “me” with the false “me,” we base our whole sense of self-worth on what the other person thinks. For instance, somebody doesn’t approve and now I think I’m a bad person and I have no self-worth. We get all sorts of psychological problems. There is quite a difference between the two. The conventional “me” is a little bit impersonal. If somebody criticizes us, we can learn from it  –  all on the basis of the conventional “me.” If we think in terms of the false “me,” we take their criticism personally: “They think I’m a bad person, I’m no good! They don’t love me anymore.” There is a big difference.       
 Question: Now we are speaking about a conventional “me” among other things that exist. But, in Buddhism, there is anatma, no self, which means there is absolutely no “me,” not even a conventional “me.” How do we come to claim, among other things that exist, there is a conventional “me”?
Alex: This is the most common misunderstanding of the Buddhist teachings of no self or anatma. What we are denying is the false “me.” We are not denying the conventional “me.” The chicken has a beak. We are not denying that. We are denying that it has any lips. We’ll get to this, so please be patient.
Question: Is it possible that in other categorizations of other Tibetan teachers, “usual” or “conventional ‘me’” is termed differently, and what they term “usual ‘me’” is something on a higher level and we mix up the categorizations? Maybe people are confused by the terminology?
Alex: I’m not familiar with any other system of terminology like that used specifically in reference to the self. Usually the confusion comes from the description of the mind, because we have the term “ordinary mind.” For instance, the Karma Kagyu tradition uses the term ordinary mind to refer to the subtlest level of mind, the clear light mind: whereas for the other Tibetan traditions, “ordinary mind” would imply the ordinary ignorant mind, so it means completely the opposite thing. But I’ve never seen that terminology used with respect to the “me” or the self.

Brief Summary of the Conventional “Me” and the Five Aggregates
 We have been talking about the five aggregates, the factors of our experience, which is a classification scheme of all nonstatic phenomena. All nonstatic phenomena can be included in five bags. But those five bags, the five aggregates, are abstractions; they don’t exist concretely somewhere in the sky or in our heads. But, one or more items from each of the five bags are going to make up every moment of our experience. In each moment, we’re on some channel  –  seeing, hearing, thinking, etc.  –  and we are distinguishing some object in that field, we are dealing with something  –  a sight, a sound, etc.  –  and we are feeling some level of happiness or unhappiness about it. Then we have everything else  –  there is some emotion involved, some level of paying attention, some interest and all of these sorts of things. And then also in this bag of everything else is the conventional “me,” which can be labeled onto each moment: “I am experiencing this, I’m seeing this, I’m doing this...”

Mental Labeling
 Habits and the conventional “me” are examples of phenomena whose existence is established in terms of mental labeling. According to the more sophisticated systems of Buddhist philosophy, everything exists that way, but these are very simple examples to understand first.
Again, what is a habit? There is the word habit. That is the mental label. A habit is not a word. It’s not the sound of the word habit  –  that is just a word or a name. We have a basis for the label: I smoked at 8:00, at 9:00, at 10:00, at 11:00, at 12:00. On that basis, we put it all together, give it a label and say, “Here’s a habit.” A synonym for mental labeling is “imputation.” We say; “There’s a habit.” What is the habit? The habit is not the word, and it’s not the basis. The habit is what the word habit refers to on the basis of the label. So, a habit is a little bit like an illusion: it is not something concrete. It’s just what the word habit refers to on the basis of each changing moment.
Question: I didn’t understand that last bit.
Alex: Let’s look at another example, the conventional “me.” We have the word me. It could be more specific, it could be “Alex” or whatever your name is, but we don’t need that.  So, who am I? I’m not the word me. I am not the label itself; I am not a word. What are we applying the word to? We’re applying it to an individual sequence of moments of five aggregates of experience  –  walking, talking, seeing and doing all these things. That’s the basis for the label. And the basis has to be an appropriate, valid one. We’re not giving the label to something completely weird. We’re not calling a movie of a rocket going to the moon “me.”
What does the word me refer to? The word refers to the conventional “me.” But who, or what, is this “me?” It is something that is very nebulous; it is what the word me refers to. All we can say is that it’s what the word me refers to when it’s applied to this basis. It appears as though it’s a little controller in my head, but it’s not, it’s just what a word refers to on the basis of this individual sequence of moments of subjective experience. That conventional “me” is like an illusion, it’s not the same as an illusion. It is like an illusion, because it appears to be concrete, whereas it is not.
Now, when we say that the existence of something is established by mental labeling  –  or, more commonly, that something exists by means of mental labeling  –  that is not saying that something is created by mental labeling. The baby doesn’t exist only if I see this small creature and think or say “baby.” Whether we actively label or impute a baby makes no difference. Labeling or imputing a baby doesn’t create a baby. It isn’t that when no one is actively labeling the baby, then the baby doesn’t exist.
The baby does exist. We’re not questioning that. But what establishes that it exists as a baby? What establishes its existence as a baby is the mental label baby applied to a valid basis for labeling it. This is what it means when we say it exists as “baby” or “Maria” on the basis of mental labeling. It also exists as “breakfast” for the mosquito. The mosquito doesn’t have to know the word breakfast, but it can see this Maria as something nice to eat.

Voidness as an Absence
 That brings us to “voidness.” “Voidness” is a misleading word. Excuse me, but my background is as a translator and I find that most of the misunderstandings about Buddhism in the West are because of the translation terms giving wrong ideas. Whether we call it “emptiness” or “voidness,” it’s about the same, although if we need to choose one of them, I prefer “voidness.” But, we’re not talking about nothingness here. The meaning of the word is much closer to “an absence.” More specifically, it’s an absence of impossible ways of existing.
First of all, does an absence exist? Yes, it exists. Can we see an absence? Yes, we can see that there is no elephant in this room. We can all see that absence of an elephant very clearly. We’re not talking about things that do not exist; we are talking about something that exists: an absence.
With voidness, we’re not talking about the absence of something that could exist, like there could be an elephant in the room. We’re talking about the absence of something that doesn’t exist at all. We can also see that there is no pink elephant in the room. It doesn’t exist at all. It never existed and never will exist. It’s not that the pink elephant was here and walked into the other room and it could come back! It’s not that type of temporary absence. It is a total, complete absence, like the absence of a pink elephant. It was never in the room.
With voidness, we’re talking about an absence of something totally impossible. The mental concept or fantasy with which we imagine a pink elephant does exist, however, and it can make us afraid. We could be afraid that there’s a pink elephant in the room or a monster. What is absent is what the fantasy is referring to something real  –  a real pink elephant or a real monster. We can have the false idea of one, but it’s not referring to anything real.
But here, we’re not just talking about the absence of some impossible thing, like a pink elephant. We’re talking about the absence of an impossible manner of existing. We’re not saying that there’s no monster in this room. We’re saying this room is not haunted by a monster; we’re talking about how the room exists. It never existed as being haunted by the monster. Of course, if the child believes that the bedroom is haunted by a monster, it will be very frightened and will not be able to go to sleep. But that misconception and the accompanying fear don’t refer to anything real in terms of how the bedroom exists. When we put on the light, we can show the child that the room doesn’t exist this way.
When we talk about voidness, we’re talking about an absence of impossible ways of existing. That is wordy, but that is what voidness is talking about.
We have the conventional “me,” but we project or superimpose on it the misconception that it exists as a false “me,” the little controller in our heads. In a sense, we give it the wrong name, a wrong label. We think that this controller in our heads is the real “me,” the true “me.”  For example, we say something to someone and that person gets angry, and we have an interchange of strong words. Our speaking of the original words, the other person’s reaction, and the interchange that followed  –  all of that is the basis for labeling. The valid label here would be: “I said something and the other person responded with anger, and we then exchanged heated words.” That’s really all that happened.
Believing in and projecting the false “me,” however, onto the conventional “me” who participated in this incident, we would think, “I am a real IDIOT! I did it again! I’m always saying the wrong thing! I’m such an idiot! I’m no good!” What is absent is that this idiot “me” is actually real. We have the concept of an idiotic, no good “me”  –  that concept exists. But what that concept refers to  –  a “me” that actually exists as a real idiot  –  that’s absent; there is no such thing. We merely imagine that the conventional “me” exists as this false “me.” That is an impossible way of existing. We may, conventionally, have said something stupid, but nobody can exist as just totally stupid and nothing else.
Participant: Alex, you really are getting away now from this old, forever puzzling thing that is said in Buddhism, that there is no “me” at all.
Alex: Buddhism doesn’t say that. It never says that anywhere.
Participant: But that’s what we’ve heard and read for generations. The “me” is what the Hindus say they have, this real “me” that they call the “atman” and then the Buddhists deny that.
Alex: I am sorry, but I think there is some misunderstanding here. Buddhism denies the atman that the various schools of Hinduism assert, but it does not deny that there is a conventional “me.” That’s very clear in the Buddhist texts. The conventional “me” or “person,” pudgala in Sanskrit, does not exist as an atman, as a “soul,” but persons do exist. We have to understand what that means. That’s why I was starting to explain mental labeling.
First, we need to get a general idea of what is absent and then, once we stop projecting that, we see what is left. Then we realize that, well, it’s not exactly that and then we have to get rid of some more. We do that several times with several levels of understanding. Eventually, we get to the understanding that the “me” is like an illusion. That is said by all Buddhists  –  it is LIKE an illusion, they don’t say that it doesn’t exist. When they say “no self” what they’re referring to is no false “self.”
The conventional “me” that does exist is dependent on and affected by what’s happening; it is changing all the time. It’s an abstraction that is like an illusion, because it appears to be concrete, but is not concrete at all. It’s a convenient way to refer to the sequence of an individual life, as in “my life.”

Grasping for True Existence
 Let me speak a little about grasping for true existence, as way of introduction before we end our session. Without getting too complicated here, this can be grasping for the true existence of persons or of all phenomena, and the persons can either be ourselves or others. If we speak about it in terms of persons, particularly ourselves, we need to understand exactly what it is.
When we are experiencing a state of mind, we can specify what it is aimed at and its manner of taking its object. “Grasping” is a difficult word. It’s not really grasping like with our hands, it’s just taking an object; it’s a way of cognizing it. Grasping for true existence of one’s self is aimed at the conventional “me” and its way of cognizing it is to cognize it as if it were the false “me.” If it is aimed at ourselves, it would be like looking at “me” and thinking, “I’m a REAL idiot!” If it is aimed at somebody else who just made a mistake, then it would be like thinking, “You’re a REAL idiot!” If it’s aimed at a phenomenon or a situation, like a flooded basement, it would be like thinking, “This is a REAL disaster!” and completely freaking out. That’s grasping for true existence.
But, even establishing the existence of a flood is dependent on a mental label. The word flood is a word. What is the basis? There is water here and there and there. On that basis, we say that there is a flood. What is the flood? It’s what the word flood is referring to on the basis of this watery mess in the cellar. But, instead of realizing that, we make a huge monstrous thing out of it and think, “It’s the end of the world!” and we have a nervous breakdown. When we are grasping at the true existence of the flood as a disaster, the mind is aimed at the conventional flood. The way that we are taking it or grasping at it is as if it were a disaster  –  a true disaster, which is the end of the world. But that misconception through which we cognize the situation is not referring to anything real. No matter what happens to our house, it’s not the end of the world.
Question: Is it that the false “me” always crops up whenever emotions come into play, so that if someone were able to perceive things without being emotional, she or he would be able to stay within the bounds of the conventional “me”?
Alex: The difficulty with your question is the definition of “emotional.” The texts say that in emotional times, the false “me” is the easiest to recognize. The classic example is that somebody calls you a thief and you say, “What! Me? I’m not a thief!”  That shows you the false “me.” I would imagine that one could recognize the false “me” in nondramatic situations as well. As I say, the problem is the definition of “emotional.” If being emotional is opposed to having wisdom and understanding, then what you say is correct. If it just has the sense of being dramatic, there can be nondramatic situations as well, in which the notion of a false “me” is strong.
Question: Could we call the false “me” a projection?
Alex: Yes, that’s what we would call it in Western psychology. It’s a projection that is not referring to anything real. But there is a basis. What is the false “me” being projected onto? It is being projected onto the conventional “me.” We’re not projecting it onto the tea kettle.
Let me be a bit more precise. Grasping for true existence is not really what I just explained. What I just explained  –  the projection, “I am a real idiot”  –  is the step after grasping for the true existence of “me.” That’s because it is defining who the truly existent “me” is. Grasping for the true existence of “me” is not identifying specifically who the false “me” is, it’s just grasping for the existence of this false “me.”
Let me give an example to illustrate this. I am sitting here and talking to you. Conventionally I am doing that. “I am sitting and talking” refers to the conventional “me.” It’s an abstraction, just a way of referring to what is happening. If I grasp for my own true existence, then I start to think, “Everybody is looking at me. What should I say now? What are they thinking of ME?” and I get very worried about “me.” It’s a second step to think “I’m the idiot! They’re all looking at ME, the idiot.” Grasping for the true existence of “me” is referring to the first step. It’s just dealing with the existence of the “me,” not with the specific identity of the “me.”

 Session Two: Identifying the False "Me"
The Continuity of the Conventional “Me”

We have seen that according to the Indo-Tibetan Buddhist tradition, we have a conventional “me,”
which is actually an abstraction that can be labeled onto the everchanging stream of continuity of
the five aggregates factors that make up each moment of our individual subjective experience. We
have seen that this conventional “me” is included in the large aggregate that includes everything
that is nonstatic and not in the other ones  –  all the emotions and so on. The conventional “me” is
something that changes from moment to moment, it’s not static. “Now I’m doing this, now I’m doing
that.” Obviously, it is changing from moment to moment. Also, it can produce effects. “I can wash
my clothes; I can make somebody happy; I can make somebody unhappy.”

We spoke about how things can either last forever or for a short time. From the Mahayana point
of view, each individual conventional “me” lasts forever, with no beginning and no end. Although an
individual’s five aggregates may expand during a lifetime and then primarily exist in potential
form during the bardo in between lives, the continuity of each individual mind or mental activity
also goes on with no beginning and no end. It continues through to enlightenment as well. Different
Indian Buddhist tenet systems assert different levels or aspects of mind as having an unbroken
continuity that goes on forever. But, regardless of which system we follow, there is always some
aspect of mental activity that can serve as a basis for labeling “me” and, because of that, we can
say that the conventional “me” goes on forever.


Participant: I thought that a person ceases to exist when they attain nirvana.


Alex: That’s why I said, “according to Mahayana.” According to Theravada and perhaps other
schools of Hinayana, the mental continuum ends at parinirvana, after you become a Buddha or an
arhat and die. There are different theories. In any case, that attainment is probably a long way
off for most of us, so our mind-streams are going to last for a long time.


Question: Does this mean karma lasts forever?


Alex: According to Mahayana, karma can be purified, in the sense of being cleansed away,
without needing to ripen. According to Theravada, all karma will ripen, even if in trivial forms,
before we attain parinirvana. No Buddhist system asserts that karma goes on forever.


Participant: There is a big difference between thinking that my mind-stream will end when
I become an arhat and thinking that it will go on forever.


Alex: Buddha taught many different explanations to suit different people with different
mentalities. They do not even necessarily have to be for different people, they could be for the
same person in different stages of their life. This weekend, I am presenting a course from the
point of view of the Indo-Tibetan Mahayana tradition. The assertion in that system is that each
individual mental continuum goes on forever. Of course, if we have the opportunity to study many
different Buddhist schools, we have to see for ourselves which one suits us now at our current
level of development.

From the Mahayana point of view, the Hinayana presentation is for people who would become very
discouraged if they thought that the mind-stream goes on forever. If they thought there was a
definite end, it would give them much more courage. The Theravadins would not say that. Among the
various schools of Hinayana, not even all Theravadins would say that the mind-stream ends with
parinirvana. Some would say that after one becomes an arhat or a Buddha, the quality of the mental
continuum changes and the old quality of it is finished. That is for sure. Everyone would agree
with that.

But whether we adopt a Hinayana or a Mahayana view, in either case, we want to reach the point
at which the continuity of our everyday, disturbed, crazy mind ends. Whether we think of anything
following that or not is not so important. What is important is to get rid of the disturbing
aspect. As I said, that is so far in the distance that it’s not such a big worry at the moment.


Identifying the False “Me”

In a sense, from the Mahayana point of view, there is something about each individual being that
is eternal; however, it’s not permanent, it’s not static. We have to really understand what we are
talking about here. When we say 
anatma or “no self,” that self is very specific; it is not just talking about any self.
This self has a definition; it has certain qualities.

The first level of what we are refuting is that a self, a false “me,” an 
atman, that has three characteristics. The first characteristic is that it is static.
Static doesn’t mean eternal. It is usually translated as “permanent,” but that term is misleading
and confusing, especially here. Static means that it doesn’t change from moment to moment, it is
not affected by anything, and it can’t produce any effect. “One plus one equals two” does not
change. It is always the same. It cannot do anything. This “me” is changing from moment to moment;
it’s doing different things at different moments. It is not something static.

The second characteristic we refute is that the self is one thing, which means that it is a
monolith without any temporal parts and without any aspects that are parts of it. In a sense, this
means that the self is always one and the same. The “me” in this life is one and the same as the “
me” in my past and future lives, and the “me” who is a father is one and the same as the “me” who
is a son.

The third characteristic we refute is that the self is totally separate and therefore separable
from any set of aggregates and so can fly off after death or nirvana and exist by itself. It is
because of misconceiving ourselves to exist like this that we feel alienated from our body and from
our feelings. Once I fell down and cracked my ribs, and the feeling that I had was that there was
this little “me” that is separate from this whole experience and didn’t really want to associate
with what was happening. I thought, “Oh no, I don’t want to go on this bad trip.” People who are
sick often experience this. 

This type of “me,” with these three characteristics, is not referring to anything real. It
becomes very important in the practice of voidness meditation to identify in our own experience how
we hold this view of ourselves. We cannot go any further in the practice unless we identify in
ourselves what this means to us from our own experience. We need to identify the false “me,” the “
me” to be refuted.


Questions and Discussion about a Static “Me”

Let’s think about it out loud as we try to identify this false “me.” I’ll just talk about it,
but think about what I’m saying. Let’s be very informal.

I think that most people have the feeling that they remain the same throughout their whole life.
Let’s talk only about this lifetime. For most Western people, the idea of future lives is a bit
difficult to really start with.


Question: What do you mean by identifying this type of self within our meditation?


Alex: The first stage of meditation on voidness is to identify what is to be refuted. The
great Indian master Shantideva wrote that if you cannot see the target, you cannot shoot an arrow
into it. If we want to see that the fantasy we project about ourselves doesn’t refer to anything
real, we have to be able to see what that fantasy is  –  not just theoretically and
intellectually.

Think about it. Do you think  –  as I think most people do  –  that you are the same person that you
were when you were ten years old? Like, “I was Alex when I was ten years old and now I’m a
fifty-year old Alex  –  I am the same person?”


Participant: It’s like a river. A river gets a lot of water from everywhere. But inside
the river, there is the water from the original spring.


Alex: That would be like, “Well, I’ve learned a lot of lessons  –  I’ve collected a lot of
water  –  but I’m still ‘Alex,’ an older ‘Alex’  –  the same basic river  –  who has learned these
lessons and had these experiences.” It is almost as if we had gone on an interesting amusement park
ride during our life and there is this “me” that went through that ride. Do you have that feeling
about yourself?

Of course, it’s going to be different for each person. You have to identify from your own
experience what this means. At least for myself, the feeling is that in some aspects I have
changed, but in other aspects I’m still the same person.

We have to make a distinction here. We are individuals from the Buddhist point of view. I have
not changed into somebody else. We sometimes do think we have changed, as in when we say, “Since I’v
 e had the baby, I’ve become a different person.” But, are we? This is the type of question we need
to ask ourselves. What does it mean to say we have changed?

The Buddhist method is not that of a teacher or a book giving us the answers to questions. We
have to experience things ourselves. If we look at the example of the Buddha himself, how did he
learn? He learned by seeing a dead person, an old person, a sick person and a monk. It meant
something to him. We can give suggestions in Buddhism, but then we have to ask ourselves these
questions and really try to get some feeling for what they really mean, and not just say, “I don’t
think like that” and dismiss it. Even if we have some experience and some understanding of
Buddhism, we need to go more subtly and more deeply and think, “Do I really think like that on some
subtle level?” We examine ourselves: “A self that is static  –  it doesn’t change, it’s not affected
by anything, and doesn’t affect anything else  –  have I ever thought of myself like that? What could
that mean?”

Have you ever had the experience of being with people or being in a crowd and not wanting to be
there? You just sort of close everything out and retreat to some little part of your head as if
somehow you could disappear and that your presence there doesn’t affect anybody? You just
dissociate yourself from the whole situation? I have that experience sometimes. The idea that we
are static leads us to think that we could just extricate ourselves from cause and effect, as if
what we do and say doesn’t matter anymore, because we’ve turned off. For instance, the baby is
crying and we are tired and don’t want to get up and so, for a minute, we just don’t hear the baby
anymore, as if nothing is happening. We start to look into where and when we might have experienced
this. What is it talking about in my life?


Participant: I know this experience, but it is as if I exist on another level than the
people around me.


Alex: Exactly. It is like that. You have to walk down a dangerous street at night and you
protect yourself by withdrawing inside, like you have gone into another level and that there is a
precious little “me” that you can keep immune from everything and that is not going to be affected
by anything. We think, “I’m not going to let myself be afraid,” which is really weird, as if there
were two “me’s.” Or we’re involved with somebody on an emotional level and they break up with us
and say terrible things and we just freeze up inside as if we had gone onto another level and exist
as a static self, unaffected by what just happened.

In order for meditation on voidness to have any effect on our lives, we have to be able to
relate all of this to our personal experience. Otherwise it’s just an intellectual exercise that
goes nowhere.


Participant: It seems that beneath this other level, there are even subtler levels in
oneself that one wants to protect even more, like something very, very holy that we do not even
want to speak about.


Alex: That’s getting closer to what we’re talking about: “There is something special in
here and I don’t want to get it dirty. I don’t want to get involved with you, because I don’t want
to get hurt.” Is that what being static means?

Why don’t we spend a few minutes and think about it. We’re looking for experiences in which we
imagine that somehow we are separate from what’s going on and not affected by anything. Once I was
bitten by a dog and I felt this way. It was as if there was a “me” inside who was being violated by
this creature. How could this being actually bite “me”? It was just inconceivable.

[Silent contemplation]


Further Discussion about a Static “Me”

Some people were talking while we were contemplating and I noticed that a few people turned and
looked at them. “What’s going on? What’s happening?” This is the thought, “I don’t want to be
interrupted,” as if there were some “me” inside that does not want to be affected by what is
happening. We want to keep the “me” a static thing inside of us that is not changing and can just
do its own thing without being affected by everything else going on. We have this experience all
the time! There are so many examples if we start to really look.


Question: Is there any static “me” at all, which doesn’t change from moment to moment?


Alex: No. There’s nothing static underneath our conventional “me.” Our conventional “me”
is all there is and it does change from moment to moment.  But even if we see that, we don’t
want to accept it. For a few moments we might understand it and think in terms of the “me” always
changing, but then we lose our mindfulness and see things differently.


Question: Is emptiness that state of mind wherein whatever happens within me is always in
harmony with whatever happens outside?


Alex: First of all, let me clarify. Emptiness or voidness is not a state of mind. But a
mind that understands voidness would be in harmony, both externally and internally, in the sense
that we would be fully participating in whatever is happening. For instance, with the people
talking during the meditation, we would respond by thinking, “People are talking. I heard it. So
what?” and continue our meditation. “If other people here don’t want to meditate during this time,
that’s their loss. Maybe they didn’t understand and they were asking their neighbor a question to
clarify. Who knows?” Like this, we are in harmony with what’s happening and just go on with our own
meditation. Where we get into trouble is when we think of this solid, static “me”: “This is my
holy, special time to meditate and 
I paid so much money for it and now 
I want to have my special time! How dare you talk and interrupt ME!”

This wish to be able to cut ourselves off from everything and just do what we want without being
affected by anything else, as if we were static, is the basic underlying premise or thought for
being selfish and self-centered. When we’re selfish, we’re thinking only of ourselves, that we’re
not affected by anything else that’s going on around us, and we don’t affect them. We don’t care.
We’re just looking at ourselves: “I have to get served first at the restaurant. I have to get this
first. ME, ME, ME, ME.” That is a “me” that is static and out of context with what is happening
around us.


Participant: This certainly does not mean that one doesn’t behave at all or react at all
to what happens outside.


Alex: That’s right. That is why we say there is a conventional “me.” Otherwise, we couldn’t
 function. But, in fact, we still respond to whatever is happening.


Participant: Maybe the essence is that one really gets involved when it is necessary, but
whenever things are not so urgent, one just passes them by.


Alex: In a sense. One doesn’t take things personally, as a personal insult. We are not the
center of the universe.


Participant: I saw someone who was angry and I thought he was angry with me. That might
not have been the case. Maybe he had troubles with his shoe.


Alex: Yes, when we get angry like that, that’s called self-preoccupation. It comes from
this misconception about how we exist. By thinking about ourselves all of the time, we think we are
the center of the universe and if somebody has a funny look on his face, then we think it’s because
of us. Or I might think, “I came to Europe a few days ago and the weather here turned cold a few
days ago, so I must have brought the cold weather.” That’s narcissistic self-preoccupation.

Or, the waitress brings all the food for my friends at the table and she didn’t bring my pizza.
I could get very angry: “I want MY pizza. I’m starving. Everyone else always gets served, but I
never get what I ordered. She doesn’t like me.” That’s childish, isn’t it? On the other hand, if
our order really takes a long time, we don’t need to just sit there and think,  “Well, whether
she brings it or not, same-same.” We can ask her to please check on our pizza, but without getting
angry and taking it personally. That’s the whole point: don’t take things personally.

It comes as a big shock to most people, especially young people, they that are not the center of
the universe. Young people  –  and even some older people  –  worry about what they look like when they
go out. “Oh, I have a pimple. Nobody is going to like me.” The reality is that nobody cares. Nobody
is looking. Everybody is just concerned about themselves; they’re not checking whether or not you
have a pimple. Other people think that 
they are the center of the universe and that everyone is looking at them. But, of course,
we do not go to the other extreme and just walk out naked. What we are trying to do is to get out
of this self-preoccupation as if we were the center of the universe.


Question: For normal day-to-day things that may well be, but another example is a black
African in Germany who was verbally abused and maybe even thrown out of the subway and got hurt.
This person starts to be afraid and becomes paranoid. Here, it is not the person himself who is
imagining that something is happening to him, but it is the society and people in it that do
something to the person. What is there to say about this?


Alex: Again, one would try not to take it personally. The African in your example can
think: “The people on the subway don’t know me as a person. They are just reacting to the color of
my skin. I am not just the color of my skin. It does not affect me as a person. It doesn’t mean
that I’m a less worthy person.” Of course, we have to deal with other people’s prejudices and be
careful about how we look and about how we act and so on. But, if we don’t take everything
personally, then we don’t lose our dignity through the experience. If we have to pass by a yard
where an excited dog is barking at passersby, we can take that personally: “That dog doesn’t like
me!” or we can think, “This is a very disturbed dog that barks at anybody and I happen to be
walking by, so it’s barking at me.” We are careful, of course, but we don’t get personally offended
and hurt by the dog. I think it is similar.

Actually, we could take it even further. We could think, in reference to the dog, “Maybe this
dog has been mistreated by its owner, and that’s why it’s barking so furiously at everybody who is
passing by.” Similarly, “Maybe these people on the subway are suffering from economic pressures and
are dissatisfied with their lives and the consequences of reunification here in Germany, and so,
because of that, they are venting their frustration on dark-skinned foreigners like me.” Thinking
in this way, we develop understanding and compassion, rather than fear and paranoia.  


Questions and Discussion about a “Me” That Is One

“One” literally means one or identical. Do we somehow think of ourselves as always being the
same thing regardless of what happens, like a monolith without any parts? I must say that I do
think like this very often. Alex was in India in the beginning of this week, then Alex was in
Prague and now Alex is in Berlin, but it is always “Alex”  –  this one thing. It is like one person
going to two different movies or watching another television program. Is that reality? I think that
that is what this quality of being “one” is all about: a partless monolith remaining the same all
the time.


Participant: Intuitively, I thought that this quality of being one means that I am one
with everything that happens; that everything is just one thing.


Alex: No, it’s thinking about ourselves, not about what’s around us.


Participant: So, does that mean being one with myself or in unison with myself? But, that’s
 a very positive thing.


Alex: It is certainly not talking about that. Think in terms of what it could mean to
think that “I” am a partless monolith.


Question: If I think that I am one, then if one part is missing  –  like a hand or a leg  – 
then there is no “me” anymore.


Alex: Exactly. If I lose my hand, am I still “me”? If I get Alzheimer’s and lose my memory
and my personality, am I still “me”? This problem comes together with identifying “me” with some
aspect of our experience  –  for instance, our body as a whole or our mind as a whole  –  and then
thinking that “I” am identical with this one monolithic thing. After all, if the “me” is partless,
it can’t lose any parts.


Question: Should we really differentiate between this idea of a monolithic person like a
stone statue and, on the other hand, this idea of being one with my feelings? Both are illusions,
so why do we have to make a distinction here?


Alex: Those are two separate issues. The idea of being one with our feelings has to do
with not feeling separate and alienated from them. This is a different point from the concept of a
partless monolith that is “one.”


Participant: I have a little bit of a problem with the word “monolithic.” It sounds a
little bit static. For me, it’s more a one-pointed focus, more of a process.


Question: There seems to be something enduring through time, but which has all of these
experiences. Is this is what you mean by “monolithic”? Is it something that goes like a thread
through life?


Alex: This comes later. There is a line of reasoning that we use in voidness meditation
called “neither one nor many.” In that discussion, “one” is explained as follows. “Alex” and “Alex”
are one; “Alex” and “Dr. Berzin” are two. They are different. They are referring to the same person
but they are not identical, they are different words. “One” implies totally identical, all the
time.

So, is there one thing inside me that is sacred and that is the real “me” and is always the
same? People may call me “Dr. Berzin” or “Alexander,” they may call me anything. But to me, I’m
really “Alex.” That’s interesting. Do you ever have that experience? I have different names.
Professionally people call me one thing, my friends call me another thing, and so who am I really?
To me, I’m really “Alex.” The whole point is that this idea is incorrect. Maybe it has something to
do with the feeling that there are all these different levels of “me,” each with a different name,
but somehow inside there is this real “me” as one sacred thing, without any of these parts having
different names. It is probably more like that. I think most people think like this. Is this
something you can recognize in yourselves?

As I said, this whole practice of voidness meditation is a process. It is not enough for
somebody to just tell us in one sentence what voidness means, and then we write it down and are
finished.


Participant: As long as we have not reached the liberated stage of an arhat, it seems that
there is always this feeling of a “me.” This “me” might change, but the feeling of a “me” is always
there.


Alex: The conventional “me” is always there, sure. But we add to it and exaggerate it.
That’s the problem. We project onto it some special “me” inside that is always one and the same,
without any parts.

How about this experience: We say, “You really hurt me” as though you touched that really deep
place in me where it hurts. All the other things that you said were bad enough, but now “you really
got to ME.” This is what we’re talking about. We get very indignant: “This is my private special
ME!”


Question: Isn’t that which is hurt in such a situation really something that we have never
dared to look at, something like the neurotic side of ourselves, like our shadow?  Is it
something that would resolve itself were we able to look at it clearly?


Alex: We need to be careful here. When Jungian psychology speaks about our shadow side, a
negative side that usually remains unconscious, it still asserts that this shadow side is real. In
Buddhism, the false “me” is not real. There is a big difference. Also, just becoming aware of our
misconception about ourselves and how we exist is not enough for getting rid of that misconception,
although it is a start. We need to realize that this misconception is not referring to anything
real.


Participant: As soon as we look at our private special “me,” it isn’t holy anymore.


Alex: The question is, as we try to look at it, is there anything there to find?


Participant: Change.


Alex: What are we left with after we’ve gotten rid of the false “me”? We’re left with a
self that changes all of the time. Well, what is that? You say “change,” but can there be change
without something that is changing? And how does that thing that changes exist? Is it some solid
findable thing that is changing, or what? Please think about it.

 Session Three: Subtler Levels of a False "Me"
Review

We have been discussing the qualities of the false “me,” which are quite specific. The level of false “me” that we’ve been dealing with is the one that derives from the concept of the “me,” or the atman, the soul, that is held by the classical non-Buddhist Indian schools of philosophy. There are three qualities here, but we have to realize that these are three qualities of one object, this false “me.” Although we are trying to understand them one by one, we need to understand that this false “me” has all three qualities. We shouldn’t think that there might be something with only the first quality, but not the second. I think this is why there is a little bit of confusion in trying to completely isolate what each term is referring to.

We spoke about this false “me” as being “static,” which is its first quality. Being static means that it doesn’t change; it is not affected by anything; and it doesn’t affect anything else. It’s a “me” that can be isolated, in a sense, from participating in any cause and effect relation. “One,” the second quality, means “monolithic,” a unitary type of thing with no parts and always identical to itself. The third aspect of this false “me” is that it is separate from the aggregates.

We don’t have a lot of time to spend on this third point, but this is obviously something that we could spend a lot of time thinking about and trying to recognize in ourselves. Do we think that there is a “me,” separate from the aggregates, that flies out of a body and mind after death and then flies into another body and mind, or flies off to heaven or hell? Do we think that there is a separate “me” that leaves the body and mind when we die and becomes just nothing? Have you ever wished that you could be someone else, like that movie star or that athlete  –  as if you could leave your body and mind and become someone else, or had their build or good looks?

When we work with voidness, the lack of a true identity or true self, we try to see that our misconceptions about ourselves do not refer to anything real, despite the fact that we believe they are true and they feel as if they are true. We’re always trying to protect this special “me” inside, but it is not referring to anything real: there is nothing to protect. Or, we’re trying to prove ourselves, we’re trying to get ourselves accepted by everybody; but there’s nothing to prove. We’re just here; we don’t have to prove ourselves. Many consequences follow from understanding this, not just intellectually but also in terms of really making it a part of the way that we interact in the world.


A False “Me” as a Controller

What do we have when we have refuted this level of a false “me”? What are we left with? We now think of ourselves as a “me” that is not static. It’s not monolithic, so it can be different things in different situations and even lose some parts. And it is not separate from the aggregates: it cannot be separate from a body and a mind.

But, we might still think that this nonstatic “me” is a boss or controller  –  a little “me” in our heads pressing buttons and controlling what’s happening. In other words, not merely might we think there is a controller “me” inside that is static, monolithic, and completely separate from our body and mind, we might even think there is a “me” at the control panel in our heads that is nonstatic, has parts, and is imputed on the body and mind. But, such a false “me” is also not referring to anything real.

We need to try to identify this in ourselves. We think, “What should I do now? Everybody is looking at me! What should I say now? I think I should do this, I think I should do that,” as though there were a  “me” that was making a plan and then pressing the buttons and making the body do something. We are making plans for our “self”  –  that’s really weird, if you think about it. Such thinking almost implies there are two “me’s” inside us. That’s where the experience of alienation comes from. There is nothing unhealthy about planning, but this concept of a separate “me” at the controls making everything happen is false.

Participant: If what you say is the case, then we would be free to make decisions to do this or that at our will, which is certainly not true. But we are not free. We are forced by karma and by the twelve links of dependent arising.

Alex: Yes. In a sense that is correct, but let’s leave aside the discussion of karma, free will, and predetermination, and the relation of that issue with voidness. It’s very complicated. When we understand karma, we understand that both determinism and free will are extremes that need to be refuted. The decision-making process is a “middle path.”

Participant: That idea of a controller “me” in our heads could lead to the fantasy of human beings as sovereign beings, even controlling nature and things like that.

Alex: Exactly. That’s when we imagine that this controller “me” is like an omnipotent God. Also, with that concept of a God-like controller “me,” we judge people and think to punish them: “You did that to me. You’re guilty.  Now what should I do back to you?”

Participant: Are the examples always negative?

Alex: No. It’s the same thing if I think, “I will give you such a wonderful course on voidness, because I want to be nice to you since I like you.” Behind that, I’m thinking that I’m the controller and I can create something nice for you just by my own independent power.

Participant: So, the controller can also do positive things.

Alex; Yes, but be careful how you formulate that. The conventional “me” can do constructive things, while incorrectly imagining that it exists as a controller. But whether, on the basis of this misconception, we do something constructive, destructive, or just ethically neutral,  what we’re trying to get rid of is our belief that we exist as this controller: “I want to control my home and my family so that everybody does what I want, which I think is good for them.” And whether we think of this controller “me” as being static or even as being nonstatic and changing all the time, we still think it is in control  – or that it should be in control.

This misconception of a “me” that is a controller or boss is what we need to work with on the second level. We need to understand that this is not referring to anything real. There is no little “me” inside, sitting back and experiencing things, or sitting at the control panel and making things happen. It appears to us that we exist in this false way, and it feels like that, but we don’t exist like that. Our unawareness is based on the fact that our minds are making things appear to exist in a way in which they do not exist, and we are fooled and believe that these appearances are true.  


A False “Me” That Can Be Known Self-sufficiently, by Itself

Even if we understand that the “me” does not exist as a controller in our heads, still our minds automatically make it appear as though the “me” can be known self-sufficiently, all by itself, without simultaneously seeing, hearing, thinking, or knowing the basis on which it is imputed. We think, “I know myself,” as if we could know a self that is “me,” independently of knowing our body, our mind, our relationships, our possessions, and so on. Or we want someone to love me for “myself,” not for my body, my brain, my money, or whatever. Such a self-sufficiently knowable “me” also does not refer to anything real. How can I see myself in the mirror in the morning without also seeing the face on which that “me” is labeled?

[See: The Distinction between Self-sufficiently Knowable and Imputedly Knowable Phenomena.]


A False “Me” with a Findable Defining Characteristic Mark

What are we left with when we refute even that more subtle level of a false “me”? What is the conventional “me”? We understand that the existence of the conventional “me” is established in terms of mental labeling. There are three things involved with mental labeling: (1) the mental label “me,” (2) the basis for labeling it, namely the aggregate factors of our body and mind, and (3) what the label refers to: the conventional “me.”

But, we might still think that there is some special, individual defining characteristic mark findable on the side of our body and mind that allows for a correct labeling of them as “me.” It is as if there is something findable in me that makes me “me”  –  a special quality, some defining characteristic, that makes me “me” and not “you,” and which allows for that word “Alex” to be correctly labeled on me and not on the table or the dog. If you have two identical twins, it appears that there is some definable characteristic in this one twin that makes it this one and not the other. We might understand that the “me” it is not a controller, it is changing all the time, not monolithic, it is not separable from the aggregates and cannot be known on its own, but still we might think there’s something in there that makes me “me”  –  something special. That is also a misconception. Although we are all individuals, there is nothing findable inside that makes us individual. That’s not very easy to realize.

In meditation, we need to look to see if there is something that makes me “me.” What makes me “me”? Is it my genetic make-up or what? If you write the genetic code up on the blackboard is that “me?” It becomes very interesting. What am I? What makes me “me”? It’s hard to come up with an answer. On this level, we’re not yet identifying with the aggregates. On this level, the idea is just that there has to be something! But we can’t say what it is exactly.  What makes me “me”? My big nose? If, like Michael Jackson, I have half of my nose cut off, am I still “me”?

Participant: It is the flow of my life that makes me “me”; the way that my life develops.

Alex: The direction itself? How can you have a direction separate from anything else? If we have a list of every place that I have gone and every bit of food I have ever eaten in my whole life, does that make me “me”?

Participant: It’s all of my experience, all of the thoughts that occur to me.

Alex: That’s who I am? Just my thoughts? If I write down all my thoughts, is that “me”? That is like saying Shakespeare was his plays. My mother now has Alzheimer’s. I don’t think she thinks anything. Is she still there?

It’s quite interesting because we have this misconception not only about ourselves, but about other people too. We say, “There is something special about you that makes you ‘you.’ You’re so special.” We can’t quite say what it is, but we can almost taste it, we can almost feel the other person. I experience people like that. I experience myself like that. But is there really something that makes a person “me” or “you”?

Participant: The form of spiritual energy. If I look at somebody, they give out a form of energy and this is what I realize from them. That’s what makes them who they are.

Alex: Even from a picture of them? Even if you listen to them on the telephone? What about when they are asleep?

Participant: It’s just not active then. A person’s spiritual energy has two poles: an active one and a passive one.

Alex: When they’re asleep, how do you know that this spiritual energy is still there? How do you know that it’s there but passive, as opposed to there not being anything? To still be able to label this person correctly as “you,” even when they’re asleep, don’t we need to perceive that special characteristic mark: that special spiritual energy?

Participant: It simply doesn’t act then.

Alex: How do you know that? If that is who that person is, and we don’t perceive it when they’re asleep, then are they no longer that person when they are asleep? And when they’re not with anybody and nobody else experiences their spiritual energy, are they still that person?

Participant: All of this is certainly not dependent on the state of the person’s body. Whether a person is awake or asleep, the spiritual energy is still there, independent of the bodily state.

Alex: Where is it, then? We can get into the standard search. Is it in the nose? Is it in the hands? Is it in the mind? Where is it?

Different Participant: Maybe the characteristic feature that makes me “me” is a special, individual collection of habits that change in a special individual way, according to karma.

Alex: The texts use the example of a chariot, but we can use a car. A car is not a collection of all its parts. If we put all the parts of the car on the floor here, is that the car? The body is seventy-eight percent water and the rest is various other chemicals. So, if we put them each in a collection of bottles on the floor, is that who we are? We’re not just the sum of our parts, even if we acknowledge that those parts are changing all the time according to the forces karma.

Participant: Part of what makes each of us “me” certainly is that we make, in a very neutral sense, a special impression upon our environment and upon ourselves.

Alex: And that impression is who we are?

Participant: Not who we are, but it proves that we are.

Alex: Well, it is true, we do affect things. But we’re talking here about whether there is some defining characteristic, some “thing” inside me that makes me “me.” Your point, however, gets us into the whole discussion of voidness and behavioral cause and effect, which is very crucial to understand. Do we establish our existence by producing something? Descartes said, “I think, therefore I am.” So is it, “I work and produce this effect, therefore I am?”

I think that a lot of that type of thinking comes from the Protestant work ethic. We think that if we produce a true effect, then it proves that I truly exist and it makes me a worthwhile person. “I exist; I produced something.” That thinking is also based on the false “me.” We think, “If I don’t produce anything, I’m no good  –  I don’t even exist.”

Question: Do we really need to find an individual characteristic mark in us in order to prove our own existence? Isn’t that very typical for human beings to want to prove something?

Alex: Yes, wanting to prove our existence with some findable thing inside us that makes me “me” is part of our ignorance. But, there is no such thing. A “me” whose existence is established or proven by a findable characteristic mark on the side of the body or mind doesn’t refer to anything real either. That’s the next level of what we are refuting, a subtler level of the fantasy of an impossible way of existing.


What We are Left With after Refuting the False “Me”

So, now what are we left with when we refute and eliminate the misconception of a findable defining characteristic mark? We are left with just mental labeling. This “me” is merely what the word or concept “me” refers to on the basis of the aggregates, but there is nothing in the aggregates  –  in the body or mind  –  that we can find as “me” or as an individual defining characteristic mark making me “me.”

Question: How about great artists or scientists? All of them say that their creative powers result from intuition, not from an intellectual process of mental labeling.

Alex: Certainly, being creative may come spontaneously and not be intellectual or deliberate.  However, being intellectual and deliberate is not the same as mental labeling. Mental labeling is what is involved in the question of whether the person is considered talented or not; it has nothing to do with their creative process itself.  One society would say, “This is a very talented person.” To another society, the same person could be an eccentric lunatic making complete garbage. Whether the person exists as “talented” or not arises dependently on a label that is relative to the group that does the labeling. A baby, when it looks at the drawing, is not going to think, “Oh, this is really beautiful!” It will just crumple it up and try to put it in its mouth.

Participant: But we can learn from a child.

Alex: True; and what we learn here is that it is a value judgment to say that a person is “talented.” Some person makes a completely black canvas and a group of art critics say, “Oh! This is a great work of art!” and other people look at it and say, “This is garbage!”

Participant: But isn’t beauty dependent, not just on mental labeling, but on various experiences and many other things?

Alex: You’re confusing two things. The reason a society considers something beautiful has to do with its history, its religions and philosophies, its environment, and many other factors. Here, we’re not talking about why one society labels someone talented and another does not. We’re just talking about the fact that for one society someone exists as talented and for another society they do not. We are not talking about “why.” We are saying that there is nothing inherent and findable in someone that makes them “talented,” and there’s nothing inherent and findable in a painting that makes it “a beautiful painting.” If there were, then everybody would have to see that person as talented and that painting as beautiful. And if they didn’t see them as such, they would be wrong or blind.

Participant: Most people, if they watch a sunrise, experience becoming one with this happening.

Alex: That’s a perfect example. When I first started living in India, every evening I went to watch the sunset and my Western friends would come with me. A Tibetan monk also lived in my house. One day he asked, “What are you doing?” I said, “We’re looking at the sunset.” He asked why and I said, “Because it’s very beautiful.” He could not understand that at all. He thought that was the craziest thing in the world. Considering a colorful sunset beautiful is culturally specific. And of course, not everybody in each culture has the same values. Not everybody in France likes smelly cheeses.  Not everybody in India likes chili pepper.

The main question, then, is: “Is there something findable within us or somebody else that makes us either ‘this’ or ‘that’?” First, we need to try to understand all of this in terms of ourselves if our aim is to overcome our problems in life and gain liberation and enlightenment. We need to understand this in terms of ourselves, then in terms of other people, and then with all phenomena, such as paintings.


Summary

Let us try to summarize and then end for today.

The source of our problems in life is our lack of understanding or our ignorance, our unawareness. This unawareness is about behavioral cause and effect and about the nature of reality, how persons  –  ourselves and others  –  exist, and how all phenomena exist around us. With respect to ourselves, we have a misconception, with which we imagine that we exist as a false “me.” But, we are not asserting a nihilistic viewpoint here. We’re not saying that I don’t exist and nothing exists. You could say that this hand is just atoms and elements  –  chemicals. But if we cut it, we experience pain; so conventionally it exists and conventionally “I” exist.

We then saw that this conventional “me” is like an abstraction that we use to refer to the aggregates, the everchanging factors that make up our experience from moment to moment.

We’ve also seen that voidness is referring to an absence of fantasized, impossible ways of existing. We project and think that this conventional “me” exists in all sorts of strange impossible ways, which do not refer to reality. We do not project this because we are stupid or bad people, but because our minds make us appear to exist that way. And then we believe that our projection about ourselves is true, because it feels true.

We’ve also seen that there are more and more subtle levels of this misconception of the self and it’s necessary to work through them step by step. We first refute the grossest level and then work with what is left. If we just start with the last one, it becomes very trivial. If we just say, “I can’t find any ‘me’ because I’m not up my nose, I’m not in my mouth, I’m not in my ear...” It doesn’t help. Maybe it helps a little bit. I shouldn’t be so sarcastic. But it is not so profound.

What the Buddhist teachings are saying is that there is no static, monolithic “me” existing separately from an individual continuity of aggregate factors of body and mind. So, there’s a changing, non-monolithic “me” that is part of the aggregates.  

Is such a “me” a controller of the aggregates? No, there’s no such thing. So, there is a changing “me” that is not a controller inside the aggregates. Can that changing, non-controller “me” be known by itself? No, it can’t.  But, if it can only be known by knowing, at the same time, the aggregates on which it is labeled, is there something inside those aggregates, some inherent, findable characteristic mark that enables those aggregates  –  that individual continuity of body and mind  –  to be correctly labeled as “me” and not as “you”? No.

So, who am I? “I” am merely what the label “me” refers to on the basis of these aggregates as its basis for labeling. That “me” changes all the time, has parts, can never be separate from its basis for labeling, is not the controller of that basis, and cannot be known separately from simultaneously also knowing some aspect of that basis. And there is no findable defining characteristic mark within the aggregates that allows for a correct mental labeling; and such a findable defining mark is certainly not “me.” The basis for labeling and what is being labeled on it cannot be the same thing. As for a more specific label than just “me,” my family might agree to call me by one name, my Tibetan friends might call me by a different name, and mosquitoes might label me as a meal. I can exist validly as all these different things for those groups, merely on the basis of mental labeling alone. 

To get back to this morning’s discussion: what is the orange? Is it the sight? Is it the sound? Is it the smell? Is it the taste? It depends on what type of consciousness is dealing with it. It’s not that there is a characteristic smell that we can find inside the orange, and that makes it an orange. It is not that you can look inside the atoms and say, “There is the orange.”

It is true that something has to be able to perform the function that corresponds to the label we give it.  If I call this chair “a dog,” that doesn’t make it a dog. It can’t function as a dog. There are various conventions and rules that allow for correct mental labeling without there having to be something findable in the object.

This is quite important because when we negate or refute something with voidness, what is it that is to be negated? It’s this false “me.” At the end of that refutation, we are not just left with nothing, completely lost. If we think like that, the danger is thinking that nothing matters and so it doesn’t make any difference how we behave. In fact, things do function according to cause and effect, according to experience and so on. All these things work. We will get more into this tomorrow.

 Session Four: Misconceptions Based on Belief in a False "Me"
Review of Day One
 Yesterday, we discussed the source of our problems in life, our ignorance or unawareness concerning behavioral cause and effect and the nature of reality. Either we don’t understand them, or we understand them incorrectly. Because of our unawareness of the nature of reality, we have grasping for true existence. We can define what true existence is in many different ways, but, to put it simply, things appear to exist as concrete “things” and we believe that this is truly the way that they exist. Our body appears to be solid and concrete, whereas in reality it is made up of atoms and energy fields. It is not solid at all. Likewise, our problems seem to be concrete, but they are actually made up of one changing moment after another. There is nothing concrete there.
 We can grasp for the true existence of persons or of phenomenon. “Persons” can be ourselves or others. We have been focusing primarily on the problems we have regarding our view of ourselves, of who we are. We have discussed this in terms of the five aggregates. Each moment of our experience is made up of one or more items from five bags or collections. There is always some form of physical phenomenon involved in each moment  –  our body, our brain, the photosensitive cells of our eyes, and so on. Form also includes sights, sounds, smells, and so on  –  for example, the sight of somebody else’s body. Then there is the primary consciousness: the channel we’re on, whether we’re seeing, hearing, tasting, smelling, feeling a physical sensation, or thinking. There is also distinguishing. Within the specific field of our awareness  –  visual, audio, or whatever  –  we are distinguishing some object from the background. There is also some level of subjective happiness or unhappiness. Then there is this other large sack of everything else that affects our experience, which includes all of the emotions, positive and negative, all of our urges and impulses to do things (karma), as well as interest, attention, and concentration  –  aspects that help us to focus on something. Also in this large sack are things from the third basic category of nonstatic phenomena: nonstatic things that are neither a form of physical phenomenon nor a way of being aware of something. This includes our habits, our age, and the conventional “me.”  
 The conventional “me” is really an imputation that exists by mental labeling alone. In every moment, we have these five changing aggregates, with each of them changing at different speeds. When we practice mindfulness meditation in the Theravada tradition, what we try to be mindful of is the constant changing of what is happening, so that eventually we see that there is no solid “me” in all this change. In any case, when we speak about the conventional “me” in Mahayana, it is just an abstraction, imputed as a way of putting together an individual continuity of everchanging factors of subjective experience.  
 This process of change is going on in an individual sequence, like a movie, and the sequence is determined by karma, by behavioral cause and effect, as well as by everything external with which we interact. Just as in a movie that’s playing, there is continuity although there is no solid thing going from one frame to the next; likewise, nothing concrete goes from one moment to the next in the movie of our lives. Yet there is continuity. But be careful here with the movie analogy. We’re not talking about the continuous strip of plastic on which the frames of a movie are printed, or the blank screen on which the movie is projected. We’re just talking about the movie itself, as it’s playing.  
 Just as the movie itself is not the same as the title of the movie, similarly the conventional “me” is not just a way of referring to this stream of aggregates with a word. The conventional “me” is not a word; it is what the word means: it is the significance of the word on the basis of a continuum of everchanging factors. The conventional “me” is something like an illusion because there is nothing solid there. The problem is that it doesn’t appear like that. It appears to us as if there is something solid there and we believe that that’s true.  
 The grossest level of what appears is what the Buddhists say the Hindus believe in. I say it like that to be fair to the Hindus. In this context, it doesn’t matter what present-day Hindus actually believe. Buddhism is referring to a false view that appears to us to be true. What appears to us is not like with the analogy of the movie, but rather a solid “me,” like a solid statue, moving on a conveyer belt through life.  
 There are three characteristics to that false “me.” Firstly, it is static, meaning not only is it not changing, it is not affected by anything and it is not affecting anything else. It seems isolated from the process of cause and effect, as if we could retreat into a special little “me” inside and avoid everything. Secondly, it also appears as though this “me” is monolithic, without any parts and always remaining one and the same. The third characteristic is that it is separate from the aggregates, not part of them, as if it were something that can be dissociated and fly off into another body and mind.          
 When we discuss the voidness of the “me,” we are not denying or refuting the conventional “me,” nor are we denying the existence of the projection of a false “me.” We are refuting that the conventional “me” exists in the manner of a false “me.” The word voidness means “an absence.” What is absent is that our projection of a false “me” refers to something real  –  a real referent of our projection is absent. It is absent not in the sense that an elephant is absent from the room because it’s in the other room. It is absent in the sense of there being no pink elephant in this room. Pink elephants don’t exist. But it is more than that. It is absent in the sense of this room does not exist as being haunted by a monster. Voidness is referring to the absence of an impossible way of existing that never existed at all. The way of existing that is refuted is that the conventional “me” exists in the manner of the false “me.”
 When we eliminate this totally imaginary, impossible way of existing  –  existence as a static, monolithic “me” separate from the aggregates  –  then we see what is left. What is left is a “me” that is changing all the time, etc., but which we project to be the boss, the controller pressing the buttons and deciding what to do. It’s worrying and is the author of the voice in our head. This appears to all of us to be who we truly are.
 When we see that that too is not referring to anything real and that it’s just a projection based on appearances, then what we’re left projecting is a “me” that, nevertheless, can still be known by itself. When we want some to love “me,” just “me” for myself and nothing else, aren’t we thinking that someone can love us without simultaneously loving something about us, like our body, our intellect, our personality, our sense of humor, our way of doing things, our possessions, etc.? That’s impossible
 So, now we’re left with mental labeling. But still, we think  –  and our minds make it appear like that  –  that there must be some findable, individual, defining characteristic mark inside of me that makes me “me” and not “you,” and allows for me to be correctly labeled “me” and not “you.” It’s hard for us to say what it is that makes me “me,” but we think that there has to be something. But, when we investigate whether there is something that makes us who we are, allowing a correct labeling, we discover that there is nothing findable. We’re left with the fact that our existence as “me” is established merely in terms of mental labeling alone.  
 
The Three Factors That Determine the Validity of a Mental Labeling
 Are all mental labelings correct, just on their own? If someone thinks I’m a window and calls me a window, does that mean I’m a window? Obviously not. Mental labeling becomes valid depending on three factors. The first is that the label has to be a convention agreed upon and used by a certain group of people and what is labeled must be able to function according to what it’s labeled as. We could be labeled “teacher” by our students, “relative” by our family, and “breakfast” by the mosquito. Each label is valid because we function in those ways to those groups of beings. And so that establishes our conventional existence as a teacher, a relative, and as breakfast to each of those groups respectively.  
 The second factor is that the labeling must not be contradicted by a mind that validly sees conventional truth. If a group of nearsighted people looks at us from across the room without glasses and sees us as a blur, it does not make us into a blur. We are not a blur. That is contradicted when they put their glasses back on.  
 The third factor is that the labeling must not be contradicted by a mind that validly sees the deepest truth. If a group of people thinks there is something findable inside me that makes me “me,” or something findable inside me that makes me truly a monster, that doesn’t make that true. When we understand reality, we see that nobody exists that way. A person may be acting like a monster in certain situations, but that does not mean that they are forever unchanging and that they are a monster to everybody. They’d have to be a monster to their pet dog as well. The “me” exists in terms of mental labeling alone.
 When we see that our projection of a false “me” that exists as a monster, for instance, is not referring to anything real, we stop projecting the false “me” and “monster.” When we stop projecting them, it doesn’t mean that the movie is over. The movie of our aggregates and the conventional “me” continues. For example, when we see a horror film and stop projecting that there is a real monster there that is going to get me, the movie still goes on. What happens next in the film arises dependently on causes and conditions, based on what has already happened in the movie.  
 The same is true in terms of our lives. The conventional “me” still goes on once we have understood voidness. The basis on which that “me” is labeled is the continuity of aggregate factors that make up each moment of our individual subjective experience, following one another based on behavioral cause and effect.  
 
Deluded Outlooks  
 Let’s speak a little bit about what follows from grasping for true existence, and although that grasping can be for the true existence of persons or of all phenomena, let’s speak only about persons. Grasping for the true existence of persons projects some level of a false “me” onto the conventional “me” and believes that this false “me” is true. It can do this in reference to the conventional “me” of ourselves or of any other person in any life form  –  humans, animals, ghosts, and so forth. To put it in very simple words, grasping for the true existence of a person projects and believes in some sort of solid, substantial “me.”
 What follows on the basis of such grasping is a deluded outlook toward a transitory network. Deluded outlooks are a form of disturbing emotion or attitude. Disturbing emotions and attitudes are mental factors that, when they arise and accompany a moment of our sensory or mental cognition, cause us to lose peace of mind and become out of control. They make ourselves or others uncomfortable. Some of them do not entail an outlook on life and, in Western terms, we would call them disturbing emotions, such as anger and attachment. Others entail an outlook on life and we would need to call them disturbing attitudes. There are five of them, and the first of these disturbing attitudes with an outlook on life is a deluded outlook toward a transitory network. “Transitory network” refers to the network of our five transitory, changing aggregates. Although grasping for the true existence of a person can be directed at either ourselves or any other being, a deluded outlook toward a transitory network is defined as being directly only at ourselves.  
 [See: Mind and Mental Factors: The Fifty-one Types of Subsidiary Awareness.]
 The discussion of this deluded outlook is rather complex. Most Buddhist systems assert that it focuses on some network of our aggregates and considers them incorrectly, in terms of the false “me,” as either “me” or “mine.” In the Gelug Prasangika system, this deluded outlook focuses on the network of aspects of our conventional “me” and, projecting a false “me” onto that, identifies that false “me” as either identical with the aggregates or as “myself, the possessor of them.” To simplify the discussion, let us speak from the point of view of the first position.
 [See: A Deluded Outlook toward a Transitory Network.]
 A deluded outlook toward a transitory network has one aspect concerning “me” and three aspects concerning “mine.” Since each of these four can be related to any of the five aggregates, there are twenty deluded outlooks toward a transitory network. Let’s speak just of the deluded outlooks in relation to the body.  
 The first is “I am this body.” This is an idea of a solid “me” as identical to this body. We see ourselves in a mirror and think, “I am an old person,” “I am a fat person,” “I am a skinny person” and so on. We could identify with the mind as well: “I am smart. I am my mind.”  Again, the type of false “me” involved here is a static, monolithic one, unaffected by anything. So, to a person who thinks they are fat, it doesn’t matter what they weigh; in their minds they are “fat.” To somebody who thinks that they are ugly, it doesn’t matter how beautiful other people say that they are, in their minds they think, “You don’t really mean it. I’m ugly.”  
 The three other types of deluded outlook toward a transitory network regard the aggregates  –  for instance, the body  –  as “mine,” in the sense of something the false “me” possesses, controls, or inhabits. The first regards the aggregates as something I possess as “mine.” When we say “This is mine; I possess it; I have it,” we can use these expressions in two ways: “This body is mine” or “This chicken is mine.” There is a difference. The body is always with us; the chicken isn’t always with us. Common forms that this misconception takes among men might be, “I have a sexual organ. I have a muscular body.” Or for a woman, “I have a womb. I can have a child.” But, like the analogy of “I have a chicken,” it could be “I have money, or I have a beautiful house or a fast car. They are ‘mine.’” We misconceive of a solid “me” that possesses some part of our aggregates as its possession, as “mine.”  
 We already discussed the second form of this deluded outlook toward a transitory network as “mine,” namely misconceiving our aggregates, such as our body or womb, as something for this solid “me” to control and use as I like. The third form regards our head or brain, for instance, as where the solid “me” is located. We think, “There’s a voice going on in my head, so ‘I’ am located in my head.”
 
The Three Poisonous Attitudes
 These subcategories of a deluded outlook toward a transitory network give us a lot to think about. We need to recognize them in ourselves. We find that it really does appear to us like that. For instance, we think, “I have a good mind,” as if there were a solid “me” that can possess a mind. Based on such a view of ourselves, we develop disturbing emotions. We are insecure about this seemingly solid “me” and the good mind that it possesses, and so, with arrogance, for instance, we feel we have to prove how smart we are by answering all the questions in class and not giving anyone else a chance.
 The most common disturbing emotions are the three poisonous emotions and attitudes  –  naivety, longing desire, and hostility. The term for “naivety”  –  in Sanskrit, moha  –  is not so easy to translate. In the past, I’ve translated it as “closed-minded ignorance” and as “foolish confusion.” It is a subcategory of ignorance or unawareness, which can be about behavioral cause and effect or about reality. Unawareness about behavioral cause and effect only accompanies destructive states of mind, whereas unawareness about reality can accompany not only destructive states of mind, but also constructive and ethically neutral ones. “Naivety” refers to only that unawareness  –  whether about cause and effect or about reality  –  that accompanies destructive states of mind.  
 [See: Constructive, Destructive, and Unspecified Phenomena.]
 For example, with a deluded outlook toward a transitory network, we might identify a solid “me” with our gender  –  being a man. An example of naivety based on that would be the unawareness that accompanies killing in a duel someone who insulted us and believing that this proves we are a man. On the other hand, when we help someone do heavy physical labor and think that, by doing so, this proves that we are a man  –  our attitude is an example of unawareness or ignorance, but not naivety. Opening a beer bottle with our teeth and thinking that proves we are a man is also ignorance, but not naivety. Obviously, naivety is not a very good translation for this poisonous attitude either; but I can’t think of any better way of translating it.
 The second poisonous emotion is longing desire. With this disturbing emotion, we exaggerate the good qualities of something or someone that we don’t have, and feel we have to have it. According to another definition, this disturbing emotion is attachment. It also exaggerates the good qualities of something or someone, but in this case, something or someone that we have and don’t want to let go of.  For example, we might view ourselves as a solid “me” and view our mind and the books in our house as “mine.” With longing desire, we exaggerate the good qualities of books, regard them as attractive from their own side, and feel we have to buy more and more  –  even though we have no time to read them  –  to prove that we are “an intellectual.” We might do the same with friends, attention, or anything else, in the hope of making our identity secure.
 The third poisonous emotion is anger or hostility. It is a brutish state of mind that exaggerates the bad qualities of something or someone, and wants to harm it or get rid of it. Anger can be aimed at our own suffering or at situations that can cause suffering. We can be angry with a person or with our illness or the prison walls. It is as if our sickness could be taken out and shot. Something is threatening us, threatening our identity as a solid “me.” For instance, we may feel, “I am an orderly and neat person. I possess habits. This is the way that I keep my kitchen.” Then somebody comes in, moves things around and does something differently and we get very hostile and want to get them out of “MY kitchen”  –  “This is how I do it!” That is hostility.
 These poisonous emotions and attitudes act as circumstances for an impulse of karma to arise. Karma is an impulse or an urge. It could be the urge to say something very cruel: “Get out of my kitchen, you idiot!” Or we see a book in the store and compulsively think, “I’ve got to have it!” We see that there is a group of men around and there is this beer bottle and we think, “I’ve got to show everybody how much of a man I am!” The urge to say something cruel, or to buy the book, or to open the beer bottle with our teeth is karma. We act out that impulse and do various actions, which then produce effects. The next scene in the movie may not be so nice.  
 This is how it all works, in a very simple presentation. This is why we want to get rid of this grasping for true existence. It’s not sufficient to just get rid of our deluded outlook toward a transitory network. If we identity with being a short, fat, ugly person that nobody loves, we might realize that that is ridiculous. It is not referring to anything real. But that has not eliminated our grasping for true existence. We may have a relatively short, fat and ugly body and realize that this is not our true identity, and yet still grasp for a solid “me” and, on that basis, act selfishly. We have to get to the root: grasping for true existence.
 I should add that if we don’t grasp for a solid “me,” then we don’t grasp for an identity of that “me” within our aggregates, such as our body, so we do not think that this solid “me” possesses something, like a sexually attractive body. Without that misconception, we do not have the longing desire with which we might unconsciously feel that, by having a sexual liaison each night with a different partner, this proves that I have a sexy body and that I exist. We can see, by this example, that if we get rid of the root of our problems, the rest falls apart.  
 
Listening and Thinking
 How do we meditate on all of this? How do we use this? First, let me explain a little about the theory of meditation. “Meditation” means to build up something as a positive habit. First, we try to listen to a correct explanation. The second step is to think about it, so that we understand it. If all of our meditation time is spent on the second step, trying to understand, for instance, what voidness means, that’s okay. We need to take time to do that. It is not easy. We need to understand what we have heard or read, and become convinced that it is correct. If we don’t think it’s correct, why would we want to adopt it? Then, the actual meditation entails making what we have heard and understood a part of ourselves, integrating it. In the case of meditation on the voidness of ourselves, we need to be able to generate a correct understanding and then practice seeing ourselves in light of it. Through frequent repetition, meditation builds this understanding up as a beneficial habit.
 To understand voidness and be convinced that it is correct, we need to analyze with logic. How do we know things? What is a valid way of knowing? In Buddhism, we talk about two valid ways of knowing something. Either we perceive it straightforwardly through our senses, or we infer it. For example, we look at a mountainside and, by seeing a house there, we validly know that there is a house on the mountain. We know it by straightforward cognition, without needing to rely on logic.  
 But, how do we know that there is somebody living in that house or using it? Every day we see smoke coming out of the chimney. We can’t see someone inside, but we can infer that if there is smoke coming out the chimney not just once, but every day, somebody must be building a fire inside, so there must be somebody living there or coming there each day. We know this by inferential cognition.  
 For inference, we need to rely on a valid line of reasoning. In this case, it would be as follows: Where there is smoke there is fire. Smoke comes out of the chimney every day; therefore there must be a fire in the house every day. If there is fire in the house every day, there must be someone there every day who makes the fire. If there is someone in the house every day who makes a fire, there must be someone who either lives in the house or who visits it every day. We need to rely on this line of reasoning in order to generate the understanding or conviction that there is a person there.  
 The understanding here is with conviction based on logic. That is an important point. We have to be convinced that this is true. There is somebody who lives there or comes there. It’s not just thinking that perhaps there is somebody. Similarly, with regard to understanding voidness, it’s not just thinking that there probably is no solid “me.” We have to know that there is no solid “me.” So, we rely on a line of reasoning in order to understand and to become convinced. That is the second step leading up to meditation  –  the step of contemplating or thinking.
 
Meditating
 In the third step, we go through the line of reasoning again. This is part of what is sometimes called “analytical meditation,” but I prefer to call it “discerning meditation,” since analysis is primarily what we do during the second step, thinking, in order to gain understanding and conviction. Now, however, we go though the line of reasoning once more, merely to generate our understanding and conviction freshly. “Fresh” means that it is vivid in our mind. Then we stop the verbal thinking process and just try to discern things with that conviction.  
 We were speaking before about how we can discern that there is no elephant in this room. We can discern that, we can see that. We can discern that there is no monster in the room. We can also discern that the room is not haunted by monsters. Similarly, we discern that we are not haunted by a false “me” inside. We try to discern that without saying anything in our head.  
 When we can really discern the absence of a false “me,” then we let it sink in. Letting it sink in is called “stabilizing meditation” or “fixating meditation.” We then alternate discerning and stabilizing meditations. When our stabilizing meditation is not so clear anymore, we need to try to discern this absence actively again. To do that, we may need to go through the line of reasoning again to get our understanding fresh once more. Once we become very familiar with voidness, we will be able to generate the understanding over and again without having to rely on the line of reasoning; we won’t have to generate it through inference.  
 When we have an inferential cognition of something through a line of reasoning, we cognize it conceptually. This means that that we cognize that something through a category to which it belongs. For example, we don’t actually see the person in the house on the mountainside, but we think about there being a person there through the general category a person. In simple language, we think of the person there through the idea of a person. That idea of a person doesn’t need to have a specific form or shape associated with it of what a person looks like, let alone what that specific person looks like. But it may have some sort of imagined image associated with it, to represent a person, or it may have the mental sound of the word person associated with it.  
 Likewise, when we have an inferential cognition of the absence of a solid “me,” we focus on it conceptually, through the category absence. But when we focus, through this category, on the total absence that is voidness, something has to appear to our mind associated with that conceptual cognition. What appears resembles the appearance of an empty space.  
 Buddhism defines “space” as an absence of any tangible impediment that would obstruct the spatial existence or motion of something material. What does an empty space look like? Well, when you see the absence of an elephant in this room, what do you see? You see “nothing.” But, we know that the nothing that we see is the absence of an elephant, don’t we? It is not just a nothing, is it? Think about that.  
 Voidness is like space, in the sense that it is the absence of any impossible way of existing that would prevent the conventional existence of something or the functioning of something in the context of cause and effect. When we focus on it through the category voidness or absence, similarly what appears to us associated with it is like an empty space  –  nothing. But we understand that this nothing is the absence of an impossible way of existing.
 In the first step of our meditation on voidness, we have an inferential cognition of voidness. Our inferential cognition is conceptual, as are all inferential cognitions. It arose based directly on a line of reasoning and focuses on voidness through the category voidness. It is like focusing, through the category a person, on the person in the house on the mountainside. We can’t see and don’t know exactly what the person looks like, but we have the general idea of a person. Similarly, we can’t see and don’t know exactly what voidness looks like  –  or more precisely, what the appearance associated with a nonconceptual cognition of voidness looks like  –  but we have the general idea of an absence, as in the case of an empty space.  
 The next moment, after this inferential cognition, we have conceptual straightforward cognition of voidness. According to the Gelug presentation of the Prasangika Madhyamaka school of Indian Buddhism, straightforward cognition has two aspects: conceptual and nonconceptual. Both are “straightforward,” because neither relies directly on a line of reasoning. Conceptual straightforward cognition of voidness still focuses on voidness through the category of “a voidness” or “an absence.” What appears is the same as what appears to inferential cognition. It still looks like an empty space, like nothing.
 It takes a great deal of time, effort, and an enormous build-up of positive potential (merit) in order to gain a nonconceptual straightforward cognition of voidness. But, eventually, we will gain that. Then our focus on voidness will not be through the category voidness. It will still look similar to an empty space or a nothing, but our cognition will be far more vivid than when it was conceptual.  
 Once we achieve nonconceptual straightforward cognition of voidness, we have just begun the process of ridding ourselves of the grasping for a true solid “me.” We need to gain a long familiarity with cognition of voidness. It is a long process, because unawareness or ignorance is very deeply ingrained in all of us. First, we rid ourselves of the doctrinally based grasping that came from learning some non-Buddhist view of reality. Then, with further meditation, we rid ourselves of the automatically arising grasping that even animals have. A dog, for instance, has its territory, which it considers “mine,” and barks at anybody who comes into it. Nobody had to teach the dog to do that. Then, in the end, we get our minds to stop producing and projecting appearances of true existence. Only then do we achieve enlightenment.
 [See: The Five Pathway Minds (The Five Paths): Basic Presentation.]  

 Session Five: The Four-Point Analysis Meditation on Voidness
The Four Point Analysis: Neither One nor Many

We discussed voidness or emptiness in Buddhism, particularly in terms of the absence of a true
identity for ourselves  –  the absence of an impossible false “me”  –  and we have talked a little bit
about how to meditate. Now let’s put these two together and look at one of the most common ways of
meditating on voidness. It is usually referred to as the “four point analysis,” which uses with the
line of reasoning called “neither one nor many.” The first point is recognizing the object to be
refuted; the second is becoming convinced that the line of reasoning for refuting it, namely “
neither one nor many,” actually refutes it; the third point is refuting “one”; and the fourth is
refuting “many.” The conclusion is that because the false “me” is neither one nor many, the false “
me” does not exist at all. The aim of the line of reasoning is for us to come to this conclusion.
When we reach this conclusion, we try to discern ourselves in light of what we have understood and
then we try to stabilize that view.  

We’ve been covering the first point already during the course of our discussions: recognizing
the object to be refuted. To make it very simple, let’s use the idea of a false “me” as being some
sort of solid “thing.” With a deluded outlook toward a transitory network, we might identify this
false “me” with some part of the aggregates, like our body, and then think, “I am attractive.” In
doing so, we are viewing things as if they were solid, as if everything had a solid line around it
like in a children’s coloring book. We think that things exist as if with solid lines around them: “
 This is ‘me.’ This is my ‘body.’ This is my ‘mind,’” and so on.

If things existed in this way, there could only be one or many such things. Either there is one
thing with a line around it or there are many things with lines around them. If there are neither
one nor many things with lines around them, then there is no such thing as something with a line
around it. That’s the line of reasoning in very simple form.

It requires a little bit of thought to understand this line of reasoning and to become convinced
that the line of reasoning proves what it says it proves. For instance, if there were cockroaches
in the bedroom and no way for them to come in or out, there are only two possibilities: either
there is only one cockroach in the bedroom or there are many cockroaches in the bedroom. There is
no other possibility. If we cannot find either one or many cockroaches in the bedroom, what is the
conclusion? We could be paranoid and say that the cockroaches are hiding, but the logical
conclusion is that we were mistaken. There are no cockroaches in the bedroom.

It’s the same line of reasoning concerning things existing with lines around them, such as a “
me,” a “body,” a “mind,” and so on. Either there is one such thing or there are many such things,
and if neither is the case, there are no such things. It is not that difficult to understand.

But, we have to understand clearly what “one” and “many” mean. “One” means totally identical  – 
one and the same thing. If we’re talking about words, for instance, “Alex” and “Alex” are one; “
Alex” and “Alexander” are two  –  they are many. It doesn’t matter that they are referring to the
same thing, they are two words.

What are our cockroaches in our example? The cockroaches are things with solid lines around
them, namely this “me” and the aggregates. Are they just one thing? Are they identical? When we
think, “I am sexy,” for instance, we are identifying “me” with a sexy body, part of the aggregate
of forms. If the “me” and the sexy body were totally identical, everyone who sees me should see a
sexy body. That means that even when the dog or the baby sees me, they would see me as a sexy body.
But they don’t. When I am drunk and have just thrown up all over myself, everyone who sees me
should also see me as a sexy body, and nothing else. That too doesn’t happen.

Another example of “one” would be a woman who identifies with being “mother.” Regarding herself,
she believes that “me” and “mother” are one and the same thing. Thinking like that, then even when
her child is thirty years old, she still has to be mother and tell her child what to wear and what
to eat. She has to be mother to everybody, even to people who don’t want her to be mother to them.
We can see that this can become very neurotic. So, we can conclude that a “me” with a solid line
around it and something in the aggregates with a solid line around it cannot be one and the same
thing.

Then we need to consider, “Maybe there are many things with solid lines around them; maybe there
are a lot of cockroaches in the bedroom.” If there were many things with solid lines around them,
then there should be a “me” with a line around it over here and a body with a line around it over
there and a mind with a line around it over there, and so on  –  all totally separate things, with
solid lines around them and with no relation to each other. In a children’s coloring book, there
are many separate objects with lines around them. They are not interacting with each other; they
are just sitting there. That is not realistic. We do have a relationship with the body. It is not
completely separate. If we cut the body, we say we cut ourselves, don’t we? We react. There is a
relation. We feel pain based on it. It’s not that there are many separate things with lines around
them, like many cockroaches on the bedroom floor. 


Total Absorption on Voidness

If there’s neither one nor many cockroaches in the bedroom, then we have to conclude that there
are no cockroaches there. Convinced of the truth of that, we then look carefully in the bedroom and
discern that there are no cockroaches there. We see an absence of cockroaches and then we focus on
that absence. This point is not so easy. We’re not focusing on the bedroom floor; we’re focusing on
the fact that there are no cockroaches there. In other words, we see nothing there. If we do this
well, eventually nothing appears except this absence  –  like space.

Here is maybe an easier example with respect to projecting a truly existent identity onto
somebody else. We’re always looking for Prince or Princess Charming, the perfect partner. We
project this onto somebody and then we get very angry when they disappoint us by not acting like
the perfect partner. The conclusion of this type of voidness analysis is that there is no such
thing as a Prince or Princess Charming. It’s a nice fairy tale, but it’s not referring to any real
person.

After we realize this voidness or absence of a Prince or Princess Charming, it is not that, at
this stage of the meditation, we are focusing on our friend and seeing that 
they are not Prince or Princess Charming. That comes later. Here, with total absorption on
voidness, we are focusing on the fact that there is 
no such thing as Prince or Princess Charming. It’s like we experience the bursting of a
bubble. We realize that our projection was just a fantasy of something impossible; it just doesn’t
exist and never did and never will. We realize that we have been banging our head against the wall
for nothing. Believing in Prince or Princess Charming caused us and the other person a lot of
problems and obstacles in the relationship. Now the bubble is burst and we see that there is no
such thing. It is empty and so there are no more blocks anymore, nothing hindering motion, activity
or relationship, because we’re not projecting this impossible way of existing onto the other
person.

Although it’s difficult to do, we try to focus on just this absence, which is 
like an empty space. With total absorption on this voidness  –  which many translators call “
 meditative equipoise on emptiness”  –  we simply focus on this absence with perfect understanding,
conviction, and concentration. In simple language, we feel this truth deeply. There is a big
difference between seeing that there are no cockroaches in the bedroom and the incredible feeling
of relief when it really sinks in: “There are no cockroaches here, I don’t have to be afraid.” We’v
e digested it.

If our total absorption becomes a bit unclear, we have to look again. “Oh, yeah, there aren’t
any” and then it sinks in more. In other words, we need to alternate the two aspects of meditation
that we discussed before: discerning and stabilizing meditation, both focused on space-like
voidness.


Subsequent Attainment

After a period of total absorption on voidness, we continue our practice with the subsequent
realization or subsequent attainment phase. This phase is usually translated as the “
post-meditation period,” but that translation is not so accurate. This phase of practice can occur
either while we are still meditating, or in between meditation sessions. It simply is referring to
what we realize, or the realization that we attain, after we arise from total absorption on
space-like voidness.

During total absorption, we realized  –  to continue our analogy  –  that there are no cockroaches
in the bedroom. We focused on that absence, which was like focusing on space: a lack of impediment
for the spatial existence of something. During the subsequent attainment phase, we focus on seeing
the bedroom without any cockroaches, and realize that, although it looks like there should be
cockroaches in it, the bedroom appearing to have cockroaches in it is like an illusion. It is like
an illusion in the sense that the way it appears does not correspond to the way it exists. The
bedroom, however is merely 
like an illusion. The bedroom is not 
the same as an illusion.  The bedroom is not an illusion: we use it every night to
sleep in.

Similarly, during the subsequent attainment phase, we focus on our partner with the
understanding that he or she does not exist as a Prince or Princess Charming, although he or she
appears to be one. In other words, while focusing on our partner, we explicitly understand that
they are human, like everybody else, and implicitly we understand that they are not Prince or
Princess Charming. They are a person, who merely has the illusion-like appearance of being a Prince
or Princess. But, our partner is only 
like an illusion, since they appear to exist in a way in which they do not exist. Our
partner, however, is not an illusion.

It’s the same thing with the conventional “me.” I’m sitting here and talking. I might have made
a mistake, but I am a human being: human beings make mistakes. What is absent is that I’m truly an
idiot who can never get anything right. The first realization, during the total absorption phase,
is that there is no such thing as a “me” who is a “total idiot.” The second realization, during the
subsequent attainment phase, is that there is the conventional “me,” and I did say something wrong,
which has arisen from causes and conditions, karma and so on. We are 
not denying karma. We’re not denying what’s actually happening. That would be nihilism.
The conventional reality of people making mistakes, however, is devoid of existing as “people who
are idiots” with a big solid line around it. Even though what we said might conventionally be
considered idiotic, that doesn’t make us solidly exist as a “true idiot.”

What is the conventional “me” like? It is like an illusion. It appears to exist as an idiot with
a big solid line around it, but it doesn’t exist in that way at all. It never did and never will.
The conventional “me,” who said something wrong, is merely what that word “me” refers to, when
labeled on a set of aggregates that include speaking incorrectly. That conventional “me” is like an
illusion: it appears to exist like a solid idiot, but solid idiots don’t exist at all.

This is a very crucial point. Conventional things, for instance “me,” are 
like an illusion, not 
the same as an illusion. There is a big difference. They are 
like a dream, not 
the same as a dream. If we say something cruel to somebody in a dream and we say it to
them in real life, there is a big difference, isn’t there?

Those are steps of the meditation on voidness: like space and like an illusion.


Questions

Do you have any questions?

The Basis for the Conventional “Me”


Question: Can you say more about the basis for labeling the conventional “me”? You said
that it is some aspect of mind.


Alex: Let me try to explain this by using some examples. My mother has Alzheimer’s disease
and is in the very final stages of it. Who is my mother? Her memory is gone; her recognition of her
family is gone. She probably doesn’t even know who she is. I don’t know if she knows her own name
anymore. Her personality is gone. Who is she? Is she still my mother? Yes, we have to say she is
still Rose Berzin. The personality, the memory, and all these sorts of things are gone, but there
must still be something left that is the basis for a correct labeling of her as my mother, right?
She’s still alive; she’s not dead.

The same thing can happen with the body. Someone could lose an arm or a leg; they can have a
stroke and be paralyzed; they can be terribly burned in a fire  –  they can lose a lot of their body,
and even have parts of it replaced, like a heart or a liver. Are they still your mother? What about
being in a coma? Is your mother still your mother if she’s in a coma? You have to say, “Yes, that
is still my mother,” even though the grosser mind is gone. What about if she is brain-dead, but her
heart is kept beating and her breathing is maintained artificially with a life-support machine?
That becomes very tricky, since not everyone agrees on the borderline after which someone is
actually dead.

This issue of what is the ultimate basis for labeling a conventional “me,” and when is it still
present and when is it gone, becomes a little clearer, perhaps, when we see a corpse. Most of us in
the West don’t see corpses, except in an unnatural state lying in a fancy coffin, all clean and
wearing makeup and elegant clothes. That’s a shame. It’s not nice to see a corpse in its natural
condition, that’s true, but Buddha learned a lot from seeing a corpse. We would too.

I was very fortunate to have had an experience in India about ten days ago when a Westerner
living in Dharamsala died. He had gone to sleep with a coal stove burning in his room and had
forgotten to leave the window open, so he died in his sleep from the carbon monoxide. Although I
actually didn’t know him personally, it was up to me and a few other elders in the Western
community to go to the morgue, collect him, and cremate him. The Indian authorities had already
performed an autopsy on him. So here was this man, lying naked on a concrete floor inside a
concrete hut, like a dead fish, with the stomach cut open and just sort of crudely tied back
together with some string, and smelling horribly. They had done nothing to preserve his body. We
had to pick it up, carry it to the jeep, and sit next to it while driving to the cremation grounds.
Handling it, it really felt like a dead fish, and even had similar colors. It was really quite
incredible. We then had to carry it out of the jeep, throw it on a pile of wood, and burn it, like
burning paper or garbage.

I found that to be an incredibly helpful experience, as awful as it was. It became very clear in
my mind that this person was not his body and how strongly we identify with our body. All these
things we have been discussing started to become really quite relevant and vivid. Who is this guy?
Was he somebody who was living inside this body and now has gone away? That’s one of the deluded
false views, isn’t it? Was he some sort of thing that entered into this body and made use of it,
like using a computer, and that is now going to make use of some other body? What was the
relationship between this person and this body? It becomes really very interesting. When you see a
decomposing corpse in its natural state, you experience it as being like a piece of garbage. Nobody
wants it around. You want to burn it as quickly as possible because it smells so terribly.

The ultimate basis for labeling the conventional “me” is not this body; it’s not the memory; it’s
 not the collection of these sorts of things. As I say, if we can actually see a corpse, or go
visit somebody with Alzheimer’s, it starts to become more obvious. A person can lose so many parts
and still be validly labeled a conventional “me,” whereas a corpse is no longer a “me.” Even if
someone has no conscious awareness of “me,” like when in a coma, they are still a person; they are
still a “me” Maybe they still have an unconscious sense of “me,” but that is difficult to say, isn’t
 it? We do still have a sense of “me” when we are dreaming, but what about when we are asleep
without any dreaming? I don’t know.

The discussion of the conventional “me” in Buddhism, however, is not about whether or not a
person is aware or conscious or has a sense of being “me.” Buddhism simply addresses whether or not
a conventional “me” can be validly labeled on something that never ceases and goes on, without any
break in continuity, from one lifetime to another, with no beginning and no end, even into
enlightenment. As we discussed before, no one needs to actively label that “me”  –  the act of
labeling it is irrelevant to the discussion. The conventional “me” is simply what the word or label
or concept “me” refers to, labeled or imputed on an appropriate basis for labeling. The “me” needs
to be validly imputable, not necessarily validly imputed by anyone.

In answer to your question, then, Buddhism asserts that the subtlest level of mind or mental
activity, together with the subtlest life-supporting energy, is what continues unceasingly from
lifetime to lifetime, and ultimately, this is the basis for labeling the conventional “me.” In the
highest class of tantra, anuttarayoga, this subtlest level of mind or mental activity is called “
clear light”  –  the “clear-light mind.”

Remembering Past Lives


Question: We sometimes hear from high Tibetan masters that they can remember their former
lives. How can that be?


Alex: This is very interesting. First of all, we have to look at former lives without
thinking of them as 
my former life. It is not as if there were a solid “me” who possesses former lives and
always maintains the same fundamental identity, like thinking, “Alex had former lives.” We have to
take past and future lives totally impersonally, although each person’s stream of continuity of
lives is individual. It is perhaps helpful to think of past lives like earlier scenes in a movie.
Just as we could label “me” onto the scenes that are happening this hour, we could label “me” onto
scenes that were happening in the last hour, or in another body in another life.
   

Now, we need to bring in the Buddhist discussion of how memory works. What Buddhism discusses as
memory is not referring to the storing of information, but rather to recollection. The mechanism is
the same as that for habits. I haven’t come up with a good translation for the Tibetan word for “
habit,” because it includes the way that memory works. Recalling something is similar to repeating
a habit. In both cases, we experience a series of similar events.

For example, we might have smoked cigarettes on many past occasions. On the basis of that, we
can label or impute a habit of smoking cigarettes. It is not that we smoked the same cigarette each
time we smoked, or smoked the cigarette each time with exactly the same motion of our hand holding
the cigarette. We smoked different cigarettes each time and we smoked them in a different way. But
each cigarette we smoked was similar to the previous ones, and each act of smoking was similar to
the previous ones. On the basis of this habit, we may smoke another similar cigarette in the
future.

Likewise, we experienced something at one time, let’s say meeting someone, and then later, on
several occasions, we remembered that meeting. We don’t think the exact same thought each time we
remember the meeting, do we? We think something similar each time  –  something that resembles that
meeting, but not the actual meeting itself. On the basis of this sequence of occasions of thinking
something similar regarding the meeting, we can label or impute a memory. It’s the same as the
repetition of similar actions, on the basis of which we label a habit.

So, like this, we could recall something similar to what happened not only earlier in this
lifetime, but also in a previous lifetime. This is because there is unbroken continuity of subtlest
mind and the conventional “me.” Habits and memories as a subcategory of habits have as their basis
for labeling this continuity of subtlest mind as well as the conventional “me”labeled on that
continuity, and so memories and habits have the same type of existence as the conventional “me.”
They are not solid or findable at all. They are not physically stored on this subtlest mind or in “
me.” Memories are merely imputable nonstatic phenomena that are neither forms of physical phenomena
nor ways of being aware of something

Dealing with Pain


Question: If there is no solid “me,” we should not experience pain as pain, should we? We
could think, “It’s only pain” and not be so depressed. There is suffering, but not a sufferer.


Alex: When you bang your foot against a table in the dark, there are two ways of handling
it. One is to jump up and down and to make a big thing out of it. “Oh! Poor ME! I banged my foot!
It’s not fair!” It’s as if you wanted your mommy to come and kiss it and make it all better. Lying
behind that way of reacting is grasping for a true solid “me.”  The other way to handle it is:
you bang your foot, it hurts and you don’t make a big deal out of it. You just think, “Okay, I
banged my foot. It really hurts; so what else is new?” Then you continue doing whatever you were
doing without projecting a big solid line around “me,” the accident, or the pain.

Nevertheless, there was a conventionally existing banging of your foot. It’s not that nothing
happened. So, you calmly check your foot to see if it is bleeding or if you broke a bone. And if
you need medical treatment, you go and get it.


Question: When we are in a lot of physical pain over a long period of time, like with
cancer, it’s much more difficult to handle, because the reaction of getting depressed or angry
about it comes again and again. How can we get rid of that compulsive reaction?


Alex: I think it’s the same thing. There are many ways of dealing with the pain of cancer.
The mindfulness meditation of focusing on the breath is very helpful. It reconfirms that we are
alive and connects us with something more stable and enduring than the pain. If we are very strong
in our Mahayana practice, we can also do the giving and taking meditation, 
tonglen, of imagining that we take on everyone else’s pain of cancer and give them
calmness, happiness, and good health. But that’s a very advanced practice that is difficult to do
on a sincere level. It’s easier to do that practice when we’re just sitting here and not in severe
pain.

We could also try doing voidness meditation as a way to deal with chronic pain. What is
happening here? Is there a solid “me” with a big line around it; a solid sickness with a big line
around it; a solid pain with a big line around it? Are they like three cockroaches? Or are they not
solid at all? When we are thinking, “Poor me, the victim! I have this pain and it’s so terrible!”
the first point is to recognize what’s to be refuted: the true “me” as the victim, this true pain,
and this disaster. When we get into the whole victim mentality, it just adds a tremendous amount of
mental pain on top of the physical pain. We need to realize there is no such thing as a solid
victim. This realization can help free us from the tight state of body and mind that comes with the
victim mentality.

I think that we can understand this with another example. When we get an injection, we could be
really frightened of it, thinking, “It’s going to hurt ME so much!” Then our muscles become tense
and tight and for sure, it’s going to hurt much more. If, instead, we think, “I’m going to have an
injection. Okay” and we’re relaxed about it, then our muscles are relaxed and, yes, the injection
hurts, but it is bearable and we let it pass.

It’s the same thing with any type of pain. When we are grasping at a solid “me,” we literally
become tense and uptight. We’re grasping. If we are like that and we’re sitting in the dentist’s
chair, it’s going to be like torture. If we’re relaxed, it’s much better. The understanding of
voidness helps us with that. We can achieve something similar to this with meditation on
impermanence. We can realize that we are not going to be in this dentist’s chair for the rest of
our life, so it helps us to relax. But the voidness meditation is much stronger.


Participant: I think all of us here are perhaps too weak to start with such a
sophisticated method of meditation as meditation on voidness. If one simply remains joyful in
suffering, there is an element in this state of mind that has already overcome suffering.


Alex: Yes. There are many methods in the 
lojong or attitude training teachings. If we bang our foot, we can think, “I’m really
happy that I didn’t break my foot.” Or, “I’m very happy that I’ve gotten rid of whatever worse
karmic obstacles could have occurred. Now the negative karma is finished in not such a bad way.”
There are many ways of transforming it.

That brings us to the end of our course. We haven’t had time to actually do the voidness
meditation together and I’m sorry about that, but I think we’ve described it sufficiently to be
able to practice it ourselves.

May whatever positive potential and understanding that has come from explaining and listening to
this explanation act as a cause for everyone to reach enlightenment for the sake of all. Thank
you.
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