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Listen to the audio version of this page (0:47 hours)That brings us perhaps to the other topic that I’d like to speak about this evening. A little bit about meditation itself. Since this topic and the topic of mental factors, and later on Saturday the topic of voidness applies to meditation, so we have to have some idea of what is meditation, what is the meditative process. Now, when we want to work on ourselves, which is what we are doing basically with meditation, we need to first of all calm down. And calming down, for many people, becomes the main activity, actually. They look to meditation as a means for calming down, gaining some sort of stability.

To give an example of that actually: I’ve served occasionally as an interpreter to His Holiness the Dalai Lama, and I went with him on his first trip to Czechoslovakia before it broke up into Czech Republic and Slovakia and immediately after Communism fell. Vaclav Havel became the president and he invited His Holiness the Dalai Lama. It is quite interesting, he invited two people. It's his first two guests of state to, I don't know if they were guests of state, but anyways, guests, official guests to the new Czechoslovakia. The first of these was Frank Zappa. It is true, absolutely true, and… it tells you something about Vaclav Havel, he is a pretty neat guy. And the second was His Holiness the Dalai Lama.

And so I went with His Holiness and what Vaslav Havel wanted was he said, you know, he's put in this position of president  –  he was not the political type of person, but they put into the governments of these former communist countries people basically who had no communist background and so many of them really didn’t have any official training in the jobs to which they were appointed. So he is put in this job, and now here he is a president  –  he is a poet actually, great writer, he writes beautifully  –  and now he’s a president and has all these responsibilities and has an unbelievable work day. And he said to His Holiness, “I can’t calm down; I can’t get my mind to relax. Please come and teach me how to meditate. Teach me how to calm down.”

And so we went, His Holiness and the party who was with His Holiness and Vaslav Havel called with him to the presidential palace, some sort of a retreat place  –  sort of the Czech equivalent of Camp David  –  so he called the main people who are now going to be involved in the government and everybody put on sweat pants and sweatshirt and sat on the floor of this place with His Holiness teaching them how to meditate, how to calm down. It was really quite interesting, quite good.

I am also thinking, Vaslav Havel is a chain smoker and he invited His Holiness for a state dinner, so-called official dinner in the palace. It was all new; he was like a little kid in this huge palace. He hadn’t really been there before and everybody was sort of exploring it. It was out of some like something out of a nineteen-forty’s movie of people coming out of the doors of bedrooms and try to figure out where they were, and walking down these halls, it’s all very, as I say, new and exciting. So we had this dinner which was very remarkable in one sense, because His Holiness never eats at night and he is really quite strict about that. But His Holiness is also flexible; he is not a fanatic about these things and so he went to dinner with Havel. And I was the living dictionary on the opposite side of the table from the two of them, because each of them spoke broken English. And when His Holiness couldn’t understand the word that the president said, then I had to tell him what he just said; and when His Holiness couldn’t find the right English word, then I would be the living dictionary and provide him with that word. So Havel was sitting there next to His Holiness the Dalai Lama smoking  –  chain smoking during the dinner. And His Holiness, of course, remarked to him, he said: “You really shouldn’t smoke so much that this is really going to cause you some problem in the future.” And it did. He did develop some lung cancer and did have to have a part of his lungs removed.

That was anyway… stories. Back to meditation. People often approach meditation to just calm down. Calming down is, of course, an important start for meditation, because if we are not calm then you can’t sit, you can’t use your minds to do anything; and particularly with a busy lifestyle and many responsibilities and so on, we have, many of us, a great need to calm down. The usual method that is used for calming down is focusing on the breath. That focusing on the breath, of course, can become quite a deep and profound practice  –  not just for sitting there and focusing on your breath, but really get in into all the intricacies of the breathing process and who is that that’s breathing and all of that type of stuff. But in any case, in this context of just calming down, one just wants to focus there, breathe normally through the nose; and you can count the cycles of breath if the mind is very distracted. There are many different ways of doing that. And if the mind is not so distracted or it starts to get not so distracted, then you can just focus on the breath without the counting. If you are really nervous, focusing on the abdomen  –  going in and out  –  is very helpful, because that grounds you and it’s this center of gravity of the body. If we are a bit dull, focusing a little bit higher  –  like with the breath coming in and out the nose  –  is a little bit better; it wakes you up a little bit more. So there are methods to calm down. And that is quite important.

When we are trying to practice meditation, we don’t just sit down and start to do some meditative practice if our minds are really agitated and running all over the place and we are not calm. Because then if we don’t try to calm down a little bit before we start to meditate, the whole meditation session is usually spent in mental wandering about whatever it is that is either worrying us or occupying us, or things that we have to do: “So let’s get through this session quickly, because I have an appointment or I have to get the kids to school, or whatever it might be. They’re going to wake up any minute”  –  this type of tension that might be there. So we need to quiet down first. And then the actual process is one that is going to depend on having done some work beforehand.

There are many, many different types of meditation. What meditation means is to habituate our mind or accustom our minds to something: to a certain way of thinking, a certain way of feeling, a certain understanding, something like that. So if we are going to work with a certain type of realization, then first we need to hear it; we need to listen to it; we need to learn it, taking in the information, as it were. And so we gain what is called the discriminating awareness that arises from hearing. We are able to discriminate this particular point from other points, this fact from what is not that fact. Let us take something very basic from the Buddhist teachings, the lam-rim  –  the graded stages of the path  –  something about the precious human life.

Well, we have a precious human life, so we need to learn the definition. Alright, so what is the definition of a precious human life? And a precious human life is one which is filled with, what I call, respites of really difficult situations that we could be in, but we are not in it  –  we have a respite; it’s a temporary respite, temporary, sort of, recess from that. It’s not that we are free of it forever, we have a temporary recess from this really difficult situation and we have lots of opportunities. That is what a precious human life is. So we learn what are… There is a whole list of eighteen of these things that either we have respite from or we have an opportunity of, that enrich our lives.

To take one of them would be that we have a respite from being in some terrible type of situation in which we would have no leisure time for study and practice. So these are described by various realms of being. Whether we take them literally or not is another issue, but we can imagine, for instance, being in Baghdad and how fortunate it is, how fortunate we are that that is not our hometown, that is not where we are. I live in Berlin, I have some older students who remember  –  who were kids during the war and, particularly, after the war  –  and what it was like to be a kid down in the bomb shelters under the house, sleeping on a wet damp cellar with twenty, thirty other people. Not really sleeping, being absolutely terrified and then hearing these bombs and airplanes, all these stuff going overhead. And also what it was like after the war. You know you see pictures of these cities and they look like Hiroshima after the war: I mean, completely burned out and bombed out. And this one student of mine, this woman was telling me how for years as a little girl they had to live in one of these displaced person’s camps in a crowded room with about twenty people. People stealing food from each other, the toilet doesn’t work: there’s twenty people, the water is cut off, well, how do you flush the toilet of twenty people? We’re all sharing one toilet and there is no water. Practicalities of this are really horrible.

And so people in Baghdad experiencing something like that; people in Bosnia experienced something like that; people in Rwanda, whatever. It happens periodically, unfortunately, in our world and in some point it is going to be our turn. And so how wonderful it is that we have a respite from that. We experienced may be a little bit of that  –  9/11, but that is nothing compared to WWII. We didn’t experience that in our hometown  –  being bombed out and burned out. That’s a respite that we have. That is great that we have that. And we have opportunities to be able to pursue whatever it is that we want to pursue with freedom.

So the defining characteristic of a precious human life  –  we hear that and have to listen to that. And we might just hear the words and we don’t really know what they mean. Say we heard the word “precious human life” and we don’t really know the definition. So we don’t know what it really means, so here we get ways of knowing. So we only get an idea of it that is an idea of the words without any deep meaning associated with it. And we might presume  –  there is presumption here  –  presume that it is true, but we don’t really understand it. I presume it’s true, because my teacher said so. I have respect for my teacher so  –  OK, a little bit open. That’s the first step  –  you have to listen, get the information  –  precious human life, what’s the definition.

The second step is that we have to think about it. We have to ponder it: ponder the meaning. And this means think in a logical way. What is the definition of precious human life and the line of reasoning why it is precious? Like, for instance, I am born as a human being and I am living in a peaceful environment  –  relatively peaceful environment  –  not in a war zone. And this is something precious for practicing and realizing the Dharma. So being free of being in a war zone  –  this is the line of reasoning, this is the logic: being free of being in a war zone and terrified out of our wits in a bomb shelter or in some sort of refugee camp, where everybody is stealing from each other and it is filthy  –  being free of that is precious for being able to practice, study, and learn. And we need to become convinced that, why is it precious? Because I am free of this difficulty. And you have to really become convinced that that line of reasoning proves our thesis in terms of logic. Being free of horrible situations proves that I have a precious human life and lots of opportunities that I can use.

So we have to try to chew on it and we think. Well, this is the whole process of pondering, contemplating. What would it be like if I was in one of these war zones? What would it be like if I knew that some enemy force was going to bomb my city sometime in the next days and probably the water is going to be cut off, and I live in the desert, and it is really hot, and who knows when there will be any more water? So we start to fill the bathtub  –  forget about washing from now on  –  fill the bathtub. You fill all your pots and pans as much as you can because there may not be any more water. And forget about going out and buying bottled water. You might get shot. So you try to imagine what that would be like. How many candles would you go out and buy? Because for sure the electricity is going to be off. And now the candles are twenty times the price that they were before, maybe a hundred times the price. There is only a limited amount. And imagine the lines and the fighting in the lines to try to … Some rich person comes in and wants to buy all the candles. How you feel, how you would feel in that situation? You take it really for real.

I found it very moving, because you know my website is very interesting  –  this Berzin Archives website  –  I have a lot of material on it about the Buddhism and about Tibetan culture, and about lots of things. One of the things is the Buddhist-Islamic dialog that I was engaged in, have been engaged in. And I got an email from somebody who said that he had come from a Muslim country and he had become a Buddhist, and he was probably the only Buddhist in his country. And that was very dangerous, because conversion is really not accepted in his society. But he found this material really very inspiring, very wonderful: particularly things about how would you explain Buddhism from an Islamic point of view, these types of articles that I have there. And he offered to translate website articles into Arabic, because I am planning to have many different language sections on this website with translations. So I said, “Wonderful, great!” And I asked him “Where are you from, where are you living?” And he wrote back, “Baghdad.” Which I found just so, so moving.

This was about maybe two or three weeks before the war began. And so then I was in an email contact with the guy and we exchanged emails, and the guy wrote to me like two hours before the bombs stared to fall, before the war was declared just saying, “Well, don’t worry, we are used to this type of thing.” And I mean this was in the middle of the night; the guy must have been up all night, everybody being absolutely terrorized: “When are the bombs going to start to fall?” Can you imagine trying to fall asleep knowing that at any minute the sirens are going to go off and you probably even do not have a bomb shelter in your house? So what are you going to do, hide under the bed? I mean what are you going to do? Is the bathtub really full, maybe there is another pot that I can fill up with water? Horrible! For me it made it much more real, because now I knew somebody who is there, who is actually going through this horrible experience. He was just a poor innocent guy, just a student, actually. Is he going to take his exams, finish his degree, and get on with life and so on? And that  –  completely forget about it now at least for a while.

So we do this in our meditation, in our contemplation. So that it becomes a bit real to us. And how fortunate I am to be free of that, to have a respite from that and don’t have it now. Who knows what might happen in the future but I don’t have it now  –  thank goodness! That’s sort of a  –  whew!, like a burden off our backs that we are free of this thing. And then we think: “I mean if I were in that situation, what type of opportunities would I have for being able to study, being able to practice?” Sure, if we were a super advanced practitioner maybe we would be able to practice, but not as a beginner. And not with twenty people crowded in a room and everybody terrified and so on. No opportunities.

So we rely on this line of reasoning: since I am free of that, therefore I have a precious human life. And we gain through this an inferential understanding, inference  –  based on a line of reasoning. It is not just I have a precious human life, but I have a precious human life because I am free of this and that horrible type of situation. That’s based on reason; there is a reason for it. It’s a valid statement, not just a statement itself. So we have an idea of it which is a meaningful idea.

There is a difference between an idea which is just empty words and an idea which is a meaningful idea. So we can focus on this precious human life with this meaningful idea of what it is with some  –  not only understanding  –  but decisiveness about it. This makes it a valid way of knowing and there is some decisiveness: I’ve thought it through. There is some reason for knowing this, not just thinking and believing this: it’s true! This decisiveness: it’s true; I do have a precious human life. I am not wavering about that. Of course, we can go out on the debate ground and especially when we are feeling sorry for ourselves: Poor me!  –  for whatever reason. And then we see: well, how much worse it could be! And just because our television broke or whatever it is  –  it’s not so bad, not so bad.

Then, once we are convinced of something  –  this is the conclusion of this step of contemplating or this process, I should say, so it can go on for a long time. At the conclusion of this, we understand this point; we are decisive about it and we are able to reach this conclusion  –  the valid way of knowing which is based on inference, a line of reasoning.

Then we get to the step which is what is actually called meditation. Here, what we want to do is to digest that, familiarize ourselves with it, really make it part of our whole way of living. Integrate it into our lives. And there are two different steps that are involved here. One is usually called analytical meditation  –  I don’t find that an adequate term. What I prefer is discerning meditation, try to discern something. That’s the analytical part, not every part of it is analytical. And that’s confusing because contemplation you can also think of as analytical. And it’s not the same step  –  it’s the next step.

So there is discerning meditation and then the second aspect is stabilizing meditation, I call it. Sometimes it’s translated as formal or fixating or… every translator has a different set of terms. That’s most unfortunate, but that’s the way it is. When translators are “user-friendly” and the students are interested enough, then you provide either the Sanskrit or Tibetan term, so that when you read another book and another translator that they provide the Sanskrit or Tibetan term as well, you know that they are talking about the same thing. Otherwise it really is overwhelmingly confusing to read different books by different authors or even different books by the same author  –  because I am certainly guilty of changing my terminology over all the years that I have been writing.

In any case, now I call it discerning meditation and stabilizing meditation and in the discerning meditation we have a number of steps. The main mental factors, and here again  –  mental factors, very important  –  what mental factors are going to be involved here in the process are two major mental factors. One is called gross detection, I call it, and the other is subtle discernment. In some context that means investigating and scrutinizing. One is gross detection  –  an example would be to proofread the page and just look in a gross type of way and see that: yes, there are mistakes here. You are not looking in fine detail, because that would be investigating. You sort of investigate: does this need to be proofread or not. You investigate: oh, yes, it needs proofreading; and then the subtle discernment would be the scrutinizing to go through, point by point, and correct it. This is what we are going to employ, at least in some aspects of the discerning meditation.

What we need to do is to examine ourselves and investigate and scrutinize, not to try to understand what it means to have a precious human life. We’ve learned the definition already and we’ve understood it, but to scrutinize, investigate: do I really have this precious human life? How do I have it; what are the aspects; does this really apply to me? And we investigate roughly and we detect our freedom from being in a war zone, our freedom from being completely overwhelmed with fear or hunger, or pain, or these sort of really difficult types of situations. And although we may at times experience pain and experience fear and feel terrorized, but where does that stand on the scale of how bad it could get. This type of thing. And in the end of this, we discern ourselves as being free of this terrible type of situation. Having scrutinized and investigated: am I really like that? Yes! Now I can discern myself that I do have this freedom. I’m not in a war zone; I am not constantly in this terrible situation.

Again, that’s the first step. Next step would be to go through the line of reasoning again. Not in order to gain the understanding, but now to be able to generate a valid inferential understanding, valid inference. This is what we want to do. Ok, I have discerned: I do have freedom from being in a war zone. OK, now you go through a line of reasoning: therefore I have a precious human life. If one is free from being in a war zone, one has a precious human life. I am free from being in a war zone  –  therefore I have a precious human life. You go through the line of reasoning to get to this conclusion based on the line of reasoning with which I validly know, validly focus on the fact that I have a precious human life. That would be this process if we get this inferential understanding, we have to actively go through that process. So that could be a verbal, a mental verbal type of process.

That’s only part of it. The actual thing that we want to do is then non-verbal. What we want to do is to discern, actively discern ourselves as having a precious human life: to discern that, to understand that, to discriminate that  –  that is the discriminating awareness that arises from meditation. And you focus on that. With that active discerning  –  that’s discerning meditation. So analytical meditation  –  that is only covering a little part of the thing, we need to be more precise here.

Then we have stabilizing meditation. Stabilizing meditation is: we just focus on having a precious human life without actively discerning it in all its details, without discerning that it’s because of this reason or that reason. It’s sort of like just feeling that I have a precious human life, letting that really sink in, that’s stabilizing. It’s that that we try to get perfect concentration on. I’m totally convinced, I’ve been able to see it, in the sense of discern it, understand it validly and now sit there and you try to really feel it, let it sink in. And of course it’s going to take quite a while this  –  to sink in, and quite a while for it to be able to make a difference.

And what I always point out to people is that progress is nonlinear: it’s not that it’s going to get better every time. General samsara is characterized as going up and down. So it’s going to continue to go up and down until we achieve liberation from it  –  to become an arhat or a liberated being, that’s a pretty high attainment. All the way before that, it’s going to go up and down. Sometimes we feel like meditating, sometimes we don’t. Sometimes it goes well, sometimes it doesn’t. As the young Serkong Rinpoche would say: “Nothing special.” Nothing special about that  –  no surprise. And so there is no reason to get upset. Today I don’t feel like meditating  –  well, then you have what is called armor-like perseverance: you meditate anyway, you just do it. This type of: “I don’t feel like it, so I got to really need some sort of discipline.” Because of course we are not going to feel like it, and it didn’t go so well today  –  well, see how it goes tomorrow. No recriminations about that, it’s natural: some days it will go better just, of course, what do you expect? This is samsara. So we focus in that way.



Now note that when we are talking here about this discerning and stabilizing meditation, at this stage it’s still conceptual, still through an idea of what a precious human life means. And this is an idea of a precious human life, something that represents it in our thought. Either we represent it with words: “I have a precious human life,” or we represent it with a feeling of it. Conceptual  –  and this is very important, we will get to that tomorrow  –  as what does it mean. For something to be a conceptual cognition of something, but it’s knowing something, through an idea of it basically  –  in the simplest language. Either it’s a verbal idea or it’s a feeling or mental picture or something like that. 



And now we ask, “Well, how does this fit in with our Western categories of an intellectual understanding, an intuitive understanding  –  these sort of things? Actually, it does fit in. What we would call an intellectual understanding would be to focus on it through a verbal idea. And an intuitive understanding would be to focus on this through a feeling or an image that represents it, not a verbal idea of it. But the point is that both of those are conceptual and both of those can be either accurate or inaccurate. Intellectual could be correct or incorrect. The feeling could be an accurate feeling or could be a completely strange weird feeling  –  something like that.

So what is essential is that for both of these  –  whether we call it an intellectual focus or an intuitive focus: focusing with a verbal idea or a feeling idea  –  they need to be accompanied by a correct understanding of what the words mean or a correct understanding of what the feeling or image means. And in addition, to be able to digest that understanding, we need to believe it and focus on it with conviction. If we are able to focus on it with absolute conviction that this is true, then we would call that a visceral understanding, a gut understanding in our Western terminology. Then when that visceral understanding is accompanied by constructive emotions  –  such as appreciation of this precious human life as a mental factor  –  then we would say we are emotionally moved by our understanding. And that can bring about transformation.

So this, I think, indicates a little bit the importance of understanding the mental factors as well. All these different aspects that go into how we know things  –  because our terminology in the West, although it can adequately describe our experience as we progress along a path  –  an intellectual understanding, an intuitive understanding, a gut understanding, an emotionally-moved understanding  –  without this scheme that Buddhism provides, many of us will be hard-pressed to be able to actually define what do you mean by an intellectual understanding, what do you mean by an intuitive understanding, what is the difference? How do you get a gut-level understanding of this? What does that mean? If we don’t know what mental factors are involved we don’t know what to work on in order to get from an intellectual understanding to a gut feeling for it. “I have no idea how to do that,” if we don’t have some sort of scheme here. And so this is what the study of the ways of knowing and the mental factors will provide us.

Then if we want to go from a conceptual understanding to a nonconceptual understanding, we have to know, what in the world, does that mean. Because a lot of people just equate conceptual with intellectual, which is not at all the case. You can have, as I said, a feeling that represents something. Just because it’s not verbal doesn’t mean it is not conceptual.

And so the nonconceptual understanding is one which is focusing on something not through the medium of an idea. You don’t have to rely on the line of reasoning  –  that’s first. We can understand something that you have to actually build it up by the line of reasoning  –  “I have a precious human life, because I am free of this or that, or this or that horrible situation.” Then you can have a conceptual understanding that’s not based on a line of reasoning. You don’t have to go through the line of reasoning  –  you’ve got it. And so you are able to just  –  “I have a precious human life”  –  and that understanding is there, and the conviction is there. Because you have worked through the line of reasoning before, you don’t have to go through it again. But it’s still through an idea of a precious human life. That’s the sort of concept of it; whether it’s verbal, feeling or whatever. Nonconceptual is without that idea, but just straightforward. And how do you know that it is straightforward? Well, the difference is how vivid it is. How vivid this feeling is, how vivid this discernment of having a precious human life is. And again in order to be able to discern that we have to know, well, what does it mean to be vivid, what does it mean not to be vivid? We need to be able to recognize that in our experience. So the study of these mental factors, ways of knowing, is very relevant for our progress on the path and also for understanding our everyday experience of life.

What questions might you have?

The question is: in our daily practice would we go through these stages that I was describing step by step: first calming down and trying to do the discerning meditation so that we can discern something, what we would call intellectual….but not quite intellectual, as I said, that tends to give a connotation that, well, that’s not the real thing. So discerning, I think, is a more neutral term here…..and then the stabilizing which we focus on the feeling. Would we go through these in stages?

Well, yes, but not at the very beginning. At the beginning we might just need to calm down and do that first one. Exercise our discriminating awareness of listening. In other words, review the words. This is what the Tibetans do if they’ve memorized the text. They just make sure that they’ve got all the words right. Well, most of us don’t memorize our texts and recite them out loud in a group of other people shouting on the top of their voices. But it might be helpful to go through our notes, for example, and to read them again, to make sure that we got all the information correctly and that we are able to put it together. You don’t want in your meditation to be sitting there for a while and then you have to go look into your notebook again, because you forgot what comes next, for example. That would be the first step. And that might be all that you do for a while until you actually just learn the points.

And then another phase of one’s practice might be, of course, calming down and then thinking about it, trying to understand it, pondering it, going through the line of reasoning, and so on. Then when we reach the stage of being able to meditate on it, when we’ve actually understood it, then we would go through, as you mentioned, the discerning and the stabilizing steps of meditation. So we would go like that. Of course, the meditation process requires the preparation phase that’s often called preliminaries.

Preliminaries  –  that term can be off-putting, because we might think: “Well, I can do without the preliminaries. Let’s just get to the real thing, the good stuff.” Whereas if we use the word preparation, which is also a very good way of translating this, it’s like if you make journey. Well, you have to prepare to go on the journey. The example I always think of is from Tibetan culture. Say, you are a nomad and you live in a tent. Well, before you make the journey you got to pack up, you have to prepare. These are the preparatory steps before you can make the journey. You can’t do without that. You have to get it all together and then go on a journey. So we have the preparation phase, we do all these preparation exercises  –  like what you do in the beginning of the class. This is not really the occasion for me to go into detail about them, but getting the motivation and these sort of things and then concluded with dedication.

Dedication is absolutely essential. We can use the example of a computer, which I like. When we do something positive, then this creates a positive force. I used to translate that as “positive potential” and lots of people still translate that as “merit.” I think it gives quite a strange connotation, but anyway there is a positive force from what we are doing, something constructive. Now, if we use the analogy of a computer, then the default setting for this positive force  –  in other words, what folder is it going to be saved in  –  it’s the samsara folder. Good karma: building up good karma, improving samsara, that’s the default setting of our internal computer every time that we do something constructive or positive. So what would result from that: that with my friends over the coffee table I can have really interesting conversation about this lecture. That would improve my samsara, make a pleasant afternoon and my friends would be entertained or bored depending on how I speak about it. The positive force has been saved in the samsara-building folder, good-samsara-building folder.

So the dedication is where we consciously press the save button for the enlightenment-building folder. So that instead of going in that samsara-building folder, the positive force goes in the enlightenment-building folder. “May this positive force contribute to my reaching enlightenment to be able to benefit everybody as much as is possible!” This is very important at the end; otherwise we are just able to have an interesting conversation about it  –  those steps. We do that regardless of whether we are doing the hearing or the contemplating or the meditating phases.



Question: A very minor point on your example of the precious human life: isn’t it quite possible that  –  I mean I am very happy that I am not in Baghdad, I didn’t have to live in bomb shelters in Berlin  –  but don’t the people who are in those situations, don’t they have the opportunity to practice in a very real way?

Alex: Yes, but only if they are really quite stable in their practice and quite advanced. Most people are overwhelmed by fear and it’s not that they are alone. They are usually in a very crowded bunch of people who are all really upset. And so you have to be super, super strong not to be carried away by that wave of fear and terror and people crying, and children crying, and all of that. You have to be really tough and strong to be able to practice there. Most people aren’t at that stage. Maybe they can do it for a couple of minutes but then  –  it’s too much.

Question: I have a question about  –  you had mentioned something about understanding and we probably will get into more of it tomorrow. You said: “In order to have a full or deep understanding, we have to believe it.” Doesn’t that handicap a person: for instance, understanding a philosophy, coming to grips with a philosophy that you perhaps don’t particularly share? Doesn’t that handicap you in terms of your ability to understand other people’s points of view? I am wondering, maybe I am thinking about it in a different context than how you’ve said it.

Alex: The question is about conviction and belief. This statement was made that to understand something we need to be convinced of its validity. Well, maybe I said that, I don’t know if those were precisely my words. Let me clarify. If we want to integrate an understanding as a part of our way of life, as a transformation within our life, that understanding has to be accompanied by conviction that this is valid and this is true. That’s from one point of view. From another point of view, conviction can be simply conviction that this is correct. So even if we want to understand something that we don’t necessarily feel is helpful for us, that we would like to accept, we at least need conviction that our understanding of that system is a correct understanding of that system.

Another one of my teachers, Geshe Ngawang Dhargyey, he was very critical of sloppy ways of thinking and he loved to point this out. And one of the things that he pointed out which often came up when people would ask questions like, “Well, what is the difference between what you’ve just said about Buddhism and Jungian psychology?” or something like that. And he’d say that this was really very faulty in a method to understand things. “Because,” he said, “you can really only compare two systems when you fully understand each of those two systems. Then the comparison makes sense. But if you don’t really understand the two systems and you are not convinced that you have a correct understanding of those two systems, you just have some vague idea, and then try to compare them  –  that really is very confusing, not very productive.” And unfortunately in many countries the education system encourages comparing two things that we don’t really fully understand as a way of trying to learn it. So we need to be convinced that our understanding is correct at least.

And if we are going to adopt something, then we need to be convinced that it really is true and something worthwhile to adopt. And not only do we have to be convinced of that, we have to be convinced that I can actually adopt it. It’s like compassion, very important with compassion. “May everybody be free from suffering!” Well, you need to be convinced that they actually can become free of suffering. If you are not convinced that they can actually become free of suffering, that suffering and its causes can be stopped forever  –  you’ve achieved the so-called true cessation or true stopping of them  –  then it’s only a nice wish. “I wish you well, but, ha-ha, you are really going to suffer, so you’d better just accept it. But I wish you well; I really wished that you didn’t.” That’s not so powerful, not so powerful. But really convinced that: “yes, you can become free of suffering,” then that wish is much more realistic. Then you can sort of indicate steps of how to do it  –  a realistic wish.

So conviction  –  I am aiming for enlightenment. Well, you have to be convinced that’s actually possible. If you are not convinced that it is possible, what are you aiming for? Nice dream? So this conviction  –  we are not talking about blind faith, we are talking about conviction based on a reason. That it is possible  –  you understand, you are convinced it is possible. Then you can put your full heart into it. Otherwise, it’s always that indecisiveness. “Well, what am I really doing? Is this futile? Maybe it’s futile; maybe I’m just banging my head against the wall. It’s never going to really get anywhere.” That undermines our progress.

Again, it gets back to what is a valid way of knowing it. That it is possible. Is this just presumption? I presume it’s possible, I don’t really know. My teacher said so. Or is it something that we are really convinced of based on understanding and reason? So that affects very much our way of engaging the practice: how much energy we put into it, how much sincerity we are able to put into it, and how much stability we will have. So these topics are important from that point of view as well.

Well, it’s getting a bit late so perhaps we’ll end here for this evening with a dedication.
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