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 Part I: The Lam-rim Graded Stages as Preparation Shared in Common by Sutra and Tantra Mahamudra 
 Session One: Taking Preventive Measures to Avoid Worse Rebirth
How to Develop a Mind That Is Interested in Dharma

The procedure here will be one of a dialogue, back and forth, of asking questions, because if I just sit here and lecture you, that is not of great benefit as we only have a few days. Whereas, if we ask questions and talk back and forth on a more informal level, that will be much more beneficial to you.

All of you are here today, living in a very lovely place, which is far removed, and have a great interest in practicing the Dharma and devoting yourselves to spiritual growth. This is very wonderful. First, I’ll ask you a question. How do you actually develop a mind that is interested in Dharma?

Participant: We’ve been going over that in meditation class in the last few days, trying to decide just what it takes to tame the mind, but none of us have really been sure. I guess it’s actually seeing suffering and deciding to do more about it and accepting the responsibility that it’s up to you to eliminate it.

Serkong Rinpoche: In a sense that is correct. When you look at suffering and problems, these are things that nobody wants. Nobody wants suffering and problems, everybody wants happiness. In terms of the pursuit of happiness, having a lot to eat and drink and a comfortable place to stay bring a certain amount of happiness, but that’s not the happiness we’re talking about, is it?

Participant: No, it’s not!

Participant: Well, in that case, being aware of impermanence?

Serkong Rinpoche: To answer the question, if we have a certain amount of happiness only in the sense that we have enough to eat and drink and a place to stay, is that enough? Is that the happiness everybody is looking for?

Participant: Nothing seems to satisfy.

Serkong Rinpoche: In this country you can get a job and can very easily make enough money to live on and, as you say, this is not enough, this isn’t satisfying. Why is that so? Why isn’t it enough?

Participant: It changes, there’s no permanence?

Serkong Rinpoche: That’s correct. As you rightly say, that type of happiness is something that isn’t permanent; it doesn’t last forever and therefore it is unsatisfactory. Then what kind of permanent happiness are you looking for?

Participant: There’s no such thing as permanent happiness.

Serkong Rinpoche: Well, a happiness that is not permanent, that is nonstatic, that type of happiness is something that is not enough. Does this imply that you want to find a lasting happiness, or that you don’t want to find any happiness?

Participant: You would want to find a lasting happiness that isn’t limited by predispositions, by karma.

Serkong Rinpoche: So if there is no such thing as a static, unchanging happiness, then is it that you want a happiness that is very long-lasting, one that is splendid and as great a happiness as is possible? If that is the type of happiness that you want, then as you said, it’s true that the type of happiness that you get from following worldly pursuits is something that is very limited. It changes and doesn’t last. Therefore, except for Dharma and spiritual pursuits, there is no way of getting a really great type of happiness that lasts very long and is of a very excellent quality.

So what do you understand by the word Dharma, what does it mean? When we say “practice the Dharma,” what does it mean that you should practice the Dharma?

Participant: The teachings of the Buddha.

Serkong Rinpoche: You have to give it a little more thought. What does it mean to practice the Dharma and what is the boundary between someone who practices the Dharma and someone who doesn’t practice Dharma.

Participant: A conscientious person, making an effort to conscientiously learn the Dharma?

Serkong Rinpoche: A spiritual practice or Dharma is something that is not simply constructing a nice building here in order to have things go well in this lifetime. An activity in which your concern is primarily gaining food and drink and comfortable things for this life is not a Dharma practice or true spiritual practice. But any type of practice that is aimed at benefiting anything from your next future life onwards would be a spiritual Dharma practice. That is the boundary. Do you understand?

It comes down to whether or not you accept the existence of past and future lives. If you do not accept the existence of future lives, then there is no way in which you would be doing a true Dharma practice. If you are interested in bringing about a long-lasting happiness, then it is not a happiness that is just for the short period of this lifetime alone, but you should be concerned with bringing about a happiness that will last for all your future lives. So this is a type of activity that Dharma practice is involved with: bringing about a lasting happiness that will be for future lives.

The word “spiritual practice,” or Dharma in Sanskrit, has the connotation of a preventive measure, something that holds you back or prevents something from happening. In terms of how it holds you back or prevents something, there are three ways in which you can understand this. The expression “to hold back” has three connotations.


	
The first is to hold back you back or prevent you from falling to a hell realm in a future rebirth.






	
Even though you can take certain measures that will prevent you or hold you back from falling to one of the worst states of rebirth in your future lives, it is possible that even though you are held back in the next life, you can again fall to one of the lower realms in lives following that. So there are also preventive measures that you can take to hold you back, or prevent you, from ever falling back or from ever being reborn in any type of samsaric situation; samsara being an uncontrollably recurring rebirth.






	
In addition to just being able to take measures to prevent yourself from being reborn in any sort of uncontrollably recurring situation, in samsara, you can also take measures that will prevent anybody, in general, from ever falling into that type of situation, since everybody is in the same position as yourself.





So when you speak about the preventive measures of Dharma, these are the measures that can be taken to prevent these three types of things from happening:


	
yourself falling to a lower realm,



	
yourself being reborn in any situation of samsara, or



	
anybody being reborn in that situation.





So do you understand these three ways in which the Dharma prevents things from happening, or holds you back, or holds everybody back? “Preventive” is probably a better word, preventive measures of Dharma. Do you understand what it means when I say “preventive”?

Participant: What can I do by practicing the Dharma to help other people from falling into samsara?

Serkong Rinpoche: That will come in due course. We’ll deal with each of the types of measures that you can take to prevent each of those three things from happening. But the first point is to just recognize what actually are the three levels of things that you are working to prevent. So do you understand what the three are in general, then we will go into detail?

Ethical Self-Discipline: Refraining from the Ten Destructive Actions

Now the first thing to prevent yourself from being reborn in any of the worst states of wandering existence, the preventive measures that you take to prevent that, would be to restrain yourself from committing any of the ten destructive, or nonvirtuous, actions. By observing that type of ethical behavior, you prevent yourself from being born in a lower realm.

In order to be able to follow that type of ethical self-discipline you need to know what are the ten destructive actions and that is something which you probably know. Do you know them?

Participant: No.

The Three Destructive Actions of the Body

Killing

Serkong Rinpoche: First of all, there are three destructive actions of the body. The first of these destructive actions is to take the life of any living creature  –  to kill. If you think about it, the thing that we cherish the most, what we consider the most precious possession that we own, is our life. If someone deprives us of our life, that is the worst thing that somebody can do to us in terms of what we cherish the most among our possessions. Likewise, the same is true for every other living creature: what they cherish the most is their own life.

In order for the action of taking the life of a creature to be complete, four things need to be present. There needs to be a basis for the action; there needs to be a thought or an intention involved; likewise, an actual action that takes place; and a conclusion that occurs.


	
For the action to occur completely, first you need a basis for the killing. In other words, you would need a goat or a sheep or some living being that you would kill.






	
In terms of the intention or the thought that is involved, there need to be both a correct recognition as well as a motivation. In terms of this, for the action to be complete and the consequences to follow fully, you would need a correct recognition. In other words, suppose there is a goat and a sheep and you go out to kill a sheep, but you don’t recognize which one is a sheep and you kill the goat by accident. That is not the same as doing it with full recognition of what you are doing. You need to recognize what it is that you set out to kill.





In terms of the type of motivation that can be involved in actually killing the animal, there could be any of three kinds of motivation. To be motivated by desire and attachment, to be motivated out of anger and hostility, or to be motivated out of close-minded ignorance or naivety. Out of infatuated attachment or desire, you could go out and kill the sheep because you want to eat its meat. You have desire for the meat. Or you could kill out of anger and hostility, for instance if you are very angry at the animal and you bash it and kill it. Or out of close-minded ignorance and naivety, you could believe that by sacrificing this animal you would be able to gain a better rebirth, and you go out and slaughter a great deal of animals, and offer a blood sacrifice because of that motivation. This is to kill out of ignorance and naivety.


	
The third part is that there must be an action involved. The action involved would be, for instance slitting the throat of the sheep, or slicing its stomach and pulling out its innards, or any type of method you might think of to actually kill the animal. There has to be an actual action involved.






	
Then the conclusion of the act has to occur, in other words, the animal has actually to die for the action of killing to be complete.





So you should understand that, in terms of talking a life, whether it is yourself or the life of someone else, all these factors need to be involved for it to be a full action of killing.

Now in terms of killing another creature, the creature itself has to die or the other person has to die before you die for it to be complete. Committing suicide is not exactly the same type of action as taking the life of some creature because, in this instance, it’s not that the basis that you kill dies before you die, so it is a different type of action.

With respect to the results that follow from such a destructive action as taking the life of some creature, that can be understood in terms of four different types of results.


	
The first of these is the ripening effect, or the type of rebirth that ripens from that action. This would be a rebirth as a hell creature, or as a hungry ghost, or as an animal  –  in other words, a rebirth in one of these three worst states.






	
Then, once the ripening results have exhausted and because of different types of positive or constructive actions that you’ve done in the past you’re reborn as a human again, then during that human lifetime you will have a short life filled with a great deal of sickness and difficulties. This would be the next type of result, which is the result that corresponds to its cause in terms of what you experience. You took a life and shortened somebody else’s life, so your own life is short.






	
Then the next result, also in a human life that follows later on, would be that from an early age, from early childhood, you would delight in killing other creatures. You would be very sadistic and go around torturing living beings, for instance insects. That would be the result that corresponds to its cause in terms of your instinctive behavior. You would continue to have the instincts to be a sadistic killer.






	
The fourth result is called a comprehensive result, and this is comprehensive in the sense that you would be reborn in a land with many other beings who likewise killed in the past. As a result, all of you would experience together a comprehensive result that in the land where you are born, everything would have very little strength. For instance, there would be very poor medical facilities, the medicine would be very weak and ineffective, the food and harvest would be very poor and the food would have little nutritional value. This would be a comprehensive result that all of you would experience together.





So if you look at all the shortcomings, the disastrous results that follow from taking the life of other creatures, on the basis of recognizing these things, then you will make a very strong effort to restrain yourself, to refrain from ever killing. That is a constructive action and that would be the first of the ten constructive or virtuous actions: that of refraining from taking the life of any creature. For instance, our being reborn now as a human being with this type of excellent body and working basis that we have is the result of having done such constructive types of actions in the past.

If you want to be born as a human being or as a god or as one of the anti-gods, any of these better states of rebirth, then you need to follow the ethical self-discipline of refraining from killing. Likewise, a result that will follow corresponding to its cause in terms of your experience will be that you have a long life and it will be very healthy and free from all sicknesses. The result that will correspond to its cause in terms of your instinctive behaviour is that you will be repelled by the idea of killing anything and that you will not like eating meat. You will be instinctively repelled by eating meat. The comprehensive result would be being reborn with many others who have equally refrained from killing, and all of you together will experience in this place where you are reborn, that everything around you is very healthy, everything has a high life-supporting or nutritional value, the food is very healthy, the medicine is very effective, and so on.

It is important to recognize what are the destructive actions and to know how to restrain yourself from committing them and in that way act in a constructive manner; Doing that is a preventive measure, or Dharma, to prevent yourself from being reborn in any of the worst states of rebirth. In order to be a measure to be included in the next level of preventive measures of Dharma, however, taking measures to prevent being reborn in any type of uncontrollably recurring situation of samsara, it would need to fit into the three types of higher training. The third of these is the training in higher wisdom or discriminating awareness.

 Session Two: The Ten Destructive Actions
Introductory Words

Serkong Rinpoche: If I explain like I have been doing, is this something that you find beneficial? I ask because there are many different ways the Dharma can be taught.

Alex: Rinpoche is asking for some feedback. Is this a suitable manner to present this material for you?

Serkong Rinpoche: If you find this a good way of proceeding, then I’ll continue like this because the whole point is to explain something that is going to be of benefit to you, and make this a beneficial experience. Whatever type of teachings you hear, whatever you learn about these preventive measures, it is something that you first listen to and then, based on that, you know about them. Knowing about them, you should try to put them all into practice  –  what we are involved with here.

Just knowing about these preventive measures without taking up any of them, without putting them into any practice, is no great accomplishment. Even if you want to take preventive measures and practice, if you don’t know what measures to take, then you can’t take them. Therefore, it is important to both learn and also put things into practice. You have to listen to the teachings, listen to the explanation of these measures, learn about them and practice them. All of this has to go together: it is one process.

The Three Destructive Actions of the Body (Continued)

Review of Avoiding Killing

Now I have explained to you what is involved in this destructive action of taking the life of any creature, and now you know about this based on having heard this explanation from me. So, what have you heard? You have heard about all the disadvantages and shortcomings that follow from killing, and you have heard about all the advantages and benefits that follow from refraining from taking the life of any creature. So now you know, and now that you know about it, then to put it into practice would mean to make a very strong promise or vow that from now on “I’m not going to take the life of any living creature, even that of a tiny insect.”

To refrain or restrain yourself from doing this type of destructive action would be actually practicing. But in your daily life, you walk around, and walking around you inevitably step on small insects on the ground. In this instance, you are doing it by accident, without a clear recognition of what you’re doing. There’s no motivation to go out and stomp on these insects. It is something unintentional and all the factors involved in making the action complete are not there. So it is a different case.

Once there was a slaughterer of animals who lived at the time of the arya or highly realized being, Katyayana. When he met with Katyayana, he took a vow of restraint. He said, “I can’t stop slaughtering animals during the day, but I can vow to refrain myself from slaughtering animals at night.” So he took that vow that during the day he would continue, but at night he would stop and never kill an animal after dark. As a result of that, in his next rebirth, during the night, corresponding to the time when he had refrained from killing animals, everything went extremely well. He had enough to eat and drink and everything was comfortable and nice. But during the day, all the animals around would attack him, and everything was absolutely horrible as all the wild creatures and animals around would try to gore him and attack him.

If you think of an example in which it is reversed, with killing at night and refraining from killing during the day, then in such a case it would be very pleasant during the day. You would have a great deal of food and drink; everything would be comfortable and everyone around you would be harmonious. There was a monk who came across someone who was experienced this type situation, of having everything go nicely during the day, but at night having all the animals attack. He asked Buddha what was the cause for this and the Buddha explained that it was the result of this person having been a slaughterer in his previous life and had refrained from killing animals during the day, but had slaughtered all the creatures at night.

Stealing

The next type of destructive action of the body is stealing, taking things that are not given to you. This refers to any object that does not belong to you. Taking what’s not given to you not only includes actual stealing but also, for instance, driving through a toll booth on a toll road without paying. That also is taking what is not given: it is stealing.

As for the types of result that will ripen from that in terms of a rebirth, then of course as with the other destructive actions, it would be a rebirth in one of the worst states as a hell creature or a hungry ghost or an animal. If and when you are reborn as a human again, the result would be that during that lifetime you will be extremely poor and you won’t have anything. That would be the result that corresponds to its cause in terms of your experience: you would be very poor. As the result that corresponds to its cause in terms of your instinctive behavior, then, no matter how rich you might be, or how learned or skilled you might be, you would be instinctively drawn to steal. In terms of a comprehensive result, you would be reborn in a very poor place, where the rains do not fall at proper times and things like food and drink are very scarce.

For instance, America is a very rich country with plentiful food and drink and that would be a result of the people here not having stolen in the past. Therefore, if you want to continue being reborn in rich countries, in rich places, then you need to refrain from stealing, from taking anything that belongs to someone else, anything that doesn’t belong to you. As a result that ripens from refraining from stealing, you would be reborn in a rich place like this. In terms of a result corresponding to its cause in terms of your experience, you would be very wealthy and have everything you wanted. The comprehensive result would be that the area where you are reborn would be prosperous and wealthy. Therefore, you should consider the disadvantages and drawbacks of stealing, of being a thief, and think about the beneficial results of refraining from so doing. Then, if you take a vow of restraint and promise never to steal again, this will be very constructive and there will be very positive results from it.

The Dharma is a spiritual practice concerned with taking preventive measures for future lives, from you next life onwards. Therefore, it would be, for instance, thinking that in my future life I want to have a long and healthy life and, to that end, I will take the preventive measure of refraining from killing. In my future lives I want to be wealthy and prosperous and, therefore, I will take the preventive measure of refraining from ever stealing, from ever taking what’s not given to me. This is what is actually involved when we talk about taking the preventive measures of Dharma.

Inappropriate Sexual Behavior

The next destructive action of body is inappropriate sexual behavior. What is involved in inappropriate sexual behavior is adultery, for instance, which is having sexual relations with someone other than your partner. The result that follows from such types of sexual misconduct in terms of a rebirth that will ripen would be, for instance, to be reborn as a lower creature in an extremely filthy place. For example, you can see all these insects and flies living in cesspools and in absolutely horrible polluted swamps. That would be a ripening result from inappropriate sexual behavior. A result corresponding to its cause in terms of your experience would be, when you are reborn as a human being later on, that your own partner is unfaithful to you, you will be unable to hold or keep any marriage partner, and your body will give off very bad odors. On the other hand, as a result of refraining from inappropriate sexual behavior, your body will be very fragrant and radiant, and you will enjoy harmony with your partner.

When we were speaking about stealing, taking what is not given to you, remember in the analysis of these actions there are four things that need to be complete. The completion of stealing is to develop the attitude or feeling that what you’ve taken now belongs to you. The necessary completion in an act of inappropriate sexual behavior would be actually achieving the bliss of orgasm.

These are the three destructive actions of body.

The Four Destructive Actions of Speech

Lying

The fourth destructive action brings us into the category of destructive actions of speech. There are four of these and the first of them is lying. The basis involved, about which you would lie, is one of these four things: something that you’ve heard or seen, that you’ve met with, or that you know about. Likewise, it could be the four opposites or the four reverses of these: something that you haven’t seen, or you haven’t heard, or you haven’t met with or experienced, or something that you haven’t known about.

The recognition involved must be the opposite of what you have experienced. In other words, you must recognize that you have seen something but then have said that you had not, or that you had heard something but then have said you hadn’t heard it; or the opposite of these: recognize that you hadn’t seen something but then you said that you did see it. It should be that type of recognition.

Any types of motivation can be involved for lying and these could be within the categories of either desire or anger or ignorance. The same applies to any of the destructive actions; they can come from any of these three poisonous attitudes, attachment, anger or ignorance.

The motivating factor that brings about your lying would be your continual habit of lying. In other words, if you are always deceiving others, if you are always making up things, then the force of that causes your lying to arise automatically as a compulsive liar. As for the action involved in making this lie, it could be saying something. But you don’t even have to say anything, it could be by gesture of your body or by the way that you are holding yourself or some type of indication either verbal or physical of a lie. The finale is when the other person actually understands your lie, whether it is with words, gesture or expression, or not, they understand it and are aware of what you are trying to communicate, then the action is completed.

When I say that the other person understands what you’ve lied about, it doesn’t mean they understand that you lied. It means that they understand what you said and believe you, in the sense that you said you had seen something when you hadn’t, and they understand what you meant, and they now understand that you actually saw the thing when, in fact, you didn’t. It doesn’t mean that they recognize that you lied, but merely that you’ve communicated to them and they understand what you were trying to communicate.

Alex: Now Rinpoche wants to ask you what did he just say? What is the finale of a lie, how is it completed?

Participant: When someone understands you, if you duped them?

Serkong Rinpoche: What does it mean “to understand”?

Participant: If they understand the meaning you intended to convey to them?

Serkong Rinpoche: It doesn’t mean that the other person understands that you lied. It just means that they understood what you said or the gesture that you made. If they don’t understand that you lied, that implies that they understand what you said or gestured as being true.

Divisive Language

The next destructive action, the fifth of the ten, or the second of the four verbally destructive or nonvirtuous actions, is to use divisive language, to cause division by what you say. The basis involved must be parties who are harmonious with each other or who are not in harmony with each other; it could be either of these two cases. As before, the intention must involve both a recognition of the parties and also a motivation. The recognition, for instance, would be that you see two persons and you recognize that these are the ones between whom you want to cause a split. You want to make them unfriendly toward each other. So you recognize the two parties between whom you want to cause some split. Then the motivation must be either one of two cases: if they are friends, to create a rift between the two and make them become enemies, or if they are enemies, to make it worse.

The action involved could be saying something, it doesn’t matter whether it is true or not, just saying anything. Whether you have heard about it or you haven’t heard about it, it doesn’t matter; but saying something that will cause the two persons either to split apart or, if they are already apart, to split them further apart. The finale is when the parties understand what you said, those words that you said that would cause them to lose any type of harmony between them  –  that is the finale of the action. Again, it doesn’t mean that they understand that you said what you did just to cause disharmony between them.

In terms of the action involved, in addition to you making the statement, using divisive language, it has to involve at least two parties other than yourself that you are splitting apart. It could be anything beyond just two persons. It could be, for instance, trying to cause division within a whole country, or a whole area, to cause everybody to be disharmonious.

Harsh and Abusive Language

The next type of destructive action is the sixth out of the ten, or within the four of speech, the third of four, and this is to use harsh and abusive language. The party involved for your action of harsh and abusive language would be any individual or being other than yourself  –  an enemy, a friend or a relative  –  who in the past or in the present or in the future might cause you or someone else harm, or who simply annoys you. The motivation and the recognition involved are similar to the previous destructive actions, and the intention involved would be to yell or say something harsh and abusive to this person or creature.

Then the actual action involved would be to yell something, to say something harsh and abusive, whether it’s true or not, about the other persons’ social class, or something about their wealth or their physical body, or about their morality, or whatever: to say something very harsh and cruel to them about some aspect of themselves.

In terms of the first of these, to call somebody by a nasty name concerning their caste or social position, in English it could be, for instance, calling someone a bastard or something like that. In India, a transvestite eunuch who beats a drum at certain festivals, or is a sweeper or a janitor or something like that, is a very low caste; therefore to call someone a sweeper or janitor is very bad. Or in Tibet, someone who is, for instance, a blacksmith or a slaughterer of animals, or someone who is an undertaker, who takes care of the bodies of the dead, is a of very low caste. So it would be calling someone any of these types of names, like calling someone a bastard.

In terms of a physical aspect, it could be something like calling someone a cripple, or “you’re blind,” or “you’re deaf,” or “you’re ugly,” this type of thing in terms of their physical condition. Likewise, you can abuse someone with reference to their behavior, like calling them an idiot, or a jackass, or a dog, or anything like that. In sum, it is any type of verbal abuse that you say to someone. And the finale would be that the other person understands what you said.

Idle Chatter

The next destructive action is the seventh of the ten, the fourth of the four verbally destructive actions and that is to engage in idle chatter. The basis must be to talk about something completely meaningless, trivial. You must recognize and consider that this meaningless thing that you are talking about is meaningful. The motivation must be the wish to actually say these idle, trivial things, to express them. The action would be actually expressing out loud these idle meaningless things. The finale doesn’t actually require anybody else to understand what you said, but just expressing it yourself, like mumbling to yourself is sufficient for the action to be complete.

Participant: Do I understand this to include, for instance, discursive thought while you are meditating?

Serkong Rinpoche: No. To express aloud the discursive thoughts involved in meditation, like when you are looking to find the “me,” and is the “me” in your head or your foot, that kind of thing is not idle chatter. In idle chatter, the basis involved has to be something completely meaningless and trivial. Even expressing discursive thoughts aloud that come up in meditation is not idle chatter, because the process of meditation is not meaningless and stupid, even if the discursive thoughts involved are something stupid and meaningless.

Participant: Did you mean things like random thoughts that might pop in the meditation?

Alex: What I meant was random thoughts.

Participant: What I think of as idle chatter when I find my mind wandering?

Alex: Like?

Participant: Anything that comes up.

Participant 2: Like what we are going to do after the meditation.

Alex: Saying that out loud?

Participant 2: No, just thinking.

Alex: Well this is an action of speech, but I’ll ask Rinpoche in terms of saying it aloud.

Serkong Rinpoche: First of all, it has to be expressed aloud for it to be idle chatter; mental idle chatter is something else. What is being discussed here is an actual verbal act and, in terms of that, it has to be something completely meaningless and stupid. If you are meditating and you are hungry and you say out loud, “I’m hungry. What should I make myself for lunch?” That’s not idle chatter because it has some meaning to it. But saying something that is completely stupid and meaningless, something that has no purpose, would be.

The Three Destructive Actions of Mind

Covetous Thinking

The next is the eighth of the destructive actions, and this starts the three destructive actions of mind, the first of which is to think covetous thoughts, thoughts of desiring things belonging to others. The basis for this would be the wealth or possessions of someone else. The motivation involved requires a recognition of what is it that you covet and you want for yourself. For instance, if you see somebody else’s house, the house would be the object involved, and the thought “Oh, I wish I had that” would be the recognition involved, recognizing exactly what it is that you are coveting. The motivation involved is this continual habit of wanting and wanting and wanting, coveting things. The actual action involved is this thought of wanting to have this thing and deciding to do something in order to get this thing that you covet. So the action is thinking that you are going to do something about getting it, and then the finale would be actually making the decision that you are going to try to get this thing that you covet.

Thinking with Malice

The next destructive action of mind is thinking thoughts of malice or ill will toward others. The basis for this is similar to that for using cruel and harsh abusive language. It could be, for instance, an enemy or someone you don’t like who harmed you in the past, or is hurting you now, or might hurt you in the future. Likewise, it could be a friend or a relative, who has done something to harm you or annoy you in the past, or is doing that at present, or might do that in the future. So, any type of being could be the object of a malicious thought. The motivation involved, the intention, would be to think about that person and wish to punch them or hit them or do something nasty to them. The motivating thought should be one of thinking to act with continuity, for instance to actually go out and punch the person. Then the action involved would be actually thinking to go and enact your thought of malice, and not only having the malicious thought of hurting someone, but actually striving to put that into practice, to actually do it. The finale is when you actually make the firm decision, for instance, “I’m going to get that big stick over there and I’m going to clout somebody with it.” It’s when you make the firm decision to do it that the thought of malice is complete.

Distorted, Antagonistic Thinking

As for distorted, antagonistic thinking, the basis involved has to be something that is so. The recognition would be to believe what is untrue to be true; and the motivation or intention would be to deny it is true. The action would be to think to tell others what you think, for instance, that there are no future lives when it is the case that there are future lives, or that there is no such thing as a relation between cause and effect, or that happiness does not follow from acting positively and constructively. The finale is when you decide definitely to spread your distorted beliefs.

Summary

It is very important to know about these things; not only to know about these various destructive actions, but to actually put these teachings into practice by refraining from acting destructively. This is really the most important point that we can talk about. When the great Atisha was invited to Tibet, the king who invited him said, “Please tell us first about karma; tell us about the laws of behavior and its results. Don’t speak to us immediately about the high practices of tantra.” When Atisha heard this request, he was very happy.

The various teachings on lojong, which is the training or cleansing of our attitudes, and the various teachings on mahamudra, which is the great seal of reality  –  all of them include these points about karma, about behavior and its results, as their preliminary. There is no proper way of getting into those teachings without understanding this, since it is the background and context.

So now we come back to the point where this discussion took off, to the original question, what is Dharma, what is a preventive measure or spiritual practice? At the first level, a spiritual practice of Dharma involves taking preventive measures to prevent a very horrible rebirth. In other words, it concerns working for your future lives. Therefore, when you examine your behavior and reflect on what will be the result of such behavior in future lives, and then you refrain from doing the destructive actions that would cause your future lives to be miserable and horrible, then this is a spiritual practice of Dharma.

The Four Laws of Karma

For instance, you could be very ignorant and think that making a blood sacrifice, sacrificing an animal, is going to bring you happiness in the future. People who do such things are mistaken, because by acting destructively in killing other creatures, there’s no way that as a result things can go well for them in the future. The only result that can follow from killing in a blood sacrifice is unhappiness and suffering. That is the first law of karma, that if you are experiencing unhappiness, this is definitely the result of previously committed destructive actions.

The next aspect of the laws of behavior and its results is the increase factor. This can be understood on an external level, if you plant a peach pit, what will grow from it is a very large peach tree; if you plant a small apple seed, the apple tree that grows from it is very big. Likewise, if you plant a small positive action as a cause, the results that will follow from it, the happiness, can be very great and inexhaustible.

For instance, if you really have an extremely proper and positive thought and make a full body length prostration with that extremely positive intention, then you can build up the potential for being reborn as a cosmic emperor as many times as there are grains of earth beneath your outstretched body. The same is true with respect to acting destructively: the problems and sufferings that follow from even a small destructive action can be very great. There is the example of someone who abused a monk, saying “Your voice is like that of a dog,” and as a result this person was reborn as a dog five hundred times. So there is a great danger in using abusive language and yelling at someone. If you yell at someone and call him a dog, that doesn’t have the power to change that person into a dog, but there is a great danger that you yourself will be reborn as one.

Among the direct disciples of the Buddha, the one who was noted as being the greatest in wisdom was Shariputra. Among all the disciples, he had the greatest clarity of mind and discrimination. The reason for this was that in a previous lifetime he had been a letter carrier, a postman. Once, he was traveling on the road delivering messages and letters and he stopped for the night in an old abandoned temple. In this temple, there were murals with many pictures representing the body, speech and mind of the Buddhas. When Shariputra was in this temple that night, he lit a lamp to fix his shoes and this lamp illuminated all those pictures representing the qualities of the Buddha. As a result of having made clear and illuminated these pictures, he himself had the greatest clarity of mind and the greatest amount of discrimination. So in whatever room you might have where there are pictures of enlightened beings, Buddhas and so forth, if you illuminate them, if you make offerings of candles or an offering of turning on the lights and illuminate them with electric lights, the benefits are very great. Of course you have to be very careful and use common sense, because when you offer candles and light incense sticks, there’s a danger that you might burn the house down. So you should be careful in the way you offer these things.

As for the third law of karma, among the Buddha’s elder disciples there was a group of sixteen, sometimes called the sixteen arhats, one of whom was called Kanakavatsa. In a previous life, this person had lived at the time of the first Buddha of this era. That Buddha used to ride around on a very magnificent elephant as his mount, and this person made an offering of gold leaf ornament to the elephant with great faith and respect. As a result, when he was reborn in a household at the time of Buddha Shakyamuni, a golden elephant whose droppings were solid gold also came by the household at the same time as he was reborn there. The king in the land where he was reborn, the powerful king Ajatashatru, ordered that this magnificent golden elephant be brought to the palace. However, every time the officials tried to take the elephant away from this house to bring it to the king’s quarters, the elephant disappeared under the ground and miraculously reappeared at this house. They tried to take the elephant away three times, but each time the elephant disappeared and reappeared in this household, and that was because the king had not built up any positive potential to own this elephant, whereas this child in that household had. This is an example of how, if you haven’t built up the potential from a certain action, you will not experience its results.

As for the fourth law, if you have committed an action, the potential will never be in vain or a waste, but in fact it will ripen as it did with this child having the potential for a golden elephant. The youth eventually turned away from family life to take robes with the Buddha, and the Buddha said, “Now there is no need for you to have this golden elephant,” and by his power the golden elephant disappeared. This person worked very hard and achieved the state of an arhat, a liberated being, and was known as the elder, the arhat Kanakavatsa.

 Session Three: Examples of the Laws of Karma
Meditation Practices on the Laws of Karma

Yesterday we talked about the laws of karma, the laws of behavioral cause and effect. In terms of karma in general, the main practice entails specifically to restrain yourself from committing any of the ten destructive, or nonvirtuous, actions and to make an effort to perform the various constructive, or virtuous, ones. We also discussed various features of the laws of behavior and their results, particularly, first of all, the certainty factor: that if you perform a constructive or positive action, it is certain that the result of that will be happiness. We discussed also the factor of increase, that from a small action very many and great results can follow. The way to meditate on all of this, or to build up beneficial habits of mind with respect to this, is to think about the certainty of behavior and its results, to think that happiness is what comes as a result of constructive actions, whereas unhappiness, suffering and problems is what follow from destructive ones.

You start by thinking about all the different types of happiness you might want and ask yourself, “Well, what are going to be the causes for these?” Next you think about the various constructive actions and how they will ripen, considering that they have a ripening result, they have a result that corresponds to its cause in terms of your experience and also in terms of your instinctive behavior, and they have comprehensive results. You think about all these results and the happiness you would want to achieve, and how they would come about from these causes, namely, acting positively and constructively. You then think, “I want to be able to achieve that happiness.” Therefore, you make a firm decision to try to get this happiness.

Then you think that what would cause problems and prevent you from attaining this happiness would be to act destructively. You then think of the various destructive actions and their results, the ripening results, the results that correspond to their causes in your resultant experience and in your instinctive behavior, and the comprehensive results. Finally you think, “I don’t at all want to experience any of these types of problems and sufferings,” and therefore, you take a very firm decision to abandon acting destructively in any of these ten manners.

Then you consider the increase factor, how from a small action, large results can follow and you decide firmly, “I’m going to try to do even the smallest type of constructive action and I will try to avoid committing even the most minor destructive one.”

Then you think about the next two factors, which are that if you haven’t committed an action you won’t meet with its results, and if you have done a certain action, it will not have been in vain and its results will ripen. In terms of these you think, for instance, that if you’ve acted destructively, built up a negative potential, there are only two possibilities. You can purify yourself of having to experience that potential through applying the four opponent forces such as regret and so forth; otherwise, it is certain that you will have to experience its results. Likewise, having done certain positive constructive actions, it is only a matter of time that happiness will ripen from that, or, having acted destructively, that unhappiness and problems will come as a result. These things will ripen for sure and you can be certain of that, it is never the case that, having built up a potential for something, this won’t ripen at some point.

However, if you haven’t built up any potential for something, then there’s never a cause for it to happen. For instance, if you think of various types of happiness that you might desire, there’s no way you will experience those types of happiness unless you build up the causes that will bring them about. So in that way think of how, if you haven’t built up the causes, you won’t meet with the results, and having built up the causes, it will not have been in vain.

Various Accounts Illustrating the Laws of Behavior and Its Results

If You Have Committed an Action, It Will Not Have Been in Vain

To illustrate this, there’s the case of a son who locked his mother up in the house and wouldn’t give her anything to eat. The mother pleaded for some food and the son just took some ashes from the fire, mixed them with some water and gave that to the mother to eat. Finally, the mother starved to death.

This son died and in a later life he was reborn at the time Shakyamuni Buddha was alive gracing the earth. He took up robes, studied and reached the state of an arhat, a liberated being. However, even after achieving the state of a liberated being, of an arhat, he became very sick. In those times, the monks who followed the Buddha used to go in the morning on alms rounds with their begging bowls, but this arhat could not go. The Buddha suggested that some of the monks who had miraculous powers take the bowl of this sick monk around on alms and bring it back to him with some food. So one of the monks took the bowl of this sick arhat and went out on begging rounds with it, but when he took the bowl back to the sick monk, a bird came and took away the bowl and everything in it, and there was no way for him to deliver the meal.

This happened again and again for six or seven days, there was no way that food could be brought to this sick arhat. Then, one day, Shariputra himself tried to take the begging bowl and bring it to this monk with food. As he brought the bowl toward the house, the doors of the house disappeared and without an entrance there was no way to get into the house. All this was something that came about as a result of previous negative karmic potential built up by this monk.

Shariputra used his various miraculous powers to make a door and walked in bringing the bowl into the house, placed it on the ground in front of the sick monk, and the bowl disappeared into the ground, also as a result of the previous karma of this monk. Although it had sunk under the ground, Shariputra again used his miraculous powers to stick his hand into the ground and bring the bowl back up. The monk tried to eat the food, but as he brought it up to his face, his mouth disappeared and he had no mouth to eat.

Well, even though this might sound very weird, this is the type of extraordinary things that happen as a result of karmic potentials built up from past lives. After this event, the monk explained to Shariputra that all of this was the result that was ripening from the past, “I denied my mother food and, as a result of that, it is impossible for me to eat anything, to get any food. Even though I’ve achieved the state of a liberated being, an arhat, nevertheless, the results of previous karma are certain. But in that previous life I gave my mother gruel made out of ashes and so, if you make that for me, I will be able to eat it.” He ate this gruel made of ashes and then he demonstrated all the miraculous powers that he had gained as an arhat, a liberated being, such as flying through the air, and making fire and water and all sorts of elements come out from his body. After demonstrating all these powers, he passed away into the final release of parinirvana.

This story shows that if you have built up a certain karmic potential, the action will not have been in vain; and even if you’ve achieved the state of a liberated being, an arhat, such things will ripen.

If You Have Not Purified All Karmic Potentials, They Will Surely Ripen

Participant: Please may I ask a question?

Serkong Rinpoche: Yes

Participant: On the one hand it is said that karmic seeds can be burnt, purified, by the four opponent powers, but, on the other hand, it seems that even these great masters who are arhats have to definitely suffer the results of their actions? How is that possible?

Serkong Rinpoche: As you point out, if you openly admit to, confess, the wrongs that you have done and apply the various opponent forces to purify yourself, then there is no need to have to experience the results of the various actions you’ve done in the past. However, the various deeds of liberated beings are quite inconceivable and there are instances such as this, where they didn’t openly admit to past wrongs and didn’t purify themselves, and as a result they had to experience the consequences.

Another example about this type of thing is from the life of the great Nagarjuna. There was a king who had a special relationship with Nagarjuna. Unless Nagarjuna died, the king wouldn’t die and his son, the prince, couldn’t become king until his father had passed away. This prince wanted to become king very badly and so he went to Nagarjuna and asked him to please pass away. Nagarjuna said that he agreed to pass away, but he had achieved a type of body that could not be killed, a deathless type of body. This prince used all sorts of weapons and means to try and kill Nagarjuna but couldn’t; none of them would work. Nagarjuna said, “You should stop this, you are wasting your time. You can’t kill me that way. There is a certain action that I did in the past, in one particular life I was a grass-cutter and once I chopped off the head of an ant while cutting the grass. The potential from that is still around and if you take a blade of grass and pass it across my neck, you will be able to kill me in that way.” So the prince went out, got a piece of grass and put it across Nagarjuna’s neck and was able to slice through it with the blade of grass. This was because there was this particular potential that Nagarjuna had not purified, that he had not openly admitted to and purified from his mental continuum.

Participant: Does that mean that you have to be aware of every action you have done and purify them one by one, or is there a state you can reach in which all your actions are purified?

Serkong Rinpoche: The way to handle that situation is by considering the fact that rebirth is something that has no beginning and, therefore, there isn’t a single negative action that each of us hasn’t done at one time or another. Therefore, when you admit to the wrongs you’ve done in the past and purify yourself of them, what you do is think of absolutely every horrible nasty thing that can possibly be done, and admit to having done all of them. You can reason this out so that it becomes a rational process by thinking of all the negative things you’ve done in this lifetime, and considering that if you were to remember them all, you would come up with an incredible list of negative things that you’ve done. On the basis that in previous lifetimes you’ve acted similarly, it becomes reasonable to assume that, since you’ve had beginningless rebirths, at one time or another you’ve done every possible destructive thing. So when you purify yourself, you admit to having done every possible wrong action and imagine various nectars flowing to you from the Buddhas and purifying you as you apply the four opponent forces.

The same is true in terms of rejoicing in the constructive and positive things you’ve done in the past. It’s also based on reason, because if you think of the precious human life that you have now and all the opportunities, respites and freedoms that you have, this must have come about from having done a tremendous amount of positive things in past lifetimes. So when you rejoice in all the positive things you’ve done in the past, you should rejoice in a very vast manner. Undoubtedly you’ve done a lot of positive things as well.

Unintentional Acts

Participant: May I ask a question? Yesterday I had understood that for an action to be complete, it needs to be committed intentionally and not by accident. And yet Nagarjuna killed the ant by accident. So, what is going on here?

Serkong Rinpoche: In that past life, the action of chopping the ant’s head actually was intentional. In the account it doesn’t say that Nagarjuna accidentally chopped the head of the ant. It was that he was cutting the grass, saw this ant and chopped its head off.

The process of karma, of behavior and its results, involved in accidentally stepping on an ant is not that you have a full potential built up with all its ramifications, that you will be reborn as a hell creature if you just accidentally stepped on an ant. However, even though it doesn’t have the full consequences, it still does have some consequences. For instance, it would have the consequence of the same thing happening to you at some time in the future. Ants, for instance, experience people stepping on them; and so the same thing would happen to you as a result of your stepping on an ant. Sometime when you are an ant, you’re going to be stepped on as well.

We need to understand what it means to say that the consequences of your actions come back to you. Accidently stepping on an ant wouldn’t have as a ripening being reborn in a hell, or having a short life and things like that, but it would have some consequences. The action comes back to you in some form. This is why in monasteries there is the custom of taking the rainy season summer precepts of staying in retreat. For three months during the Indian monsoon, the monks and nuns must stay within the limits of the grounds of their monasteries and nunneries and not go outside. The reason why that was instituted for the three monsoon months in India was because during the monsoon there’s a tremendous amount of insects all around. To prevent the monks and nuns from stepping on insects as they walked around on their alms rounds, the Buddha decreed that during that period they should stay inside the grounds and mostly meditate.

This is related to the three spheres of activities of explanation and practice, a list of activities and practices that was written down for monks and nuns. The first of these is the sphere of abandonment of things and gaining mental constancy; the second is the sphere of actions through work; and the third is the sphere of reading and studying through listening and pondering. The practices of the rainy season retreat would fall within the first sphere, the sphere of abandoning actions through gaining mental constancy and meditating. So the three months of the monsoon, when the insects are most numerous, is the time to put into practice this sphere of abandoning things through gaining mental constancy.

The Passing Away of a Buddha

Participant: Sometimes I’ve heard it said that high lamas, such as the Dalai Lama and Ling Rinpoche and also Buddha Shakyamuni when he passed away, are not subject to karma but are only demonstrating it. Is that the case or is it that in taking a body, even if it’s to help other beings, they’re actually subject to the effect of their own actions that they did in the past?

Serkong Rinpoche: Are you asking the question from the point of view of sutra or tantra?

Participant: I suppose sutra.

Serkong Rinpoche: The Sutra of Golden Light, the Suvarnaprabha Sutra, states that the Buddha has no final passing away or parinirvana and the Dharma has no setting like a sunset. However, when the karma and potentials of the disciples who will be able to meet with the Buddha are exhausted, they then demonstrate passing away. It also says that although the body of a Buddha is not made out of flesh, bones and blood, and therefore there’s no way that it could produce actual physical relics; nevertheless, because of the power of the disciples’ faith, the Buddhas demonstrate and create these relics for them.

If you have faith and respectful belief, then you will see the appearance of the various enlightened beings, like seeing the moon reflected in a clear lake. But if you don’t have respectful belief and you lack faith, then you won’t see them. For instance, His Holiness the Dalai Lama could be sitting on a throne and people would be coming up to meet him and receive his blessings, but there are many examples of people who would just walk right by and not even see him.

Now in terms of Nirmanakayas, the word in Tibetan is tulku, there are different types. There is the supreme type of Nirmanakaya or Emanation Body, such as the Buddha Shakyamuni appearing in the full form complete with the thirty-two major signs and the eighty minor signs. He demonstrated a manner of passing away in accordance with the ways in which we can perceive and see things. In The Sutra of the Fortunate Eon, which describes the life accounts of the thousand and two Buddhas of this fortunate eon, it mentions two different ways in which Buddhas pass away and what’s done with their bodies. Some, like Buddha Shakyamuni, pass away like he passed away in Kushinagar and their body is cremated. Others, when they pass away, their bodies are left in state. That doesn’t mean that the body was necessarily buried, but it could be that it was left off in a cave or up on a mountain, and in that way disposed of by remaining in state.

There are two ways of seeing the event of Buddha Shakyamuni passing away in Kushinagar. One is from the point of view of the shravakas, the listeners to the teachings, and the other is from the point of the vast-minded Mahayana practitioners. The listeners, the Hinayana practitioners, interpret a final passing away in which there is no remainder left of any of the aggregates, just like the going out of a candle. The Mahayana system describes what happens after a Buddha passes away quite differently. However, in both cases there is a presentation of the passing away of the Buddha, a parinirvana. In Mahayana, they say the Buddha only demonstrates passing away and doesn’t really have a final passing away like you would have in the Hinayana system. But the way he demonstrates a passing away is in the ordinary manner to which we are accustomed.

When the Buddha was still practicing on the paths, still requiring training, he took many rebirths and there’s a description of five hundred rebirths in pure forms and five hundred rebirths in impure forms. These five hundred impure births were in non-human forms, and one of them was a rebirth as a very large ape. At that time, there were hunters who were after all the forest animals. As all the animals were running away from the hunters, this large ape, who was a previous life of the Buddha, saw a stream. He put his feet on one margin, reached out over the stream and, putting his arms on the other margin, formed a bridge so that the deer and the other forest creatures could cross over and escape the hunters. After all the animals had passed over, the ape looked back and saw there was one tiny baby creature that was still hopping along, so he waited until this last animal had crossed over. All this traffic of animals with very sharp hooves, like deer and so forth running over him, had eaten away the ape’s back, causing it a great deal of damage. His body was in a terrible state and was of no more use, and so he let go, fell into the stream and died.

Later, when the Buddha was reborn as Shakyamuni, he had many, many disciples whom he led to various states of realization and attainment. When the Buddha was about to pass away, he noticed there was this one non-Buddhist left who still had the karma to be a disciple of his and attain realizations. So the Buddha blessed his life span to be one month longer in order to be able to teach this last disciple. After this one month extension of his life, he went to Kushinagar and passed away. The reason for this was that this last disciple was that baby forest creature that had been left behind after all the other animals had crossed the stream, and who still had the karma to pass over the bridge of the Buddha, the ape. So he still had the karma to be a disciple of the Buddha and this account came about because of that.

The Bodies of a Buddha

This type of Emanation Body or Nirmanakaya of a Buddha is called a Supreme Nirmanakaya, one that has thirty-two major excellent signs and eighty minor exemplary features, like the Buddha Shakyamuni. If we have built up the potentials to meet with such a Supreme Emanation Body of a Buddha, then even as an ordinary being we’ll be able to meet with such a figure; but if not, we won’t be able to. As for Sambhogakayas or Bodies of a Buddha that Make Full Use of Mahayana, these are ones that abide in Wo-min or Akanishta realm, the realm to which nothing is higher, and these can only be seen by arya bodhisattvas. Arya bodhisattvas are dedicated beings who have actually cognized voidness nonconceptually with straightforward cognition. Aside from these arya bodhisattvas, no one else is able to see Sambhogakayas. As for Dharmakayas, the Bodies of the Buddha that Encompass Everything, except for the Buddhas themselves, no other beings, not even arya bodhisattvas, can actually perceive them.

Of the various types of Bodies of a Buddha, we as ordinary beings can’t see a Dharmakaya, we can’t see a Sambhogakaya, a Body of Full Use, and most of us can’t even see a Supreme Emanation Body, a Supreme Nirmanakaya. However, there are three types of Nirmanakaya, there’s

· a Supreme Emanation Body,

· an Emanation Body as an Artisan

· an Emanation Body as a Personage.

Ordinary beings like us have the ability to see an Emanation Body, a Nirmanakaya, as either an artisan or as an ordinary personage. Examples of Nirmanakaya or Emanation Bodies that are as personages, those who have literally taken birth, would be the Senior Tutor, Yongdzin Ling Rinpoche, and His Holiness the Dalai Lama.

With respect to the Sangha, the Sanskrit word has the connotation of “supreme community” and the Tibetan has the connotation of “intent” and “positive goal.” So, putting these together as “the supreme community intent on a positive goal” or “intent community” conveys the whole meaning of both the Sanskrit and the Tibetan.

It’s useful, particularly in ceremonies where you take Mahayana precepts, to do the recitations both in Tibetan and English, and to have terminology in translation that actually communicates the connotations of the original words, rather than just having stock words that you have inherited from previous translators.

There is an account showing an example of an Emanation Body as an Artisan or an artist. Once there was a king of the gandharvas. The gandarvas are the heavenly musicians; their name literally means “those who sustain themselves on fragrances.” This king of the heavenly musicians was extremely proud and arrogant for being such a fantastic player of the vina, an Indian stringed instrument. In order to tame this proud king, the Buddha manifested himself as an artisan, this time as a musician. They had a musical competition on the vina, which has a thousand strings. Each round they would cut off more and more strings and continue playing the vina on less and less strings, until they were down to one string. The king was still able to keep up with the Buddha, but then the Buddha cut off the last string and continued to play beautiful music with no strings, and the king had to admit defeat. In this way, the Buddha was able to humble his pride and eventually help tame his mind. This is an example of an Emanation Body as an Artisan.

The actual Form Bodies that we can meet before we become Buddhas ourselves, then, would be like the Supreme Emanation Body, an Emanation Body as an Artisan, an Emanation Body as a Personage  –  those are the different Nirmanakayas  –  and also the Sambhogakaya or a Body of Full Use. Among these Form Bodies, a Body that Makes Full Use, or a Sambhogakaya, is one that has no passing away whatsoever. Whereas the various Emanation Bodies, the Nirmanakayas, either as supreme or as an artist or as a personage, are the ones in which a Buddha would demonstrate passing away.

So how did that question arise; from what point in the discourse? What was the occasion?

Participant: I think you were talking about the four opponent powers and that we can purify actions. After that, there was the story of the arhat who still had to suffer the result of his actions.

Serkong Rinpoche: The question arose out of this account of Nagarjuna, in which Nagarjuna said, “The only way you can kill me is because I have this one karmic potential left that I haven’t openly admitted to. I have not purified myself of having killed this ant, and therefore the one way you can kill me is by killing me in the same fashion as I killed the ant.” The question then is, in terms of the Buddhas, when the Buddhas demonstrate passing away, is it a similar case? Is it based on a karmic potential that they haven’t purified themselves of?

The Buddhas explain that it is like that, but, in fact, they are only demonstrating the laws of behavior and its results. Buddhas have purified themselves of all negative potentials, so there is no reason for them to have to experience the results of any negative actions they might have done in the past. However, to demonstrate the certainty of the laws of karma, they sometimes do demonstrate different things happening to them, although this is just a demonstration that they set up in order to teach a particular lesson.

Further Examples of If You Have Committed a Certain Action, You Will Meet with Its Result

There is the historical account of the Buddha once getting a thorn in his foot. People asked, “What’s the reason why you got this splinter?” He replied, “In a past lifetime I was a captain on a merchant vessel with five hundred merchants on it. The vessel had gone off to sea to get treasures from the deep and, returning back to shore, the ship was full of jewels and various riches.

“There was one criminal on board called Minag Dungdung, who wanted to take over the ship, kill everybody and steal the treasure. At that time I saw that if nothing was done to stop this criminal, he would kill everybody. So at that time I exchanged self for others and, rather than letting this criminal build up the enormous negative potential from killing everybody and letting all the suffering arise for those merchants who would be killed by him, I took all the suffering consequences on myself by killing him and preventing him from doing this act. So at that time when I killed him, I did so being fully willing to accept all the disastrous results that would follow from that. My getting a thorn in my foot is a result of that.”

Of course, the Buddha had purified himself of that negative karma, but then he allowed himself to get a splinter in order to teach that lesson to his disciples. So there are these types of examples, even with the Buddhas. These are instances of the fact that, if you have committed a certain action, you will meet with its result, and if you haven’t committed it, you won’t.

Another example that I left out was that of Devadatta hitting or trying to hit the Buddha; this also can teach people the same type of lesson about karma.

Further Example of If You Have Committed a Certain Action, It Will Not Go to Waste without Yielding Its Result

But there is yet a different type of example. Long ago there were sixteen thieves who stole a cow and brought it to some lady in town who had an inn. They then slaughtered the cow and ate it. At the time of the Buddha, there was the wife of a minister, who had had sixteen sons. The sixteen sons were extremely skilled, learned and clever, and the king favored them very much. At that time, the cow that had been rustled in that previous life had been reborn as another minister of the same king, and he didn’t like these children at all. On one occasion, these sixteen sons, who were quite rowdy and athletic youths, were crossing a bridge and they were horsing around on the bridge, and sort of poking each other and fighting. This other minister who had been the cow then said to the king, “You like those kids over here, but really they’re no good and they just pretend to be very nice and innocent in your presence.”

One day this other minister gave each of the sixteen sons a hollow cane made out of some sort of crystal, which had a sharp knife concealed inside it. On the outside you couldn’t see that there was a knife concealed inside and they just looked like very lovely crystal sticks. Then the minister went to the king and said, “You think those boys are so innocent and cute but, actually, one day they are going to come in here with crystal canes that have concealed weapons inside, and they are going to kill you.” The king saw the boys playing outside with these canes and, although he didn’t believe the minister, he asked someone to bring in one of the canes and break it open to see what was inside.

Now the Buddha, who was aware of this awful ploy that was going on, went that night to the boys’ mother’s house and taught her, and she gained bare cognition of reality, of voidness, achieving the state of a liberated being, an arhat. Back at the court, the king had one of these canes broken open and saw that in fact it did have a weapon concealed inside. He got very angry at the boys and without any trial or further investigation, he had all their heads chopped off, and he put all their heads in a big box and sent it back to the mother’s house. But, as I explained, the mother had been visited that night by the Buddha and had gained nonconceptual bare cognition of reality and so, when she opened the box with the heads of her sixteen sons inside, she was able to remain calm and not get upset.

In this account, the sixteen sons were the sixteen cow rustlers from this previous life and the mother was the innkeeper, the lady who had helped prepare the meal and had served the cow to the cattle rustlers., This shows how, if you’ve done certain actions in the past, the karmic potential built up from them will not go to waste but will, in fact, ripen.

Further Examples of the Ripenings of Karma

At the time of the Buddha there was a wood merchant who made an offering of gold coins to the Buddha and to the community of the Sangha. As a result, this person was reborn with gold earrings. There was also another person who made an offering of gold to the Buddha and when this person was reborn, whenever this person’s hands were clenched and then opened, a gold coin would fall out.

In another place, somebody was building a huge stupa, a relic monument, and there was one worker who always complained bitterly about all the work involved: “Why in the world are you building such a huge monstrosity? This is just too much work!” He complained all the time. So he kept on complaining that it was too big and it was a monstrosity, but eventually it got finished. When he saw the finished monument he rejoiced in it and thought it was worthwhile after all. He used his salary to buy a golden bell which he then offered and it was then placed on top of the stupa. As a result, he was reborn at the time of Buddha Shakyamuni as a monk who was called “the sweet voiced one” on account of his extremely sweet voice. His body, however, was an absolute monstrosity, a complete disaster. He was a very deformed dwarf and anybody who saw him would get revolted and nauseated by his sight. But his voice was so sweet that anybody who passed by would stop and listen to him. Even the animals would prick their ears up when he was chanting.

A rich patron once came to see the Buddha and heard this beautiful chanting voice. He said, “I’d really like to meet the monk who’s chanting like that.” The Buddha said, “No you don’t; it would be much better if you didn’t see him” But the patron insisted on going to see this monk and, when he saw him, he was thoroughly revolted by the sight. He asked what was the cause for this and the Buddha explained that, in a previous life, the monk had been a worker on this stupa who kept on complaining that the stupa was a monstrosity, and that it shouldn’t be built so big. As a result, he was reborn as a very small deformed dwarf, a monstrosity. But because at the end of the construction he had offered a bell to the stupa, he had a beautiful voice as a result.

There is another account of a land in which there were seven queens who all went out on a picnic along with their maidservant. During the picnic, they wanted to build a camp fire and there was a bush that had a pheasant nest in it. While the maidservant went off to get water, the seven queens lit a fire out of this bush and burned the pheasant to death. These queens were reborn at the time of the Buddha, they all became nuns and all achieved the state of arhats, of liberated beings. As liberated beings, they had all the miraculous powers, to be able to fly in the air and have various elements come forth from their body like fire and water, and so on. The maidservant was also reborn at that time and was also with this group of nuns, but she had not achieved the state of a liberated arhat.

One day, when they were all together, the house caught fire and, although the seven nuns who had achieved liberation had the miraculous powers to be able to fly through the air, they were unable to use them and were all burned to death. This is, again, an example that if you’ve built up a certain karmic potential, then you will have to meet with its result, that it will not go to waste. Again, in this example, they had not openly admitted to the wrong and purified themselves of the potential built up. The maidservant, who had not been involved in this act of burning the bush with the pheasant in it, was also caught in the fire in this later life, but was able to escape by crawling out of a drain from the house. This example also goes to show that when you haven’t built up a certain potential, you won’t have to experience its result.

Developing Confident Belief in the Teachings on Karma

All the exact intricate and subtle details of the laws of behavior and its results are something that only a fully enlightened Buddha can be completely aware of. It is very important to study these laws and study these matters. The texts explaining them are in the translated words of the Buddha, the Kangyur, in several of its volumes and especially in the Sutra of the Wise and Fool. These all discuss karma and you should try to study them.

As for the actual presentation of behavior and its results, the fact of being reborn in lower realms and things like that are things that we can’t see with bare perception, with our own eyes. The only way we can be convinced of it is by relying on the scriptural authority of the Buddha, relying on the Buddha’s word. How do we actually develop that confident belief that what the Buddha said about karma and these things is correct? To accept it simply because the Buddha is very precious and a holy being is something that doesn’t sit well with everyone and is not a very stable or steady reason for believing what the Buddha said, because it’s quite likely you might eventually think that the Buddha just sort of made it all up.

How do we develop confident belief in what the Buddha said about karma and these laws? Well, we consider all the things the Buddha said about voidness, about reality. The Buddha gave many lines of logical reasoning to establish that there’s no such thing as all these various fantasized, impossible ways of existing. If we use our powers of reasoning going through these lines of logic, then we too will become convinced that what the Buddha said about reality was true. Likewise, the Buddha gave all sorts of methods to be able to gain a stilled and settled state of mind, to be able to develop shamatha, mental quiescence, and if we practice them, we will in fact be able to gain a stilled and settled state of mind. When you’ve proved all of that to yourself, then you develop confident belief that what the Buddha said was true and, therefore, by extension, you’ll gain confident belief in what the Buddha said about the laws of behavior and its results.

All of this has come from the discussion of the ten destructive and the ten constructive actions. These are things that are very important to know and to put into practice.

 Session Four: Precious Human Rebirth, Death and Impermanence, and Safe Direction (Refuge)
A Precious Human Rebirth

It is very important to appreciate the fact that we have a precious human body as a working basis and that it enjoys all the various respites from all the difficult situations with no chance to practice and that it also has the enriching factors of various opportunities to improve ourselves. It is on this basis that we can practice ethics and always act constructively, because if we were reborn as an animal, for instance, there is no way we could follow any type of ethical behavior. This human body that we have isn’t something that you can go out to a store and buy. It’s not something that you can acquire through going to work every day, saving up money from your salary and then go purchase somewhere. It is something that is extremely difficult to come by.

To be reborn as a human being in order to have a precious human body requires a cause, and the cause for this is observing ethical self-discipline. The fact that we do have a human body now is an indication that in the past we’ve acted in a very ethical fashion. Therefore, having met with all these preventive measures of the Dharma now, in this lifetime, it is extremely important for us to maintain very pure ethical conduct. In addition to this, it is necessary to continue to practice such things as generosity, patience, energetic enthusiastic perseverance for what is positive, mental constancy or concentration, and discriminating awareness. These things are also necessary.

If we look at ourselves, we find that, instead of being generous and giving, we’re just the opposite, we’re rather miserly; instead of being very patient and tolerant, we are prone to anger and have very little tolerance. If we act like that, it is going to be very difficult to continue obtaining precious human rebirths in the future.

In addition to these factors, as a further cause, we need to have made pure prayers to attain a precious human rebirth. But if we look at ourselves, we very rarely make any prayers and, even if we do pray, we pray for things for this lifetime only: that we have good health, that we don’t get sick, that we live long and so forth. Again, this indicates how difficult it will be to obtain another precious human rebirth in the future.

It’s extremely rare to find someone who actually is spiritually oriented, in the full sense of what a spiritual practice of Dharma entails: someone who is interested in benefiting their future lifetimes. If you look in the area around here, how many people are even interested in these matters? If you count, only fourteen or fifteen persons have actually showed up for these teachings from all the people who live around here.

Therefore, we look at what we have achieved already and we realize that have a precious human rebirth now. This is the result of a great deal of work and effort that we’ve put in during previous lifetimes. Unless we do something about it, it will be very difficult for us to achieve this again in future lifetimes. If we work very, very hard, we will prepare all the causes to continue being reborn with such a precious human rebirth, a precious body with all its opportunities. If we do nothing about it, then it’s going to be extremely difficult for us to be reborn with such a good chance again in the future.

Furthermore, we can accomplish a lot more with this precious human body that we have because, in fact, we can become totally clear-minded, we can become fully evolved and reach our fullest potentials by becoming an enlightened Buddha. If we ask “Well, who has actually done that?” then there is the example of the great Milarepa who became enlightened in his very lifetime.

As for the working basis of a human body that Milarepa had and the ones that we have, there’s no difference. They are exactly the same: both are human. But Milarepa was someone who put the main emphasis on future lifetimes instead of on things for this lifetime; and who, between concern for self and concern for others, put his main emphasis on working for others; and between worldly activities and spiritual activities, put his main emphasis on spiritual matters. By placing his priorities on these things, he was able to achieve enlightenment in his very lifetime.

He went to his teacher, the translator Marpa, and began his practice and studies when he had already reached the age of forty and started his practice and continued from there. If we think of his example, then we all have the ability to work very hard, there’s no excuse. We can all achieve the same attainments as Milarepa and we all can become enlightened in our very lifetime. All of that can be accomplished on the basis of having a precious human body.

You need to think about these things that we’ve spoken about in terms of abandoning, refraining from ever committing the ten destructive actions and try always to act constructively, to do the ten constructive actions, keep this type of strict morality and take full advantage of your precious human rebirth. It’s by working on building up steps or stages that you actually will be able to achieve enlightenment on this foundation.

Being Mindful of the Certainty of Death

If the excellent working basis of our human body were to last for a very long time, then we could sit back and take it easy; but since that is not the case, it is necessary to work very hard to take advantage of it. Furthermore, if this body were something that was not subject to death at all, then there would be no need to take any preventive measures for the future in terms of practicing the Dharma, or even if you did take some preventive measures you could do it whenever you felt like it. However, as we discussed earlier, even the Buddha himself demonstrated passing away. If you look at all the great masters of the past, all the learned pandits, the mahasiddis, the highly realized masters of India, and look at all the great masters of Tibet, from all the different traditions, Kagyu, Nyingma, Gelug and Sakya, there were masters equal in numbers to stars in the sky. Yet it’s not heard that any among them did not pass away, did not die. Even in terms of ordinary beings, there’ve been thousands of great historical figures, kings and so on, but there are none among them who did not die. Once you’ve been born, there’s nothing left but to die. It has never been heard of someone who has been born and didn’t die.

These are things that you need to consider and think about. When you want to meditate on something, these are the things you should meditate on. You need to build up beneficial habits of mind by thinking over and over again that nothing remains static; everything is impermanent, especially our own lives.

With respect to this, what is the point of meditating and building up the habit of mind of always being mindful of impermanence? The point is that, if you think of all the negative potentials that you have built up and apply the various opponent forces to purify yourselves of the disastrous consequences which would follow from these potentials, then when the time for you to die actually comes, you will have no fears. When your time is up and it’s actually time for you to die, it doesn’t matter how many good hospitals there are, they’ll be of no help. Whether you are in India and you want to come back to the West for treatment, or go to Western hospitals there, or go to a Tibetan doctor, none of it matters, because when your time is up, it is up, and no hospital is going to help. It doesn’t matter how many friends or relatives you might have, even if you are a king and have a tremendous number of subjects and people under you. As a king or a ruler, you could have your entire army around you, but it will make no difference at all. When it’s time to die, you won’t be able to bring even one person along with you.

So if the conclusion that you reach when you think about all of this is “Now I must really take some preventive measures and practice the Dharma; aside from that, there will be no method and no way to handle the situation of my upcoming death,” that will be very good, you’ve made some progress. But if you think of putting off taking some preventive measures for your death until tomorrow, next week, next year, or something like that, you can’t put it off because there’s no certainty as to the exact time when you are going to die.

There is no certainty as to the time when death will come. You could very easily be killed in a motor accident in the prime of your youth. Death can come to you unexpectedly at any time. For instance, people who were alive yesterday have died today; people alive in the morning are dead in the afternoon. It’s very easy and there’s no way of saying when exactly your death is going to come.

If you think that when you are young and in the prime of your life it’s not necessary to take any preventive measures for the future, that you can leave it till later, you are making a big mistake. Not only can you die when you are young, but you might for instance go crazy and find yourself in a mental institution later on in life, or you can get some horrible disease and find yourself in a hospital, and in those situations you won’t be able to handle it at all. So when you think about taking these preventive measures of the Dharma, it’s necessary to do so immediately, starting right now.

If our bodies were as strong as diamonds or as hard as a rock, then that would be something else. But if you think about it, our body is made out of flesh and bones and blood; the insides of our body are like a very delicate watch, something that just the slightest jarring will break. So think about how all your inner organs, your heart, your lungs, your liver, all the various veins and arteries in your body, the nervous system and so forth, are like a very, very delicate watch and it’s very, very easy for it to break.

Furthermore, you need to consider how there are so many circumstances that can cause you to die, whereas the conditions that can cause you to stay alive are very scarce and few. If you are sick and go to the hospital, medicine can perhaps keep you alive, but the process to cure you of some serious illness is going to be very long and difficult. Whereas if you think about what could cause your death, even food, which you would think is something that normally keeps you alive  –  simply eating a minute amount of the wrong thing can kill you. A potato farmer that I knew in India had put some oil in a frying pan and was frying a piece of bread for his lunch, and when he had that going on the fire, he stepped outside for a moment and dropped dead.

So thinking about things in this way, how you can drop dead at any moment in the middle of doing anything, you need to take the firm decision that right now, starting at this moment, you are going to start taking these preventive measures of the Dharma, you are going to start practicing. What practicing refers to here is that, from now on I’m going to be a very ethical person. I’m going to stop acting destructively. I’m going to try to be very constructive and positive in everything that I do, say and think, and try to have a very kind and warm heart. To practice and take preventive measures doesn’t mean to sit up in some pompous position pretending to meditate, but rather changing the type of person you are and having kind thoughts and a warm heart.

For instance, we’re all afraid of the danger of some huge war coming, but when you think about it, there is no way of being certain whether the next huge world war is going to happen or not. Your own death, however, is not like that. It is something that will definitely come; it’s not a matter of wondering and speculating whether the world is going to end with the next world war or not. There is no way to bribe your way past the Lord of Death. You are going to die no matter what and, therefore, it’s simply a matter of taking preventive measures so that you can die properly without being in a completely terrified mess. Therefore, make a firm decision that, from right now on, you are not going to waste any amount of time; you are going to start taking the preventive measures and practicing the Dharma right now.

When your death comes you are going to have to leave behind your body. You are going to have to leave behind whatever material possessions, money and wealth you might have. You are going to have to leave behind all your friends and relatives. Even if you have hundreds of thousands of dollars, there’s no way you’re going to be able to take even one small bill with you. The only things you will be able to carry with you are the positive potentials that you’ve built up from acting constructively and the negative potentials built up from acting destructively. These are the only things that come with you, the potentials that you’ve built up. Since the Dharma, taking these preventive measures, is the means through which you build up these positive potentials, you need to take a firm decision that this is what you are going to devote all your time and energies to: a spiritual practice to build up positive potentials, and that you are not going to waste your time in mere material pursuits of worldly life.

Even though you might decide that you are going to devote your entire life to spiritual pursuits, there may be some of you who have a great deal of wealth that you’ve gotten as a result of having built up positive potentials in past lifetimes. If you are a very wealthy person, you may think that in order to follow spiritual pursuits, you should throw all your money and possessions in the river, but there’s no need to do that. That’s not proper at all. What you should do with whatever money you might have as a result of the positive potentials, the merit, you’ve built up in past lifetimes, is not to waste it, but use it properly. Use it to help the poor and needy, or use it to make offerings to the Triple Gem and, especially, don’t be miserly about it. Take advantage, wisely and properly, of the wealth and possessions that you have in order to further your spiritual pursuits.

If you think about the material possessions and wealth that you might have, on an ultimate level they are not things that can ultimately help you; on the contrary, they are things that can cause you a great deal of troubles and harm. For instance, once you’ve gotten a lot of money and possessions, then all you have from them is a great deal of worries about them and problems centered on the wealth that you have accumulated. Consider the example of Buddha Shakyamuni. He himself was born as a prince, but he renounced and gave up his princely life and devoted himself entirely to spiritual pursuits.

Although Milarepa had all the necessary realizations to be able to fly through the air and have all sorts of miraculous powers, he didn’t use this in order to make money. He spent all his time in intensive practice in cave retreats. As you see in his pictures, his body had turned bluish-green because he sustained himself by living on nettles made into nettle soup. And he didn’t have any salt with it, he didn’t have any meat or fat or any other delicacies to eat, but he did an intensive practice living merely on nettle soup. Therefore, to meditate on and learn about death and impermanence is something that you don’t have to learn from books; you don’t have to rely on gaining experience and understanding of this from texts. Rather, just look around you. When you go around and pass, for instance, a cemetery, think about how it’s only a matter of time before each of us ends up in a cemetery.

Thinking like that, you may get the feeling of a strong dread of dying. This is something very positive because it will move you to actually take the preventive measures and practice the Dharma. If you look at the picture of Milarepa, he has a skullcup as a bowl, which he keeps in his hand and from which he eats his food. The reason for this is so as to be always mindful of death and impermanence. If you always keep in mind the fact of death and impermanence, that you can die at any time, and the fact that you have a precious human rebirth at this point, but that you will lose it, these are very important foundations because they will move you to actually do something, to actually practice the Dharma.

Who and What Can Provide Us with a Safe Direction or Refuge?

If we have spent our lives and have never built up any negative potentials so that there is no danger of any horrible rebirth awaiting us, then there is no reason for us to be afraid of dying. But if during our lives we’ve mostly built up negative potential from being very destructive and negative, then what awaits us when we die is a rebirth in one of the worst states possible, the lower realms. In such a situation, it is extremely difficult to regain such a precious human body as we have now. A rebirth in one of the worst states is not something very distant and far off; it’s something that can happen just as you breathe out and then you don’t breathe in again; and, at that time, you die and there it is, you are in the lower realms. It is not far away at all; you are right on the brink.

Although we can’t really see or appreciate the types of suffering and horrors that the hell creatures and hungry ghosts endure, we do see all the sufferings, problems and difficulties that animals go through. These are very plain and visible to us. We think how horrible it would be for us to experience those problems and difficulties were we to be reborn as an animal, and so we look to who and what can provide us with a safe direction or refuge out of having to experience those things. Other than the Triple Gem, that is the Buddhas, the preventive measures (the Dharma that they’ve taught), and the intent community around them (the Sangha), there’s nothing else that can provide us with a safe and sound direction out of this happening.

Think about the shravakas, the listeners to the teachings, who have rid themselves of their own disturbing attitudes or delusions and have gained a great deal of extra-physical powers, powers of emanation and so forth. Although they have all these powers, they cannot ultimately lead us out of all our predicaments. The mother of the great listener, the highly realized Maudgalyayana, was reborn in a hell beneath a far, far distant world system. Since he was still a limited being with a limited mind, not a fully enlightened Buddha, his powers were limited. Although he had extrasensory perception, he could not see as far as this extremely remote world system where his mother had been reborn in a hell. However, the Buddha with his limitless extrasensory powers could see that effortlessly.

Maudgalyayana, who couldn’t see where his mother had been reborn, asked the Buddha about it and the Buddha told him, “Your mother has been reborn in a hell underneath that extremely distant world system.” In that hell realm underneath that system, the mother was inside a house that was inside another house, and this, in turn, inside another house, and all of these houses lacked doors and windows and were made of flaming red hot iron. Maudgalyayana used his powers to fly there and beheld this site, but he couldn’t figure out a way to help or free his mother. He came back and asked the Buddha what to do. The Buddha pointed to his monk’s staff and said, “If you go back there and take this staff and pound it on the ground three times, then you’ll be able to handle the situation.” So Maudgalyayana went back with the Buddha’s staff and he pounded it on the ground three times and the house where his mother was trapped crumbled down. So a Buddha is someone who has such fantastic abilities to know how to handle all situations and to see all things. Therefore, only a Buddha can give us a totally safe and sound direction in life, only a fully enlightened Buddha can give us refuge. Likewise, we ourselves can become fully enlightened and become a Buddha as well. The Buddhas that we will become also provide us with a safe and sound direction to go in.

It’s important to think about death and impermanence and the possibilities of being reborn in all these situations and develop a strong feeling of dread of that happening. This is a very important thing to develop because with this feeling of dread, you will look for some refuge or safe direction to take that will save you from having to experience these horrible things. Then when you will look around and investigate, you’ll discover that only the Buddhas and only the preventive measures of Dharma that they’ve taught and the intent community of the Sangha have the ability and power to actually provide you with a safe direction to take, can actually provide you with a refuge. Therefore, thinking about how, in fact, they have the ability to do so, you develop a great feeling of confidence in that, in being able to turn to them and that they can actually provide you with a safe and sound direction to take.

On top of this, you need to think not only of taking this for yourself alone, but that everybody needs a safe and sound direction to take in life; everyone needs a refuge. In this sense, when you have as your causes all of these, which are the causes for a vast-minded or Mahayana way of taking a safe direction in life, then you actually turn your mind completely to the direction that they provide and indicate. This is what is actually known as taking refuge, or taking a safe and sound direction in life.

The Qualities and Features of a Buddha

As for the good qualities and features of a Buddha, a totally clear-minded and fully evolved being, these include, with respect to his body, the thirty-two excellent signs and the eighty exemplary features, such as, for instance, he has this great protrusion on the crown of his head. He has a hair that grows from the middle of his brow and which is curled, and when pulled, it extends for an infinite length. He has wheel imprints on the palms of his hands and the soles of his feet and so forth; he has many extraordinary physical features.

In terms of the good qualities of a Buddha’s speech, it has the sixty features of enlightening speech. For instance, it doesn’t matter whether you are sitting close or far away from a Buddha; when he speaks everyone can hear the Buddha at the same volume level and, furthermore, everyone can understand and hear the Buddha speaking in his or her own language: the Buddha has the ability to speak in all tongues.

In terms of a Buddha’s enlightening mind, a Buddha has the omniscience to be able to know all phenomena whatsoever. So a Buddha can see everything as clearly as we can see a small object held in the palm of our hand.

All of these qualities of enlightening body, speech and mind of a Buddha came from causes. The Buddha himself, in the various historical accounts describing the five hundred impure lives with an impure body and the five hundred lives with a pure body that he had while on the paths, told how he practiced and built up tremendous positive potential during those lifetimes. For instance, we talked this morning about the time when the Buddha in a previous lifetime was a large ape who had used his body as a bridge to allow all the animals to cross over a river. Likewise, there are many accounts of when a Buddha gave away various parts of his body in the practice of generous giving. He gave away his head, he had his throat slit, he gave away his eyes, and so forth, and all of this was done in order to help all limited beings. As a result of this, he became totally clear-minded and fully evolved as an enlightened being.

He practiced in this way in order to benefit everyone, without any partisanship. He wasn’t practicing out of attachment to friends and relatives, and with hostility and hatred for enemies, and indifference to strangers. He worked with complete generosity, giving to everyone equally and following a complete practice of giving and ethical discipline. As a result, he abandoned or got rid of all shortcomings, gained all good qualities and became a fully enlightened being overcoming all fear that he might have for himself. This is the type of person that we need to turn to in order to provide us with a safe and sound direction to take in life. This is someone who can provide us with a safe and sound refuge.

Furthermore, not only is the Buddha free of all fear for himself, but anyone to whom we would turn for a safe direction and who can provide us with that safe direction must, in addition, have all the necessary methods to help everybody become free of their fears. In a previous lifetime, the Buddha was born in the form of something like a lion that had brilliant light coming out from each of the hairs of his body. Once, he was in a thick forest and saw someone who had fallen over a cliff and was in a really difficult position because it was a lonely isolated place in the thick forest, with nobody to help and no way to climb back up. This wild beast of the jungle, who was the Buddha in a previous life, had deep loving concern for this person and jumped down to help him up and save him from where he was stranded at the bottom of the cliff. But this lion at first didn’t have the strength to carry this man up, so he trained himself by carrying rocks on his back. First he carried a small rock and then he carried larger and larger rocks until he gained the strength and ability to carry this man on his back and in this way he trained himself and rescued him. After training himself, he was finally able to carry the man and he took him up. So the lion jumped down and, with great compassion and concern for this person, climbed back up carrying him on his back. Then, after rescuing him, the lion said to the man, “Don’t tell anybody about me, that I’m here in the jungle.”

It so happened that the king of a nearby kingdom one night dreamt that there was some fantastic animal in the jungle and he ordered all the hunters in the kingdom to go and catch this beast. But the hunters couldn’t catch this beast. The king then had signs posted all over saying that if anybody could catch this animal, he would give a big reward. The person who had been rescued by this lion had of course seen this animal and, since he was desirous of getting the reward, he came forth and said he’d seen the beast. The hunters followed the instructions he gave to find the animal and they killed it and brought the hide back to the king. This is how the Buddha worked during many previous lifetimes to help different beings, even those who were never grateful.

Now these are accounts of the Buddha before he became enlightened. After he became enlightened, how much more he helped beings regardless of what they did for him! Once there was a wealthy family whose child was completely deformed and ugly. When the child got a little bit older, the family took this ugly deformed child out and abandoned him in the woods. The little boy stayed in the forest and was completely depressed that his family didn’t want him and nobody wanted him because he was so ugly and horrible looking. Although he was a human being, any place you looked on his body was deformed and ugly. So he lived in the woods, and one day, as he was wandering around, he came across somebody who was even uglier and more deformed than he was. Seeing someone who was even uglier than himself, he became a little bit happy and glad that he wasn’t the world’s worst mess. So he sort of bullied this other person into becoming his servant. This uglier person was an emanation of the Buddha who was doing this to help the little boy. As time passed, the Buddha showed himself in a more and more perfect form and instructed the boy, and eventually the boy was able to transform himself in such a way that his body was no longer so ugly and horrible looking.

This is an illustration of how the Buddha is skillful in methods to help others overcome all their fears and problems. There are many examples and accounts that can be told to illustrate this. The Buddha helps everyone regardless of whether or not the other person has helped the Buddha; it’s not that the Buddha only helps those who have helped him and ignores those who have done nothing for him. Furthermore, the Buddha has no favorites and no partisanship, he doesn’t have some people whom he considers close to him, like his friends and relatives that he takes care of, and other people he considers very far and distant and so he forgets about them. It’s not like that at all. The Buddha has no favorites; he is the same toward everyone.

For instance, consider Buddha’s cousin, Devadatta, who was jealous of the Buddha and always competing with him, and intended setting himself up as a rival to try to teach and get followers of his own. There was also a king called Ajatashatru, who had assassinated his own father in order to take over the kingdom. The two of them, Ajatashatru and the Buddha’s cousin Devadatta, always planned together to do nasty things to the Buddha. For instance, they would try to throw rocks and boulders at the Buddha using catapults and all sorts of paraphernalia, like nowadays we have cannon and similar things that can hurl heavy objects. They likewise used all sorts of different methods to harm the Buddha; but of course, the Buddha being an enlightened being, could not be harmed by such methods. The Buddha worked equally for everybody, even those hostile beings.

The body of a Buddha is very strong; he has the strength for instance, to knock over an elephant with just a flick of the finger. There was in the kingdom an enormous elephant and when this elephant died, there was no way to remove its body because there were no big machines or vehicles or things like that to cart it away. The carcass of this elephant was rotting and giving off some really bad odors and causing all sorts of epidemics in the area. So the Buddha came and with one slight flick of his foot was able to kick the carcass off to a remote area.

There were great physicians at the time of the Buddha and they presented the Buddha with some medicine, and because the Buddha had such incredible physical strength, they offered him medicine of extremely great potency. Devadatta, who was always competing with the Buddha, insisted that these doctors also give him a dose of medicine of the same strength as they had given to the Buddha, saying he wanted to take as strong a medicine as the Buddha could take. The doctors told Devadatta that the Buddha could take an extremely strong and large dose because of his incredible physical strength, but “You don’t in any way have the same strength to take that.”

Devadatta got really annoyed at them and kept on insisting that he could indeed take such a dose. As Devadatta wouldn’t listen, the doctors finally had to give in and gave him a larger dose than what they would normally give to regular people, and Devadatta took it. Of course, because the medicine was so strong and powerful, it made Devadatta thoroughly sick and he was on the verge of death. He was just sort of lying on his back, rolling over and groaning and moaning, deadly ill. The Buddha came over to where Devadatta was writhing on the ground, and said, “If I make no difference in my feelings toward my own son Rahula and you, who are always trying to hurt me and compete with me, and are always being a complete pest; if I have no difference of attitude between you and my own son, then may you be cured.” He then laid his hand on Devadatta’s head and Devadatta was in fact cured. He recovered, looked up at the Buddha and the only words that he could say to the Buddha were “Get your filthy hand off my head”.

So the Buddha is someone who has no favorites and is willing to help others no matter how nasty they might be toward him. It’s only this type of person, a fully enlightened Buddha who can provide you with refuge, a safe and sound direction to take in life. Therefore, there are all these incredible qualities of the enlightening body, speech and mind of a Buddha. You can learn about these from studying the various texts. The more you know about these, the greater the confident belief, faith and respect you’ll have for the Buddha as someone who can indeed provide you with a safe and sound direction and refuge in life.

As for the different types of Kayas or Bodies of a Buddha, we’ve already discussed the Dharmakaya, a body that encompasses everything, and the different types of Form Bodies, the Sambhogakaya, which is a body of full use, and the Nirmanakayas, the various types of emanation bodies. There is no need to go over that again. You can actually recognize and know what a Buddha is, for instance, by considering someone like His Holiness the Dalai Lama.

Furthermore it is important to recognize and look at all the various depictions of a Buddha, such as paintings and statues, with the greatest respect. Even the smallest Buddha statue the size of your fingernail, look at it and feel that this is actually a Buddha, because when you’ve developed the actual spiritual pathways of mind, they will speak to you. There are five actual pathways of mind. The first of these is known as the path of collection or an accumulating pathway of mind, and is divided into three parts: a small, a medium and a great accumulating pathway of mind. When you have achieved the stage of a great accumulating pathway of mind, at that point you will be able to receive teachings from all those various depictions that you have looked at and recognized as being a Buddha; they will actually speak to you. Therefore, it’s important to establish now this recognition of all these depictions as being actual Buddhas. It is said that there is more benefit in meeting with these various depictions that you recognize as a Buddha than in meeting the actual Buddha himself.

The Dharma and Sangha Jewels

As for the Rare and Precious Gem or Jewel of the Dharma, the actual qualities on the mental continuum of a Buddha are set as the Dharma refuge or the Dharma Jewel. When you are practicing, then you can look at the various texts, which come from these qualities of mind, as being the Jewel of Dharma.

As for the Jewel of Sangha, the intent community, this actually refers to the community of arya, or highly realized, beings who have beheld reality. Even if it’s a householder who has perceived reality nonconceptually, that person would also be a member of the Jewel of the Sangha, since he or she had entered the ranks of the intent community of arya beings.

As for what represents the Jewel of Sangha, the arya beings, that is referring to a community with a minimum of, for instance, four monks who are working together toward a positive goal. If you have only one or two monks, that cannot be considered a sangha or an intent community, it can only be considered one or two monks.

The Individual Roles of Each of the Three Gems

The Buddhas are the actual ones who teach you and demonstrate the safe and sound direction in which to take refuge, by, for instance, teaching us to abandon the ten destructive actions and practice the ten constructive ones. The actual safe and sound direction to take would be, for instance, the Dharma of following the ethical self-discipline of abandoning the destructive actions and practicing the ten constructive ones. This is what was taught by the Buddha and the actual development of that ethical self-discipline on your mental continuum would be the actual safe and sound direction or refuge. The Sangha, or intent community, are the friends that will help you in this pursuit of taking safe direction.

There’s an account of a child of the gods, Stiramati, that will help you understand the distinctions between the Three Gems. Once in the Heaven of the Thirty-three Gods there was a child of the gods by the name of Stiramati, which translates as “the firm-minded one.” In this god realm, the ground and everything is absolutely beautiful and stunning, covered with all sorts of precious gems and stones. And so this child of the gods was surrounded throughout his life by everything extremely beautiful and lovely and he was completely happy without any worries.

However, nearing the time of death in the god realms, you receive various signs that you are going to die and when you receive those signs, you experience a tremendous amount of suffering. How do these signs appear? Well, for instance, these gods all wear flower garlands around their necks, which always stay fresh, but seven days before they die, these garlands all of a sudden start to wilt and give off a bad smell. Likewise the gods, who always smell lovely, start to stink when about to die and at that point none of your god and goddess friends, who always used to come and play various games and have a good time with you, will come near you anymore. Among the gods, there are some who are a little bit more steady friends than others, but even the steady ones will, at most, sort of look at you from a distance and then go away; they won’t have anything to do with you.

Furthermore, when you are about to die in one of the god realms, all of the positive potential you have built up to be there is exhausted, and you are able to see the next rebirth that awaits you, the place that you are going to fall into. This type of vision that the gods have is similar to extrasensory perception. So this child of the gods, Stiramati, received the signs of his upcoming death and was able to see that he was going to be reborn first of all in a hell, and after that he was going to be reborn as a pig. The amount of mental torment that he experienced at this was just unimaginable. The physical sufferings and pain that you have in the hells are the greatest type of physical suffering, but in terms of mental suffering and anguish, no one experiences more than the gods when they have such visions at the time before they die.

Stiramati just couldn’t take it anymore and so he went to the king of the gods, Indra, and said, “I’m so miserable. I have this anguish at this set of rebirths awaiting me, please can you help me? Do you have any method for me to get out of this?” Indra said, “No, I’m sorry I can’t help you, I don’t know any method, but I’ll take you to the Buddha and we’ll ask him.” So they went to the Buddha and the Buddha told the god that he should do the practices of a personal meditational deity called Ushnisha Vijaya, or Namgyelma in Tibetan.

Usnisha Vijaya is a female deity. She has three faces and eight arms; the central face is white, the right one is yellow, the left one is blue. In the first set of arms she is holding a crossed vajra in one of the eight hands and in the other one, a lasso. In the next three hands, on the right she’s holding a small Amitabha Buddha, then an arrow and then, the bottom one on the right, is in the supreme giving mudra or gesture. The first left hand is in the threatening, mesmerizing gesture at the heart with a lasso, and the next ones on the left are first holding a bow, then in the supreme giving gesture, and then the fourth hand, bottom on the left, is in the gesture of total absorption on her lap holding a vase filled with nectars. The Buddha told this child of the gods to meditate and do all the ritual practices of this personal female deity.

In the thangka for this practice, to the right of the central deity, on a moon disc, is Chenrezig or Avalokiteshvara, white and holding a white yak tail fan in the right hand and a white lotus in the left hand. To her left, on a sun disc, is Vajrapani sitting and holding in his right hand a yak tail fan and in the left a blue utpala lily marked with a vajra. To the east, on the front is a blue forceful deity called Achala, who is holding a vajra, and on the right to the south is Takkiraja, who’s also forceful and is holding a jewel. At the back is another forceful deity called Niladanda, holding a blue staff, and to the north, on the left, is the forceful deity Mahakala holding a trident. Above are two gods holding jeweled vases filled with nectars which they are pouring down, making an offering of ablutions. So this is a set of nine deities.

This child of the gods then did all the ritual practices of this set of deities and was able to purify all the negative potential of being reborn as a pig. Moreover, he built up a great deal of positive potential and as a result was reborn in the Tushita heavenly realm of joy, which is a god realm higher than the Heaven of the Thirty-three. Although the gods have the ESP to see realms lower than their own, they lack the power to see any of the realms higher than the one they’re in. Thus, Indra, the king of the gods and ruler of the Heaven of the Thirty-three, was unable to see that this child of the gods had been reborn in Tushita heaven, a higher realm than his own, so he asked the Buddha where Stiramati had been born. So he had to rely on the Buddha to find out, and the Buddha was able to tell him.

As you can see from this example, the Buddha has the ability to teach all different types of beings so that we can avoid having to be reborn in a hell. Thus, the Buddha is the one that can provide us with a safe and sound direction to take; he can provide us with refuge to avoid these horrible predicaments. And the thing that can actually provide us with this safe direction or refuge would be, for instance in this example, doing the various practices of this personal deity Ushnishavijaya, because by doing this, this child of the gods was able to avoid being reborn in a hell. As for the intent community, or Sangha, being the ones who help us take a safe direction, the example here would be Indra who helped this child of the gods come to the Buddha and learn about these methods.

The Refuge Practice

The way in which you build up this beneficial habit of taking refuge, taking a safe and sound direction, is to visualize in front of you, for instance, the form of a Buddha and to repeat this formula, “I take safe direction from the gurus; I take safe direction from the Buddhas; I take safe direction from the preventive measures of the Dharma; I take safe direction from the intent community, the Sangha.” You repeat this three times. Then you imagine that lights and nectars come forth from the Buddha visualized in front of you and purify you and all limited beings, whom you visualize surrounding you. This is the way in which you actually practice taking this direction.

If you repeat “I take safe direction from the gurus,”  –  from the spiritual masters  –  seven times, for instance, you imagine that during the seven repetitions, lights issue forth from the body of the Buddha and enter your body, completely filling you, purifying you, sweeping out all the negative potentials that you have built up from destructive actions of the body. You imagine that all these negative potentials, obscurations and blocks that you might have leave you in the form of black coal and soot like in a liquid form coming out of you, and also, for instance, as filthy wash water  –  like after you’ve washed some really filthy clothes and you have really horrible black, filthy water left. So you imagine all of these negative potentials leaving your body in that form. Then also all the various pollutions and filth that you might have in your body as a result of the various negative things that you’ve done in the past, you imagine that all of this leaves your body in the form of feces, urine, snot and so forth. Finally you imagine that the various sicknesses that you might have, these types of difficulties, leave you in the form of snakes, scorpions, spiders and frogs.

Then, when you do the next round of seven repetitions and continue repeating “I take safe direction from the spiritual masters or gurus,” you imagine lights come to you again and now they purify all the negative potentials, blocks, pollutions, sickness and so forth, in terms of speech. You imagine that all these various things come out of you now from the bottom up, and out of the upper orifices of your face.

In the third round of seven, you imagine again that the lights come and now they purify you of all the negative potentials and so forth that you have built up in terms of the mind, in terms of having had covetous thoughts, thoughts of malice and holding distorted views. You imagine that all of the negative potentials from these destructive types of thought are in your heart in the form of a big black horrible clump. You then imagine that these lights come in and, with a brilliant flash, vaporize and disintegrate that entire clump.

Then, with the fourth repetition of this formula seven times, you imagine again that lights come and, this time, all three of these visualization processes happen at once and you completely eliminate all stains of body, speech and mind. At the conclusion of this you feel, just as when you have finished cleaning a crystal vase that is now completely clean, pure and transparent, that similarly, now your entire body has become clean, pure and transparent. At the end, again you imagine lights and nectars coming and completely filling your body, and you imagine that you now have become full with all the blessings and inspirations to be able to have complete, positive potential, lifespan, wisdom, insight and so forth.

You can do this repeating these groups of four either seven times each, which would make twenty-eight repetitions, or three times each, which makes twelve, or a hundred times, which makes four hundred. Regardless of the number you do, this is the basic type of practice that’s involved. When you do this practice you can visualize simply the form of a Buddha in front of you, feeling that the Buddha incorporates all aspects of safe direction and refuge condensed into one. Alternatively, you can do an elaborate visualization with all the gurus, Buddhas, bodhisattvas, and dakas, dakinis, Dharma protectors, yidams, and so forth. You can either do an extremely elaborate visualization with lots and lots of figures, or simply a visualization with one figure, whatever suits you, it doesn’t make any difference. In doing this, you should take safe direction three times each day and three times each night and in this way reaffirm the direction you are taking in life.

Offerings and Other Practices

Likewise, you should make offerings to the Buddhas daily. You can do this in a simple fashion, just using your coffee mug or whatever, filling it with water and making an offering of that, or making an offering of bread or cookies, or whatever it is that you eat. You all eat three times each day and so, before you eat, take your food or cup and make an offering of your food before you start eating. This is a very simple way to do this kind of practice. It’s quite sufficient to just say, in English, “Please partake of this, O gurus please partake of this, O Buddhas please partake of this, precious Dharma please partake of this, precious community please partake of this,” and in this way you make an offering. You don’t have to do it in exotic Asian languages.

When you have various depictions of the Buddha and of these Three Gems, you shouldn’t put anything on top of them: not your clothes or your rosary or anything like, it’s disrespectful. Also, when you look at paintings of the Buddha, you shouldn’t criticize them, saying that this Buddha has crooked eyes or its nose is funny and so forth. If you find fault you can say, for instance, that the painter wasn’t a very good painter; you can say that, but you shouldn’t say the Buddha has a crooked eye or this is a lousy Buddha, because that’s putting down the Buddha. Furthermore, you shouldn’t use Buddha statues and things like this as collateral in order to get money in, say, a pawn shop.

There’s an account of someone who found a small earth statue of a Buddha on the ground and, as it was starting to rain and he was afraid that the Buddha statue would dissolve in the rain, this person took off his shoe and put it over the statue to protect it. Another person came by and saw this, and thought that putting a shoe over a Buddha statue was completely wrong, and so he moved the shoe away. When you look at these two persons, both of them had a very pure mind for what they were doing. Furthermore, you have to use common sense, for instance, generally you shouldn’t put your rosary on top of a text, but if there is a strong wind, then the circumstances call for you to put something on top so that the pages won’t be blown away. In that case you have a pure thought and reason, so you can put a rosary on top of a text although normally you wouldn’t be permitted to. So you need to use common sense.

In general you shouldn’t use any type of paper with written or printed words on it for any sort of dirty purpose. For instance, using newspaper, which is printed word, to wrap garbage or to wrap your shoes is being disrespectful to the written word. Putting your books on the ground without some sort of cloth underneath is likewise disrespectful. Furthermore, when turning the pages of a book you shouldn’t wet your fingers with saliva. If you have to moisten your fingers in order to turn the pages, then you should have a little bowl of water, or a sponge or something nearby and use that; don’t use spit. And furthermore, selling books for profit and things like that is also improper. If you are running a press, then to use the money that you make from selling the books in order to be able to print and publish more books is alright, but to use the profit that you make from making and selling books simply to buy your own food and make a living, that’s something improper.

It is important to think about all these points, about the precious human rebirth that you have; the fact that you can lose it, that you will lose it with death; that no situation will remain static; that your death will come for sure; and think of falling to all these possible lower rebirths. Use all of that to motivate you to take some safe and sound direction out of that in your life, to find some refuge.

So you think, for instance, what would it be like if I were to die right now and I were to be reborn in a hot hell completely surrounded by flames? Or if I were to be reborn inside a boiling hot cauldron, what would I do then? Thinking about that happening to you, you experience a great deal of dread and horror and you use that to motivate you to repeat, “All gurus give me a safe direction out of that, give me direction,” and you practice like that.

The first step is to think that you are already reborn in one of the hells and you ask for safe direction out of it. In the next round you think that you haven’t yet been born in one of the hells but you are just about on the brink, you are just about to die and fall to that, and then again you repeat and ask for safe direction out of it. Then, in the third round, you think that you neither have already been born in a hell, nor are on the brink of falling, but you have a month or so to go before you fall, and then, on those grounds, you think very strongly, “O masters, O gurus, give me a safe direction out of this.” These thoughts provide you with a strong motivation. Then you again repeat this refuge formula and motivate yourself strongly to take all the preventive measures. This is the way you actually do a good practice of taking safe and sound direction in life, putting this direction in your life and taking it from the masters, Buddhas, Dharma and Sangha.

The Practice of Generating Bodhichitta

After you have done this, you should dedicate your heart totally to achieving a state of enlightenment. You would dedicate your heart totally to others and to achieving a state of enlightenment in order to be able to help them all. In other words, you develop bodhichitta. The way of practicing is to do these various rounds with the nectars and lights coming to you, to take a safe and sound direction in life for refuge, and after that, to dedicate your heart totally to others and to achieving enlightenment. At the conclusion, you imagine that the Buddha visualized in front of you comes and dissolves into you and you yourself become enlightened. You actually become a Buddha, and you visualize yourself in the form of Buddha Shakyamuni. Then you imagine that you emit rays of light and so forth, going from you to all beings around you.

Previously, when doing the practice of taking safe and sound direction, you were doing it in order to help everybody. Then you dedicated your heart to be able to help everybody by becoming enlightened, and now you imagine you have become enlightened, you are Buddha Shakyamuni giving off these rays of light, and you actually enlighten everybody else and remove all their problems. All of them turn into Buddha Shakyamuni and you visualize everybody in that form. If you do this type of practice you will find it extremely beneficial. Any questions?

Participant: It goes back to the point where Rinpoche was saying that due to your virtuous actions previously, you now are quite well off, with money or possessions or whatever, and it’s improper to just dispose of them.

Alex: Throw them in the river Rinpoche said.

Participant: Right. Then the example of the Buddha just simply abandoning them comes to mind, he didn’t throw them in the river but he renounced them. He went on and never laid claim to any of them and that confused me a bit. Also, the Zen master Dogen, who brought Soto Zen to Japan and was considered one of the greatest masters in Japan, used this example to explain the mind of firm renunciation. A fairly rich merchant who gained the mind of interest in the Dharma took all his valuable paintings, put them in a big cart and started rolling them toward the ocean, which is quite like throwing them in the river. Someone stopped him and told him how stupid he was and how many people could use them, and the merchant said, “Well, I view these as a burden. Why would I want to give them to anyone else?” This was pointed out as a great example of total involvement in the Dharma.

Serkong Rinpoche: First of all, the first example of the Buddha renouncing everything and leaving: he didn’t take all his wealth and throw it in the garbage, but he left it to his wife and child, and that’s how he left it. That doesn’t mean he threw it away, because he provided for his wife and family. The example you mentioned of the Zen master is making a different point. You need to try to understand that various teachings are given in order to make different points, the point of each of which can be equally valid. So the point I trying to make before is that you shouldn’t think that you need to throw everything you own in the garbage in order to practice the Dharma. That would be a waste and you would be missing the point. You need to use what you have constructively, that’s the point being made there, whereas in the Zen example it is making another point.

In Tibet also there are many different lamas with different styles of teaching and they do various things in order to make different points. For instance, there was one lama who lived up on a mountain and when he was given offerings he threw them down the mountain to a place where there was nobody around. The lama saw that the person offering them had an impure motivation and the point he was making by throwing them away was that such offerings are useless. On the other hand, the earlier example was speaking of us here as ordinary people. We shouldn’t think that in order to practice the Dharma we have to take everything we have and thrown it in the garbage; that’s not at all a sensible way of proceeding. But if, like Dogen, you threw away something that you think is only giving you troubles and difficulty, and that it would just give trouble to anybody to whom you could give it, that is an entirely different matter. That also is a way of practicing the Dharma; it’s a proper type of spiritual attitude. But if you use your wealth in order to support some spiritual community that is having difficulties so that they can all eat and have the proper conditions to practice, that’s a very good use of your wealth. That is why I was saying earlier that there was one person who took off his shoe and put it over the clay statue of the Buddha, and there was another person who took it off the statue, and both of them were doing very pure and sincere Dharma practice, although they had completely different points in mind.

 Session Five: The Best Qualities of a Precious Human Rebirth, Meditation and the Question of Past Lives
The Eight Good Qualities and Their Causes

Yesterday we spoke about taking refuge, putting a positive, safe and sound direction in your life. Taking a safe direction in life, a safe and sound direction, is a very important practice and a very important point, because it is on this basis that you will be able to attain enlightenment quickly. Therefore, it is extremely worthwhile to exert effort in this direction. At present we have the excellent working basis of a precious human form and if we have one that has the eight great or eight good qualities that can ripen from past positive actions, then we’ll have the best opportunities to make progress. What are these eight ripened qualities that make practice most effective?


	To have a long life,

	To have an excellent physique and be good looking,

	To be born in an excellent social setting, family and so forth,

	To be a very powerful person with a lot of resources that you can use,

	To have an excellent type of speech, in other words, to be someone who says very little but what you say is extremely meaningful and honest, and is not harsh, and everybody finds it appropriate and helpful,

	To be an extremely influential type of person who can exert a positive influence on others,

	To be someone who has a great deal of physical strength, great stamina,

	To have a great deal of mental strength or willpower.



How can you use these qualities?


	If you have a long life, then you can see out your practices to the end. You’ll have a full period of time to be able to develop yourself and benefit others.

	If you’re good looking and have good physical bearing and presentation, others will naturally be attracted to you and you’ll be able to have a large circle of people around you that you can help and teach.

	If you have come from an excellent family and social background, this is something very helpful in the sense that others will automatically pay more attention to you and listen more seriously to what you have to say.

	If you have a great deal of power and influence, then you will have resources that you can use to help others.

	If you are very honest of speech, others will take what you say seriously and will listen to you.

	Next, if you have power and a strong influence, you can use that to influence others in a positive way more easily.

	If you have a great deal of stamina and willpower, you’ll be able to use them, for instance, to gain the various types of extrasensory perception and other types of attainments more easily. You’ll be able to apply yourself fully, both physically and mentally.



The cause that will allow you to have long life, the first of these, is to stop killing any living creatures. Also saving the life of creatures that are about to be eaten, for instance, saving a field mouse or small creature that’s about to be taken off by a hawk, something that’s being hunted by larger animals in the forest, or little mice that are going to be eaten by cats. Saving the life of creatures also brings about as its result the extension of your life; you’ll have a long life. Helping the sick and the needy, that is also something very positive and has a good result. All of these are causes for having a long life.

The cause that ripens in having a good physical appearance and physique, being good looking, is making offerings of butter lamps, likewise making gifts of clothing and various types of jewelry, and so forth. Also, not being jealous and angry  –  all of these result in being very good looking.

The causes for being born in a good family and with a good social background is being very respectful to your spiritual masters, to the various teachers that you have even for worldly subjects like reading and writing, and being respectful to your parents.

The cause for having a great deal of resources that you can use for helping others is being very generous and giving to the needy, giving to charity and so forth when people ask and even when people don’t ask, and making gifts to others. All of this results in having a wealth of resources that you can use to help others.

Once in a far-away land there were an old man and woman who had only one piece of cloth that they shared between them as a piece of clothing to wrap around themselves. There was a liberated pratyekabuddha, that’s a self-evolved being, who came by their house begging for alms. They didn’t have any food or anything to give to this great person, but they had a great deal of faith in him and so they offered him the only piece of clothing, this piece of cloth that they had. As a result, since this being that they made the offering to was such a precious and holy person, immediately there was a rain of clothing and food and all sorts of resources on their home. Furthermore, in their future lives they were born wearing a white cloth.

The cause for having a great deal of influence, for being able to influence others positively, is training yourself and learning many different skills, and offering prayers to be able to help others; in addition, making offerings to the Three Gems to the best of your ability. It’s not necessary to make huge offerings if you don’t have the resources, but whatever offering you make, even a very tiny offering, do it purely, without any miserliness and with the thought “by this offering may I be able to benefit everyone.”

There are many accounts of the different ways in which Shakyamuni Buddha dedicated his heart to others and enlightenment in his previous lifetimes. He made many offerings. He didn’t have a great amount of wealth and objects to make these offerings with, but because he did so with such a pure heart and with such sincere deep feeling for others, the results were very great. So when you make offerings, it can be just a piece of white cloth or a flower or anything like that. There’s the account at the time of the Buddha Dipamkara that an offering was made by just throwing some utpala lily flowers up in the air, and the point is that if you make an offering with a very sincere and pure heart, the results will be very great. There’s an account of someone who made an offering of just a bowl of sand to the Buddha, making a prayer that he wished that what he was offering were a bowl of gold dust, and he did so with such a pure heart and sincere wish that the results were monumental.

Whatever type of positive activities you may be doing, such as listening and hearing teachings and then contemplating them, thinking about them and trying to build them up as beneficial habits of your mind, meditating, circumambulating, whatever type of practice you do, if you say “May the positive potential built up from this ripen in my ability to help all beings, in my attainment of enlightenment so that I can actually do that,” then this is both an aspiration prayer with which you wish for something and, likewise, a dedication prayer.

If you have a particular object of an action and you say “By the positive potential of this, may such-and-such happen, may I achieve enlightenment,” and so forth, then that is both types of prayers, it’s both a wishing prayer, in other words an aspiration, and a dedication prayer. Whereas if you are simply wishing for something to happen, “May I get precious human rebirths in my future lives,” or “May I achieve enlightenment,” if it’s merely a wish like that without something specific that you are dedicating, then that’s simply a wishing prayer. There’s a difference between these two, if it’s a dedicating prayer then it’s also a wishing prayer, but if it’s a wishing prayer it’s not necessarily also a dedicating prayer. The difference being in terms of a wish, a wishing prayer is merely a wish for something to happen, whereas a dedication prayer is directing some positive potential that you’ve built up, or just your kind heart, or something, for your wishes to come true.

If you dedicate the potential of whatever positive things you’ve done to enlightenment as in, “May it all go toward my achieving enlightenment,” then that potential won’t exhaust until you have actually achieved enlightenment. If you are dedicating it for such a huge accomplishment, it will not run out until that accomplishment has been attained, so it will last for a long, long time. Whereas if you don’t dedicate the potential for some great thing like this, then the potential from a positive action will just ripen into one thing and it will then be finished, it will be much more short-lived. If you dedicate it properly, then the potential will last all the way until you’ve achieved enlightenment.

If you haven’t dedicated the positive potentials that you’ve built up, you can completely devastate this potential by getting angry, so it’s very important not to get angry because the results can be quite disastrous in terms of destroying the positive potentials that you’ve built up but haven’t dedicated. It’s like, for instance, walking through the x-ray detector at the airport. If you are carrying exposed film, all the pictures that you have taken will be erased by the x-ray. By a similar type of process, anger erases all the positive potential that you have built up. Therefore, since anger has such terrible drawbacks and shortcomings, and so many disadvantages follow from it, you should try as much as possible to lessen your anger to the best of your ability. Anger can draw you to a rebirth in one of the hells. It is, therefore, extremely important to temper your anger and try to get rid of it.

To get back to this list that we were discussing, the causes for having great strength of body and mind is giving nourishing food and so forth to others, and also, accomplishing all sorts of tasks that others cannot even conceive of being able to do.

You should make prayers to have the best possible type of working basis, a human body with all the qualities that will allow you to be most effective in helping others. When you have such a working basis, a human body with all these qualities, you will be able to follow a spiritual path most efficiently and effectively, and you’ll have all the abilities to do this. However, if you are not following any spiritual path, you could easily misuse these qualities and have them become causes for building up a great deal of negative potentials. Therefore, it is important when you pray to have such qualities in the future, that you pray to have these qualities to use them for beneficial spiritual purposes.

The initial level of insight on the spiritual paths of Dharma  –  out of the initial, middle and advanced level of insights  –  is reached when you see that to devote your life simply to things of this life, for getting things like food, drink, clothing and so forth, for just this life, has no essence at all. In this way you have the insight that working for this life has no point to it and, therefore, resolve, “I shall work to benefit my future lives.” Consequently, you place your primary emphasis on working to improve your future lifetimes and direct your energies in spiritual pursuits to benefit the future, to improve your future lives.

Meditation

To gain this level of insight, the points that you meditate on to try to build these good habits of mind, are, first, thinking of the precious human life that you have with all its respites and rich opportunities. Next, meditating on death and that the present situation will not remain static, that all of this is impermanent. The third thing is, to take a safe and sound direction in your life by taking refuge. Fourth is to think of the laws of karma, of behavior and their results.

When you meditate on these and try to build them up as a good habit of mind, the way that you do this is first with a discerning type of mediation, sometimes called analytical meditation, and then a stabilizing type of meditation with which you fix on a point, or fixating meditation. In the first of these, the analytical or discerning type of meditation, you think of all these points, analyze, investigate and try to discern things in that light. Then, when you have come to a firm decision that this is the way that things are, you fix your mind on that, and that is called a fixating meditation or stabilizing meditation. You alternate between these two, trying to discern a certain fact in an analytic manner, and then fixating upon the certainty that this fact is true.

Now I’ll ask you some questions. First of all how do you start meditating, what’s the starting point? What’s the starting point that allows you to get into meditation?

Participant: To think how you are meditating for the sake of benefiting all sentient beings.

Alex: That’s true in terms of the motivation, but Rinpoche asks again, what is the actual starting point for getting into it? I mean it’s true you need the motivation, but what’s the starting point?

Participant: Focusing on the breath to quiet down the mind.

Alex: Rinpoche asks is there anything other than that?

Participant: Awareness of the dissatisfactoriness of cyclic existence that would motivate you to go beyond it?

Serkong Rinpoche: For all of you, that again falls in the category of the motivation for meditating and all three answers that have been given are more general answers in terms of the procedures for meditating. The question is, what is the gateway that distinguishes between a Dharma practitioner and one who is not actually practicing the Dharma, or between a Buddhist and a non-Buddhist. So the question is more in terms of what is the demarcation point that defines meditation?

[Pause]

Alex: If you were meditating on voidness what actually  –  probably the word gateway or door is not translating it correctly. I don’t actually get the point either of what exactly is being asked. So it’s not communicating very well.

Participant: Do you mean the foundation for meditation?

Alex: It was more “what’s the gateway with which you start meditating,” that was more the question that was being asked. Rinpoche was explaining that when you are starting to learn to write, for instance, what is the starting point, what is the first thing that you do? That’s more the question that was being asked. What’s the first thing that you do to start out? When you start to write, the first thing you do is learn the alphabet. Likewise, when you start to meditate the first thing that you do is examine what your motivation is for doing the meditation. This is more general than the specific answers that you were giving. You examine what the motivation is and then, if your motivation is not good, you do what you said, which is focusing on the breathing. In order to settle the mind if you are in a very hostile frame of mind or whatever when you sit down, you do the breathing techniques.

So, after you’ve swept the room, cleaned the meditation place and sat in the proper posture, the starting point for any meditation is to examine what is your motivation for sitting down there. That first thing that you do is this examination and it doesn’t mean you start off sitting, closing your eyes tightly and just proceed from there. The point is first to look at what your motivation is for doing this. Rinpoche will tell you a nice story about establishing the motivation for meditation.

Serkong Rinpoche: There was in Tibet a notorious bandit by the name of Bengungyel. He had a forty acres farm and tried to eke out a living from this, but that wasn’t sufficient and so he was also a bandit and went out plundering as well as fishing and hunting. Once he was up on a mountain pass when a traveler came by on horseback. The traveler didn’t recognize Bengungyel and asked him, “Have you heard or seen this notorious bandit Bengungyel around here?” And so he roared back to him, “I’m Bengungyel,” and the traveler was so scared out that he fell off his horse and down the mountain. Bengungyel was quite disturbed seeing someone fall off a mountain simply at the sound of his name and he decided that this was really wrong, his being a bandit and all the things that he had done. He admitted his wrongdoings honestly to himself, regretting his actions, and he made up his mind to try to mend his ways, take up Dharma practice and live an honest life from then on.

To that end, he kept a particularly close watch on all the destructive and constructive actions and thoughts that he had in the course of a day, keeping an account of them. Every day he kept a tally. For every destructive thing that he did or thought, he would put down a black mark, and for each positive and constructive one, he would write down a white mark. At the beginning, he had mostly black marks and hardly any white marks at all. As he meditated and built up beneficial habits, the black marks at the end of each day eventually became less and less, and he got more and more white marks. Later on he realized that he had many, many white marks each day. He then took on the spiritual name, the religious name of “The Victor over Ethical Self-discipline.”

As he kept on training in this way, if at the end of the day he saw that he had more black marks, he would take his right hand with the left and shake it very severely, and would say, “Bengungyel, you’re really rotten! You are trying to practice Dharma but all you are doing is really messing up,” and he would give himself a severe scolding. If he had more white marks, then he would take his left hand in the right and shake it, and he would congratulate himself saying, “Yes, you’re really doing a fine job, you are really being this one who is victorious over ethical self-discipline,” and he would praise himself, encourage himself.

Later he became very famous as the good mentor or geshe Bengungyel, the one who was victorious over ethical discipline, and many people came to visit and see him, and many patrons came to support him. One day, a lady who was one of his patrons invited him down to her house for a meal. While he was there, she stepped outside, and from all the instincts that he had from having been a thief, he saw this large basket where she kept tea and stuck his hand in the basket to steal some tea leaves. But then, realizing what he was doing, he grabbed his hand with the other hand and shouted out to the woman, “Hey mother, come quickly I’ve caught a thief!”

Another time, someone who was also helping him out as a patron sent a message saying he was going to come up to his little hut and visit him. So Bengungyel got up very, very early that morning and he worked very hard to clean his hut immaculately, setting up beautiful offerings, making butter lamps and lighting very fragrant incense. Then he sat down to do some meditation and the first thing he did was examine what his motivation was for what he had done that morning. He realized that he had done all these preparations because his patron was coming and he wanted to impress this patron and gain more from him. He realized that this was a pretty terrible motivation. So he got up and went over to the fireplace where, in Tibet, they’d have these little containers where all the ashes were kept, and he picked them up and went around the hut pouring ashes over everything, and made a complete mess of his house.

This illustrates the point that you start off any meditation by examining your motivation for what you are doing. When you examine, if you find that you have a great deal of hostility, anger, desire or whatever, if you find that you have a lot of mental disturbance, then it is at that point that you do the breathing exercises. For instance, you breathe out slowly and then breathe back in slowly and count that as one, then repeat twenty-one times, and in the process calm your mind down. You’ll find that whatever disturbing thing has been bothering you, it will momentarily subside.

Later, Bengungyel, who now had a great deal of patrons and was receiving help from everybody, remarked, “Before, when I was a bandit, I had forty acres of land, and I thieved at night, fished and hunted, and my mouth was still unable to find enough food to eat. Now that I have become a spiritual practitioner, even if I don’t need things, people come and give them to me. Whereas before my mouth couldn’t find enough food to eat, now the food cannot find enough of a mouth here to get all inside me.”

After you have examined your motivation, if it’s a poor motivation and you are in a bad state of mind, you settle down by doing breathing exercises. After that, you get down to the actual main body of the session, which would be, for instance, building up beneficial habits of mind thinking of the precious human rebirth that you have, and so forth, whatever topic you might be addressing for that session. If when you examine your motivation you find that it’s alright, then there’s no need to do the breathing techniques first, you can go straight on to the actual subject matter.

The meditation posture is referred to as either the seven or eight-point posture of Vairochana. The eighth part, which can be included or not, refers to the breathing. There’s a simile for understanding how counting the breaths can fool your disturbing attitudes into momentarily going away. The simile is, suppose this room was completely filled with people coming to the discourse. If an extra person wanted to come in tomorrow, there would be no room for this person to get in and get a seat. If he just came in and said to someone directly, “Hey, give me your seat, I want to sit down,” that wouldn’t do and he wouldn’t be able to get a seat. But if he came in, and made up a story, saying to someone, “Hey, there’s something really interesting outside. Why don’t you get up and go have a look?” And that person got up and went outside, then he could sit down in that person’s seat. So he would have connived his way into getting a place to sit. It is like that that the breathing fools your disturbing attitudes into going away for the time being.

The Question of Past and Future Lives

Alex: I asked Rinpoche the question of past and future lives that you brought up last night. The question was, if you are still working through the issue of whether or not there are past and future lives while you are doing various practices, would that still be considered Dharma in a formal sense? Rinpoche said that if you define Dharma as preventive measures to stop you from falling to a lower rebirth in the future, then, if you don’t think in terms of benefiting your future lives, your actions won’t go in the direction of preventing you from falling to a lower rebirth, because you are not actually thinking in those terms. That doesn’t negate the fact that what you are doing is building up positive potentials. It is beneficial because there are many levels of preventive measures in terms of the general ordinary use of the term as a translation for the word Dharma.

For instance, you go to the doctor and get a shot or something like that. That’s a preventive measure to prevent you from getting sick and that is of benefit in this lifetime and, naturally, at a certain ordinary level it is a preventive measure. Likewise, what you do in this life, whatever particular measures you have to apply at the moment, when they have a result here, that’s also, in this life, a preventive measure. But if you are talking formally about the actual paths of the mind described by the lam rim, the graded paths of the mind of someone with an initial, intermediate and advanced level of motivation and scope with which they are working, all of that comes before the initial scope. You can only get into the first step given in the description of the paths when you actually think in terms of benefiting future lives.

So that is where, as Westerners, we start from, the step before that. If the actual boundary where the Tibetans start describing the spiritual path lies where you actually work to benefit your future lives, then, in order to actually reach that stage, it is necessary to know about future lives and how to go about establishing their existence for yourself.

Serkong Rinpoche: Now we all know that we have both a body and a mind. Pillars, beams and these things don’t have a mind in the sense of a consciousness that we all can understand. If we were simply a physical body without having different ways of being conscious  –  or a mind  –  then, if everything were just physical, we would be no different from a corpse and no different from a pillar or a beam.

Alex: Rinpoche asks what’s your name?

Participant: Thubten.

Serkong Rinpoche: So when you say Thubten as your name, we see your body; we can’t actually see your mind, your ways of being conscious. But when you speak in terms of your mind as mental activity, then there’s your mental activity of yesterday and today and also tomorrow. There is never a moment when the mind, the mental activity, becomes nonexistent, it is a continuum. When you start to think in those terms, you should try to realize that although the body can come to an end and become nonexistent, it is not the same case with the mind.

As for the way in which you actually become convinced of the laws of behavior and its results  –  that performing a positive and constructive type of action builds up a positive potential and results in happiness as its fruit  –  as I discussed the other day, it is something that you become convinced of on the basis of scriptural authority. It is very difficult to see that with your eyes, to be able to prove to yourself that cause and effect works like that. You have to accept the word of the Buddha on that matter.

Now, if that is something that you can’t actually see with your eyes and you just have to accept the Buddha’s word, how can you come to accept the word of the Buddha on these matters? What makes the Buddha a correct and valid authority on these things, in terms of happiness resulting from doing positive things and the mental continuum going on into future lives? The way that you can comfortably and validly accept the Buddha’s word on these matters is by thinking about some of the other things that the Buddha spoke about. Namely, the Buddha spoke about voidness or reality, and also spoke about the methods for gaining shamatha, which is a stilled and settled state of mind or mental quiescence. If you look at what the Buddha said on those matters and you actually practice according to what he said, you find that, in fact, it is all true. You can verify for yourself, from your own experience, that what he said about reality was true because you can see it. What he said about gaining a stilled and settled state of mind is true because you attain it. So, on the basis of that, you can accept his word on other matters such as future lives.

You can consider the example of identical twins or triplets. These two or three children may be physically identical, but one of them will be smarter than the other; one of them will be able to learn things very quickly and the other will be duller. The reason for that lies in their past lives. One of them trained their mind very well in past lives and had the instincts to be smarter, whereas the other did not do so and, therefore, was a little bit slower of mind. In any case, even if you can’t prove that the mind does come from past lifetimes and that past lifetimes and future lives exist, even if you can’t prove that, it is also the case that you can’t prove definitely that they don’t exist. However, if you gain this stilled and settled state of mind, shamatha, where you have perfect single-minded concentration, then you will acquire different types of ESP; and when you have these, you will actually be able to see your past lives. You might not be able to see a huge number of them, but at least you will be able to see a few. The same applies in terms of your future lives: you will be able to know where you will be reborn. By following the methods, it actually is possible to see for yourself the existence of past and future lives.

Participant: May I ask a question?

Alex: Yes.

Participant: What kind of detail would you be able to see?

Serkong Rinpoche: Naturally you are going to have people with different levels of memory of what they did in past lifetimes and this is true for this lifetime as well. Some people can remember every meal they had in this life; others probably have no memory at all of most of the meals that they took years ago, what they actually ate and did on each specific day, let alone remember what they did on each specific day in past lives. It depends on the individual. Some would be able to see with more or less detail. Do you remember each meal that you had eight years ago on each day of that year?

Participant: Maybe four and a half.

Serkong Rinpoche: Do you remember each meal that you had four and a half years ago?

Participant: From January to March, but only lunch time.

Serkong Rinpoche: But you don’t remember what you had the month before that though?

Participant: No.

Serkong Rinpoche: The same then is true of past lives. It is going to be pretty rare for you to remember every excruciating detail of it. Even among regular folk there are ordinary people who also have memories of past lives.

Proving logically the existence of past and future lives is quite difficult. The great logician and master Dharmakirti, in ancient India, also had a tough time proving it to a king through logic. What he did was he found someone who was dying and placed a pearl in this person’s mouth. Afterwards, some months later, a child was born with a pearl in his mouth and in this way he demonstrated, on a very physical level, the existence of rebirth. You should likewise consider His Holiness the Dalai Lama who at present is the fourteenth reincarnation of the line of Dalai Lamas; the Panchen Lama as well, who is more than the tenth in that line; also the line of the Karmapas, the past one was the sixteenth in that line. Although these great lamas have changed bodies in all these incarnations, their mental continuums have continued without a break. It’s not simply like finding an official to replace a retired old official, it’s not like that. When they look for the reincarnation they are not looking for a replacement, but rather they are looking for the continuity of that mind-stream. After the thirteenth Dalai Lama passed away and they looked for signs to find the fourteenth, very many amazing things happened. There’s a lake that is sacred to Palden Lhamo, and in this lake there appeared images of the house, place and letters indicating the name of the area and so forth where the fourteenth Dalai Lama would take rebirth.

When you think about all these matters, you will start to get more into the idea of past and future lives. When you accept this, then you will find that doing various positive actions in order to benefit future lives will become very important to you. If mind was simply a mechanical or physical device that you could install into machines, for instance, you could make a computer and then install a mind and it would actually be a living being. Then you could make dogs, cats, insects and various beings out of machines and, in fact, you could put consciousness into absolutely everything. The absurd conclusion that follows from this is that if mind was purely physical, then you could put mind into absolutely everything in the world, and everything around you would be alive and consequently would be capable of growth. Either that, or it would absurdly follow that, if you could put life and mind into machines, then as all the machines broke down, life would become extinct. We’d all become like dinosaurs and disappear if it was purely something mechanical, that as the machines break down life is finished. Both possibilities are ridiculous when you think about it.

 Session Six: Happiness, Suffering and Questions
The Pursuit of Happiness

We have two types of happiness, physical happiness and mental happiness, and most of the effort we put into our lives is involved in the pursuit of physical comfort and happiness. In the pursuit of physical happiness and comfort a lot of people engage in all sorts of activities. They can become murderers and robbers, steal all sorts of things and sell them to get some money and get some physical comfort and happiness, and, in fact, they are able to get some comfort in that way. But this is just exchanging one problem for another and, in the long run, it just brings them more problems. It would be as if you had a big wound on your cheek and you cut off your nose and transplanted it on your cheek to take care of the wound there: you are just exchanging one problem for another. Then there are others who pursue physical comfort and happiness through making an honest living as farmers, merchants, and so forth, and there are many people who are successful in making a living in this way, by farming or engaging in commerce.

There are also people who are very unlucky and things never work out for them. No matter how much they try to run a business it doesn’t succeed, or a store, they’re not able to sell things, or they have a farm and are unable to really make it work. When you have two persons doing the same type of work, both working equally hard, but one succeeds and the other fails, you may ask, “Well what’s the difference? What makes one succeed and the other fail?” It is because of the different types of potentials they have built up in past lifetimes. If in the past they have built up positive potentials, then they succeed in what they are doing and things go well. If they’ve built up negative potentials, then nothing ever works out.

However, you will find that no matter how successful people might be in their material pursuits and in their career, no matter how much money and possessions they have, although it can bring some physical comfort, it doesn’t bring mental happiness. You’ll find that the more things you have, the more problems and worries you have over them. If one person had all the wealth and possessions of this entire country, of America, this person would just have this type of thought: “Oh, I just wish I had even more.” In other words, nobody is ever satisfied, nobody ever feels, “Now I have enough material things, I don’t need anything else.” Therefore, we must look for a spiritual practice of Dharma, something that can bring us a greater happiness than this, a happiness that is long lasting, that is very great and that will never end. We need to realize and accept that other than by following the spiritual methods of Dharma, taking these preventive measures, there’s no way we will be able to really gain a lasting happiness.

Suffering

Having been born, then there are the various sufferings and problems of getting sick, getting old and dying. There is nobody who doesn’t have these types of problems; they are common to absolutely everybody. Everybody gets sick at some time, everybody dies at some time; it’s just a matter of time when is it going to be your turn. If when you are sick you get all upset about it and get really freaked out and worry “Oh, I’m sick, how horrible,” then, in addition to the physical unhappiness and discomfort of being sick, you’ve added on top an unnecessary extra burden of also being mentally very unhappy. So, if when you get sick you think “Well my getting sick is the result of negative potentials that I’ve built up in the past from acting destructively; that’s what’s causing me to be sick,” then you can feel very happy because, “Now that this potential has ripened and I’m rid of it, I won’t have to experience it any more. I don’t have to carry it around any longer. Now it’s ripened into this sickness and I’m done with it. In the future I’m not going to act destructively any more so that I can avoid causing further negative potentials to build up.” You accept the sickness with this positive attitude, aware that now you are rid of this negative potential you’ve built up, and happy to be rid of it. Not only that, but you say, “I wish that I could likewise take on everybody’s sicknesses. And that my being sick would suffice to prevent everybody else ever having to be sick. Let all the possible sufferings that anybody else might ever have from getting sick come on me now. May my being sick now end everybody’s potentials for being sick.” Then you will find that your experience of being sick is completely different and you will not have a hard time with it at all, rather you’ll be very happy that you got sick because you can use this positively.

The great Kunu Lama Rinpoche, a great recent master, described that in the land where he came from there was one man who did this type of practice of healing others by taking their sicknesses on to himself. Once, there was someone who had a very, very bad head injury with a heavy infection and a lot of pain, and this old man went to him and waved his hands saying, “May this sickness come on me, may it come on me.” He was actually able to heal this person, but he himself got the head injury and infection and died from it.

The Reliability of the Great Masters of the Past

Even if you’re staying in a completely luxurious house, filled with all the gadgets, possessions and things that you can imagine, and having the best possible food and drink, it is quite possible to be there and be totally miserable because of your attitude, regardless of how much food, drink and gadgets you might have to amuse yourself with in this house. Conversely, somebody else could be staying in a really awful, second-grade type of place, but because of their attitude they are very happy and content. You can look at the example of the ever-vigilant Milarepa who lived in a cave. There was absolutely nothing in the cave. If we were to be stuck in such a place we would find it really tough and difficult, but Milarepa was very content and pleased with it. He said, “I have no worldly concerns or anything that’s perishable,” and was extremely happy living with nothing.

The ever-vigilant Milarepa was once sleeping outside on a meadow next to a roadway. He was just lying there, looking very skinny. A girl walked by and seeing him said, “Oh, what a miserable looking body this person has. May I never take such a body in my future lives; may I never fall to such a state as this person.” Milarepa got up and said, “You don’t have anything to worry about. Even if you prayed to become like me, you wouldn’t become like this.”

Milarepa’s teacher, the translator Marpa, went to India three times to meet his teacher Naropa. As he was going to India the third time, his teacher Naropa had already passed away. On the way to India, on a mountain pass, he met the great Atisha who was on his way to Tibet. Atisha knew that Naropa had passed away, and in fact was taking some of Naropa’s relics and possessions with him to Tibet. However, he didn’t say anything to Marpa about Naropa’s death because he knew that Marpa was a rather remarkable person who would be able to meet with Naropa, even though he had passed away, and so he let him go on to India. Marpa continued on his way through Nepal, came down into India and went back to the place where Naropa had been living and, in fact, he did receive a vision of Naropa there and he did receive teachings from him.

All these great beings, Milarepa and so forth, aren’t speaking a lot of nonsense when they talk about past and future lives. They have no reason in the world to fool anybody. They have no interest in getting worldly things or anything like that by making up stories and fooling people. Their only wish is to be of benefit to everyone and, therefore, what they say about past and future lives is true and there is cause to believe in them.

There are some charlatans who might go around trying to convince you that a certain machine has a mind in order to sell it and make an awful lot of money off you, but if you look at Milarepa’s example, there’s no reason for him to act as a charlatan. He’s not trying to sell you anything; he’s not trying to make any money off people. He lived in a cave and had completely given up all worldly possessions and things, and simply taught in order to benefit everyone. Look at the examples of Buddha Shakyamuni and Atisha: both of them renounced their princely lives and devoted themselves completely to spiritual pursuits. Look in the Nyingma, Kagyu, Sakya, Gelug traditions: all of them have many great masters who likewise gave up all worldly concern, and all these masters taught about the existence of past lives, not in order to convince you so they could sell you something. Rather, they themselves had no concern for material goods. By these teachings they only wished to benefit you and convince you that if you act in a positive way, it will be of benefit to you; things will work out better for you. So their teachings about past and future lives are all intended to be of help.

The Dharma activity of devoting yourself to a spiritual life is very difficult at the beginning and requires a lot of hard work. It’s not a very easy pursuit to follow. If it were so easy that you could just sit back and relax and still be a great spiritual practitioner, you’d be a bit suspicious of it. It does require a lot of hard work and effort but, although it involves a great deal of hardships, you’ll find that regardless of how difficult things might become, deep inside you have inner peace and happiness, and things work out well. Among the many sincere spiritual practitioners in Tibet and India, it’s unheard of that some are unable to make it because things are too difficult. You will find that, in fact, they are able to make it because they have this inner happiness, strength and peace.

The Dharma spiritual practice is something that can reach an end. You can reach the completion of the spiritual quest and journey and it ends in a state of great happiness. In contrast, a material quest is something that has no end and when you are forced to stop your quest at the time of death, it ends in a state of total tragedy and unhappiness, completely different from the spiritual quest that has an end and ends in happiness.

You should think about what it means to complete your spiritual quest and journey, what does it actually mean? What it means is that you come to the final point at which you’ve learned everything, you’ve gained all good qualities and there is nothing left for you to learn, you’ve mastered everything. It’s not that you finish your spiritual quest and that means that you have finished your work and can just lay back and go to sleep and do nothing. So you should think about what it actually means to complete the spiritual journey that you are setting out on.

This is all for today. Are there any questions?

Participant: Three questions. The first one concerns Rinpoche’s example of Dharmakirti and the pearl in the mouth. I understood that in the process of death it is only the subtle consciousness and the seeds of karma that continue on. This example seems to imply that one carries on a physical body as well?

Serkong Rinpoche: It’s not that you can take some physical object with you into future lives. There are also the examples that I gave the other day of people who made offerings of gold and were reborn with gold earrings or the ability to have gold coins come out of their hand and things like that. All of these come from instincts and potentials that have been laid very strongly on the mental continuum and then ripen in the next rebirth. So it’s not that you put a pearl in somebody’s mouth and they can take that along into their next life and they have that same pearl they had in their mouth when they died. Rather, it was through the force of Dharmakirti’s very powerful single-minded concentration that, by putting the pearl in this person’s mouth, it created an extremely strong potential and instinct on the mental continuum of that person to generate having a pearl in the mouth again when the person was reborn.

For instance, you have the example of Marpa’s son, Dharmadodey, who sustained a foot injury and in his future reincarnations he was born with some sort of marking on his foot. It’s not that he took the same injury along, but that it was a very strong instinct that continued on the mental continuum and gave rise to a similar thing.

Do Plants Have Minds?

Participant: Second question. Rinpoche was saying how a pillar or a beam doesn’t have a mind and that if I were without a consciousness, then the body would be similar to the pillar or the beam. As I understand it, the Buddhist tradition says that plants don’t have a mind, yet I would not be able to liken a tree out there to this beam, because a tree is living. On the other hand I don’t see it has a mind, so I am confused now in this relationship, if that is a proof for something having a mind and it’s living, then we would have to say that plants have a mind?

Serkong Rinpoche: Does a corpse have a mind?

Participant: I don’t believe so.

Serkong Rinpoche: Did the corpse come out of the mother’s womb? Did the body of the corpse come out at that time and did it have a mind?

Participant: Well the corpse itself didn’t come out, no. A being came out that was impermanent, changing moment by moment, so when it is a corpse, it isn’t the actual object that came out of the mother’s womb.

Serkong Rinpoche: So if the body itself doesn’t have a mind, are you saying that the tree has a mind because it gives birth to leaves and twigs, which are things like a body that do not have a mind?

Participant: I’m saying that if something is living, that proves that it has a mind. Then, if I say that because this body is living, it has mind, I should be able to apply that same proof to a tree: that because it is living, it has mind.

Alex: Well what do you mean by living  –  that it has life force?

Participant: Yes. The fact that that is all I can see to differentiate between myself and that pillar  –  I’m alive, I have some active force, but the pillar doesn’t  –  that’s the only way I’m able to see the difference at this point.

Serkong Rinpoche: Are you stating that if something has a life force, then it has a mind? So are you stating that because a tree gives rise to leaves and twigs, therefore, it has a life force?

Participant: I would say not so much leaves and twigs, but the fact that it can generate a new tree seems to me an example of its life force?

Serkong Rinpoche: So which are you stating as the reason for it having a life force? The fact that it gives rise to leaves and twigs, or the fact that it gives rise to seeds which, when planted, will give rise to other trees?

Participant: I would say both. The fact that it is growing, that it has the force of growing, it’s not a static thing, it is actually taking in material and transforming it in a growing process, and that it has the ability to have a sexual union of sorts which produces offspring  –  that proves it has a life force.

Serkong Rinpoche: What about the example that there are certain corpses that are mummified and after they have been mummified for many centuries you find that the hair and nails have grown on these mummies? Many strange things happen with mummies. Would you say that also these mummies are alive, because they have given rise to more hair and nails? If so, then you would have to say that corn and wheat also have a life because they too give rise to seeds, and do you also assert that if corn and wheat have a life force they also have a mind?

Participant: This is where I am confused. It didn’t seem to need any great leap of faith to see these things as living, but to see them as having mind? I’ve never understood that a plant had mind.

Serkong Rinpoche: If you are defining the word “life” in terms of simply having the ability to grow and produce seeds which then can grow into a new object, and you are not equating it with having a mind, then that’s a completely different matter and it’s just a question of terminology, so there’s no problem there. However, if you are using the word “life” as an exact equivalent for the Tibetan word “srog,” which is the Sanskrit word prana, then since the Tibetan term has the connotation of “being conscious,” of “having ways of knowing and having mind,” then it won’t do. So it’s a matter of terminology.

You could say that dry tree trunks like this pillar are also devoid of life force, but what if you take these pillars and put them in water and they get very moist and then start to get green again?

Participant: But that is another organism growing on the basis of the pillar. An organism could grow on my body, on this basis.

Serkong Rinpoche: But you’ve set that as a reason for being alive, and so then you’d have to say that the pillar was alive because it has given rise to a new form.

Participant 2: I don’t quite see that because you can have mold growing on the floor, but the floor is not alive, although it’s providing causes and condition for something to grow. But there is the question that you can kill a tree. I mean, would you speak of killing trees?

Alex: What Rinpoche is saying is that it is a matter of terminology. In English we speak of a tree as being alive, and of killing trees and plants. That is not the same as making that statement in Tibetan or Sanskrit because in those languages, when they talk about life force and killing, it is more specific and the definitions don’t cover what we would cover by our usage of the words “kill” and “alive.” It’s not a matter of disagreeing with each other; it’s just a matter of having words that have wider or narrower boundaries in the scope of their meaning.

Participant 2: So does that mean that in those languages the word “life” is equated with mind?

Alex: Yes.

Participant 1: Conversely then, if it’s true that if we put that in water and mold or some organism grew on it, logic would then assume that that pillar would have to have a mind to produce another life.

Alex: Now we are talking about another question. That aside, Rinpoche is bringing into question the Western definition of something being alive.

Participant 1: Well if we were to take the converse, that means that if you can’t prove that to be true  –  that if something is alive, it needs to be able to produce another life  –  then that would prove it to be dead.

Serkong Rinpoche: Would you say that a rocket ship has a life, is it alive? What’s the reason for saying that the rocket ship isn’t alive?

Participant 1: It lacks the ability to take in organic or inorganic material and reproduce itself, extend itself, or produce a seed that would produce another rocket.

Serkong Rinpoche: What about machines in general, do they have a life? So for something to be alive, it has to eat food?

Participant: It has to take some form of nutrition, whether it’s subtle or gross.

Alex: That confused Rinpoche because rocket ships eat rocket fuel and machines eat electricity. They have motion and they move and, moreover, machines can make other machines. So it’s a little difficult for Rinpoche to understand what the meaning of the Western word “life” is.

Participant 2: Cell division?

Alex: Can you explain cell division a little bit more, because you do have machines that can make other machines.

Participant 1: Cell division is growth.

Participant 3: Cells divide and reproduce themselves.

Alex: I’m hard pressed to find the Tibetan word for cell. Instead, I was explaining to Rinpoche about the case of some type of worms that you chop in half and get two worms.

Participant 1: I was also saying that to explain it, if you were to damage that cell in some way, it would lose its power to duplicate. It has this ability to duplicate but can lose it.

Serkong Rinpoche: So what about the cells in the wood in the pillar? Doesn’t that wood have cells?

Participant 1: They are cells that have lost the ability to multiply.

Serkong Rinpoche: What is the way of differentiating whether or not they have that ability?

Participant 1: No matter what you do to them, they are not going to duplicate. But if you add another cell to it that is alive, it can use those cells as a basis for growth and itself can then duplicate.

Participant 4: Can I just pursue something, to extend it? There are particular trees, there are single trees or groups of trees that are said to possess certain qualities, special energies, special spirits, what is the nature of that?

Alex: Now you are getting into a completely different discussion. We’re talking about the tree itself not spirits.

Participant 3: I would like to know whether, from the Tibetan perspective, there is a difference between trees and rocks. I mean not rocks, not even part of the earth, but trees and metal?

Alex: Plants give rise to trees and twigs and things like that, whereas rocks and pieces of iron don’t. It’s the same, it’s just what you want to call it, how you want to divide your pie.

Participant 3: But those are not considered to be alive because they do not have a mind?

Alex: You would accept that a plant, a tree, is alive, but doesn’t have a mind? Yes, it is exactly like that in the Tibetan. We’re much better off not using the word “life” to translate the Tibetan word because it will just get confusing since they are not equivalents. The word that they use, that something has a “srog” is something that has consciousness. Now, something that has life is a different issue. In Tibetan you have animals, plants and minerals, and the Tibetans place animals together in one category, and plants and minerals in another category. Westerners place mineral in one category, and plants and animals together in another category, that’s what the whole issue boils down to. So Rinpoche would like to know what is your reason for lumping animal and plant together in one category, whereas they would lump plant and metal together in one category although still acknowledging that they are different things? Are you saying that “life” isn’t the same as “having a mind,” in the sense that the Tibetans would assert that “life” isn’t exactly the same as “being conscious”?

Participant 1: During a past teaching, someone commented that he was having difficulties differentiating between a plant and an animal, and asked about this to Rinpoche. In answer to that question, Rinpoche gave the example of a funeral in Tibet where they were taking this man up to be cremated. A very highly realized doctor came over and said, “This man isn’t dead.” He took the man home and revived him; the man had been in a very subtle state of consciousness. If you don’t know, if you can’t even tell if a human is alive or dead, whether he has a mind or not in that body, then you won’t be able to tell with a plant. So it is difficult to say whether a plant has mind or not, or whether a human has a mind or not if you don’t know what the mind itself is. But, on the other hand, it is difficult for me to say that a plant isn’t alive, that it’s not growing.

Alex: Yes, but our whole discussion is about what does it mean for something to be alive. Rinpoche would like to understand what the Western concept of being alive and life is?

Participant 1: It’s just the force of growing.

Participant 3: Well, how can you account for the improved growth of a plant by talking to it?

Alex: Rinpoche says that it’s quite possible for speech directed at a plant to affect its growth. That’s nothing remarkable or strange, but it doesn’t prove that the plant has a mind. That is just things’ response to causes and conditions within the general presentation of everything being dependently arisen. Just because it responds to stimuli doesn’t prove it has a mind.

Serkong Rinpoche: For instance, there are plants like the Venus flytrap and similar plants that eat insects and some of them, not all, would have a mind. But just because it catches insects and destroys them you can’t give that as a reason for having a mind because you can also have an electric fly trap that catches flies and destroys them and you wouldn’t say that just because it does that, it’s alive. Not just that it’s alive but that it has a mind.

Participant: Could we conversely say then that some things that look like human beings walking around don’t have minds?

Alex: Sure, there are tons of robots and things like that around. On the East Coast and in the mid-West there are these pizza palace places that have robots in the form of bears, apes and gorillas up on stage run by computers, and they sing songs and dance. Once we walked into one of these computer pizza palaces and Rinpoche first said that they were all alive, although it was quite obvious they weren’t. So there are tons of things like that. This is after all a land famous for all sorts of contraptions of that kind, so you don’t have to think very much to answer your question.

Can One Take Someone Else’s Sickness upon Oneself?

Participant 1: I have one further question. The last question concerns the story that the Kunu Lama gave about the man who was able to take on someone else’s sickness. It seemed to me that this contradicted one of the laws of karma that the Buddha taught, that unless you have created the cause, such as if you had created the cause for a sickness and it comes on you, you would not have to experience it?

Serkong Rinpoche: Of course, this person had accumulated the karma to be able to take on this sickness of the other person; it’s not that it just happened for no reason.

Alex: Rinpoche has done the karma, or some actions, in the past, or built up potentials to be able to take a meal from you and receive food from you here and have that meal. Otherwise it wouldn’t have been possible for Rinpoche to take food here. It would be like a beggar who comes and is sent away.

Participant 1: Well there’s the expression that the Buddha can’t remove your delusions like a thorn from your foot, but this more or less makes it sound like you can, that all your suffering that the Buddha couldn’t remove himself, someone else could?

Serkong Rinpoche: It’s the same thing with the person in the example. He had built up the karma to have his sickness taken away by that particular person. It’s the same thing: The Buddha can’t pull out suffering like a thorn unless you have the karma to be helped by the Buddha. If you haven’t built up the karma and don’t have the potentials for that to happen, it won’t happen. It’s as if you were working in a factory, you have to be taught how to operate the machines and so forth, and then you know how to operate them. You can’t just walk in and have everything working for no reason at all; it comes about from a causal process.

But this particular type of question is really quite crucial; these questions about karma are very good to ask. It’s not such an intelligent question to ask whether or not you can have things that look like human beings with no eyes. That’s a pretty stupid question! Of course it’s true that if you haven’t built up the karma in the past to have these things happen, in terms of being healed by someone else and so forth, they won’t happen. These things don’t just happen for no reason; otherwise, as you say, you have these contradictions. Thinking about these questions is very good. Like when they talk about being reborn in a pure land field, which is like some sort of paradise, though not quite the same, this type of thing doesn’t happen without having built up the causes for it. It’s not just that you can do anything and then go off to a paradise and are able to enjoy all the things. You must create such a situation yourself by your actions.

For instance, there is this group of us here today and we’ve all built up the causes and have the karma to be here today in this group. If you didn’t have that karma to be here in this group and participate in this teaching, this event, then you wouldn’t have shown up, you wouldn’t have come here. Some years ago, at Gomang monastery, I recall there was a very learned Mongolian. The abbot of Gomang monastery at that time was also extremely learned, a great master. In the monasteries’ educational system there’s what’s called the Lharampa degree of geshe, which would be like the top level of a Ph.D. in their education system. The abbot said to the Mongolian who was at the monastery, “Don’t take this Ph.D., don’t sit for the exams, don’t go through with its procedures,” but he wanted to get this degree.

When the abbot went outside the grounds, the Mongolian said, “In saying that I shouldn’t sit the exam, the abbot was making a show of demonstrating ESP to me. But according to the rules of discipline, you are not supposed to demonstrate ESP, so he must have been lying to me.”

In any case, out of consideration for the abbot’s authority, the Mongolian sat the exams for the next grade down from the top one, the grade right below, because he had studied very well and knew the texts well, and he wanted to take the exams and get some degree. In the monastic system, once you’ve taken the exam for the lower grade of degree and gotten that degree, you can’t do the exams for the higher level in that degree because you have already received the degree of a particular category.

When the abbot passed away, the Mongolian decided he wanted to take the exams for the higher degree level anyway, because the abbot was no longer around and he felt alright to do that. There were ten thousand monks present for the examination. The way that the exam is taken is that, in front of this large assembly, first you have to recite certain texts by heart and then you do the actual oral examination, which is in the form of a debate. So he went out and stood in front of a pillar to do the recitation from memory that was required as part of the exam, and when he went over to take his seat at the pillar to start the recitation, as soon as he put his foot on that seat, he dropped dead.

So he was unable to take the exams for the higher degree level because he didn’t have the karma to be able to do that. The abbot had in fact known about this and that was the reason why he had said, “You shouldn’t take the exam.” People then looked in the notebooks and belongings of this Mongolian who had dropped dead on the spot where he tried to take the exams, and in his notes they found that he had in fact asked his Dharma protector whether or not it would be OK to take the exams, like asking an oracle in a sense. The answer that had come was that he shouldn’t, but as he didn’t particularly like that answer and wanted to take the exams anyway, he had made this accusation against the abbot outside, saying that the abbot was pretending to have ESP and went on and tried to take the exams anyway.

In this example, the point isn’t whether or not the abbot had ESP, but that if you haven’t built up the karma for a certain event to occur, it’s not going to happen no matter how much you try to push it. The same thing would be true in terms of taking on somebody else’s sickness. Both parties involved must have built up the karma for this to happen.


 Part II: Commentary on the Text
 Session Seven: Review of the Common Preliminaries
The text begins with the salutation and promise to compose:

Namo mahamudraya: Homage to mahamudra, the great seal of reality. I respectfully bow at the feet of my peerless guru, lord of that which pervades everywhere, master of those with actual attainment, who expounds, in a denuding manner, the diamond strong vajra sphere of mind, parted from (what can be expressed in) speech, inseparable from mahamudra, the great seal of reality, the all-pervasive nature of everything.

Gathering together and thoroughly condensing the essence of the oceans of sutras, tantras, and quintessence teachings, I shall write some advice concerning mahamudra from the Gelug-Kagyu tradition of the fatherly Dharmavajra, a mahasiddha with supreme actual attainment, and his spiritual offspring.

For this, there are the preparatory practices, the actual methods, and the concluding procedures. 

The text then speaks of the common preliminaries, which is what we have been discussing up until now:

As for the first, in order to have a gateway for entering the teachings and a central tent pole for (erecting) a mahayana mind, earnestly take the safe direction of refuge and develop a bodhichitta aim. Do not have these merely be words from your mouth.

Safe Direction

As the text says, the entranceway for becoming a Buddhist is putting a safe and sound direction in your life, namely taking refuge. The gateway for being a vast-minded, or Mahayana, practitioner is dedicating your heart to others and to achieving enlightenment, in other words, developing bodhichitta. Concerning the point of taking refuge or taking a safe and sound direction in your life, this involves thinking about the precious human rebirth that we have as our working basis, complete with all its respites and rich opportunities, and then thinking about death and impermanence and that this situation will not remain static. Then, there are thinking about the lower realms in the worst states of rebirth that you can fall to and then the actual taking of a safe and sound direction out of the predicament of falling to that. The fifth point is the actual way to do this, which is to think about behavior and its results, the laws of karma. These five points we’ve already discussed.

For taking a safe and sound direction or refuge it’s very important to know what are the causes or reasons for doing so. This also has been discussed already. Now we can have a little quiz. Can you tell me what are the causes for taking refuge?

Participant 1: One cause is finding oneself in a negative karmic situation that one desires to be released from.

Serkong Rinpoche: First of all, you should just be able to list the causes. So first, how many causes are there?

Participant 2: As I understood it, there are two. One is fear, including fear of the suffering result, the suffering one has now and the suffering of the future rebirth. The second is faith that the practice of refuge and taking refuge in Buddha, Dharma and Sangha, the practice of preventive measures, will remove us from going in the direction of causing ourselves to suffer.

Serkong Rinpoche: What you say is correct. In terms of taking a Mahayana or vast minded way of taking safe direction or taking refuge, what do you need in addition to that?

Participant 3: Fear for the welfare of others?

Serkong Rinpoche: Well, actually it’s not so much having fear for their suffering, but wishing to free them from their suffering, wishing that they not have that suffering, which is the definition of compassion; so, compassion. If you know what are the causes and reasons for seeking a safe direction, then your actual taking of it will be much firmer. Then the actual attitude with which you entrust your mind completely to this direction is what it actually means to take that safe direction. It is entrusting your mind to it.

You can understand through an example, if we had a lot of material goods and things in here, we would fear a thief coming and stealing them. If you are afraid of being robbed, what is the next thought that comes to your mind? What do you do, what do you think follows from that? You are in a region notorious for having a lot of thieves and robbers and you’re afraid that you are going to be robbed, what do you do?

Participant 4: You try to find a safe place to put those things so they can’t be stolen?

Serkong Rinpoche: Maybe you would look for some friends or someone to help protect you. It’s the same thing when you think about death and the fact that you could fall to a horrible lower rebirth, then likewise you look for some help or some friends who can help you out in that. If you are afraid of being robbed and you get a tiny little kid to help you out, how would that be? If a thief is coming and you set a pussycat to guard your house, how would that be? What would happen? So what kind of friend do you need to protect you from getting robbed?

Participant 4: A big strong friend.

Serkong Rinpoche: Likewise, when you think of the fact that you are going to die and can be reborn in a lower realm, and you look for someone to protect and help you out of that situation, you don’t want somebody who is like a little pussycat. You want somebody who is strong and can actually do something to help you. Likewise, when you get somebody who is very strong to help you out and guard your house, if you can’t trust that person and you don’t have full confidence in them, then in fact you might just have invited a strong thief to come in your house, but you can get robbed by him. So you not only need somebody who is strong and can help you, but also someone you can trust and have confidence in; otherwise you don’t know whether or not this person is going to turn out to be a thief as well.

There are three different types of faith that you can have in someone, there is a simple, pure-hearted type of faith, there is an aspirational faith and then there is a confident type of faith. The type that’s required here is one that is based on full logical confidence. Getting back to the example of the thief, once you have confidence in the person you’ve asked to help, then what happens?

The next thing that would follow from that is that, once you have placed your confidence in this person, you can entrust your worries into the hands of this person and you can feel at ease because you have set your mind fully into trusting this person. Now if you didn’t have confidence, there would be no way that you could actually relax and put the key to your house and your important papers and things into the hands of this person. So the question is, if you didn’t have confidence in someone, would you entrust everything to that person? That’s the real reason why you need to have confidence in the person, because once you have confidence, then you will entrust the care of your house to that person. Whereas if you didn’t have the confidence, you wouldn’t entrust it and just leaving it without actually entrusting it, you haven’t gotten anywhere. You have to actually entrust the task of protection to that person.

So the actual order of how it develops, in terms of taking refuge or taking a safe direction, is that first you have fear and dread of a certain situation happening and then you have confidence in the possibility that you can be helped out. Once you have confidence in that, then you actually entrust the task to the one in whom you have confidence. Do you understand the example? Is it a good example, does it fit each point of what’s involved in taking safe direction? This is really an important point and not one that you should skip by. This whole taking of a safe direction in your life, taking refuge, is important.

Bodhichitta

The gateway for having a vast-minded scope of Mahayana is actually dedicating your heart with bodhichitta. So what is bodhichitta, what is a dedicated heart? It is a heart with which you aim at achieving a state of full enlightenment in order to be able to benefit everybody. To have a totally dedicated heart of bodhichitta, two things are involved. Simply wishing to benefit all limited beings, in itself, is not a fully dedicated heart of bodhichitta. Neither is it simply the wish to achieve enlightenment; this also is not a fully dedicated heart. You must have both, the wish to help all limited beings and, in addition, the wish to achieve enlightenment in order to be able to do so; you need both. Then, when you have that, this wish, this dedication with which, in order to help all beings you want to achieve enlightenment, acts as a cause.

When we talk about these two things that are involved, when you say, “in order to benefit all limited beings” or “to be able to work for their benefit” or “for their sake”  –  all these have the same connotation  –  this acting as the cause. The actual wish to achieve enlightenment would be like the result and that would be the actual thought that accompanies having a dedicated heart. So when you speak about a dedicated heart, the fact that it’s for the sake of helping all limited beings is what precedes it. When you actually have that state of dedicated heart, what it is aimed at is achieving enlightenment.

This is an important point because one mind or attitude can’t be aimed at two things at exactly the same time; it can’t be aimed both at all beings and enlightenment simultaneously. So it is simply aimed at enlightenment and it has come about by being for the sake of all beings. First you think in terms of being able to help all beings and then it’s actually aimed at enlightenment in order to do that, so it’s aimed specifically at enlightenment at the time when you have that. So although it is aimed for the sake of all limited beings, or sentient beings, it’s not actually aimed at them themselves. It is for the sake of being able to help them, but it is not specifically aimed at them as your focal object. When you hear the expression “for the sake of all limited beings,” the connotation of “for the sake of” is that it is the thought that immediately precedes having this dedicated heart. What it is actually focusing on, however, is the state of enlightenment, the state of becoming totally clear-minded and fully evolved. This is what it’s actually focused on. When we talk about its involving two intentions, the first intention being for the sake of helping everybody, this is the cause that precedes; the intention of achieving enlightenment is the intention that comes along simultaneously with the dedicated heart, at the same time as you actually have that thought of the dedicated heart.

In the Abhisamayalamkara, “A Filigree of Realizations,” Maitreya said that when it talks about “this and this” from the sutras, this comes from the expanded, intermediate and brief versions. What this means is that “this and this” refers to these two aspects that are involved in a dedicated heart, namely, the intention to be able to benefit all beings and the intention to achieve enlightenment. The source where this comes from are the three versions of the Prajnaparamita Sutras, the sutras on the “Perfection of Wisdom” or “Far-reaching Discriminating Awareness,” which is in three versions: the large, intermediate and brief versions. Of these three, the expanded is the Prajnaparamitra Sutra in one hundred thousand verses, the intermediate is in twenty thousand verses and the short is the one referred to as the eight thousand verses. The discussion of “this and this,” referring to the two intentions involved with the dedicated heart of bodhichitta, comes from the three versions of what is called “The Mother of the Triumphant Ones.” This also refers to the Prajnaparamitra Sutras and the three versions, expanded, intermediate and brief, refer to the versions in a hundred thousand, twenty thousand and eight thousand verses. So can you repeat what was just said to you?

Participant 1: Well “this and this” refers to the wish to benefit others and the wish for enlightenment.

Serkong Rinpoche: What are the two intentions?

Participant 1: The wish to help all others and the wish for complete enlightenment.

Serkong Rinpoche: And the dedicated heart of bodhichitta is one that has these two intentions. And what is the source from which the teachings on that derive?

Participant 2: “The Mother of the Triumphant Ones,” the PrajnaparamitraSutras.

Serkong Rinpoche: And there are three versions of them, what are they?

Participant 2: The large, intermediate and short in one hundred thousand, twenty thousand and eight thousand verses.

Serkong Rinpoche: So that is straightforward, the expanded one is one hundred thousand verses because that is a very large number, the intermediate one is the twenty thousand verses because it is less than a hundred thousand, and the short one is the eight thousand verses which is short in comparison to the other two. If you know very precisely just one point like this in terms of the source of a certain teaching, then that’s very good. Otherwise you may claim to have studied a great deal in your education and to know a lot of things, but when you’re actually put on the spot and have to give a fact about something you are not able to say anything. So it is much better to know just a little bit of teachings very well.

Now, when it says it is for the benefit of others, because you want to help others, that implies a certain type of practice that you would do.

Participant: I have a question. Did Rinpoche say that the sentient beings were not the actual object?

Alex: That’s what he said, not the focal object.

Serkong Rinpoche: It’s a focal object, but it’s not the actual focal object in the sense that it’s not the focus of what it’s aimed at specifically. Although bodhichitta is aimed at being for their sakes, so they are a focal object for whose sake it is, they are not the actual focus when the mind is thinking of bodhichitta. At that moment, the mind doesn’t have beings as its object; its object is the enlightenment that you are looking forward to achieving. Thinking of all beings comes first, as a cause, then you think of the enlightenment that you want to achieve in order to help them.

So the way that you actually do it in terms of, let’s say, your reciting some Om Mani Padme Hum’s, is: first you think of all beings, that for their sake “I want to be able to help them all.” Then you think that to do that “I need to achieve enlightenment” and then, in order to achieve enlightenment for that purpose, you recite the Om Mani Padme Hum’s. Since the number of beings is countless, then when you aim at being able to benefit them all, the type of positive potential you have built up by even just saying Om Mani Padme Hum once is equal in force to this countless number of beings, therefore, it too becomes countless as its aim is so vast. Since it is aimed at being able to achieve enlightenment and the potentials are directed toward that end, then the potential won’t exhaust or run out until you actually achieve that enlightenment, so it also becomes endless looking in that direction .

When you are trying to apply this, there is no great benefit in just reciting the words of the bodhichitta prayer, “I dedicate my heart to others and enlightenment,” and it is not sufficient to think this as an intellectual thing. You must actually in your mind direct the force of what you’re doing in that direction and, from the depth of your heart, really dedicate your heart toward those things. Then you are actually practicing and you’ll actually reap the benefits of it.

It is extremely important in the morning, when you wake up, to think that “everything that I’m going to do today is going to be for the benefit of others, is going to be for the benefit of all limited beings.” In this way, you set the direction from the very beginning of your day. You rededicate your heart so that all the positive and constructive things that you do during the day will go for this vast aim. So, the type of thought and dedication you have in the morning when you wake up is extremely important. And at the end of your day you review all the positive things that you’ve done and you dedicate the potential built up from it toward actually achieving enlightenment, to be able to benefit everyone. So you begin your day by rededicating your heart to others and achieving enlightenment, and at night you dedicate the positive potential that you’ve built up toward actually achieving that enlightenment to help everyone. This is the practice of the dedicated heart of bodhichitta.

If you rededicate your heart each morning toward being able to help all beings, and to achieving enlightenment to be able to do that, whatever you do during the day will be pulled along by the force of that dedication that you’ve set in the morning. So it is something that is very important to do. A simile for this would be, for instance, if you’ve chopped down a tree on top of a mountain and wanted to get the log down to the valley, if you have a clear path all the way down, when you start rolling the log from the top all you need to do is just push it in the right direction. Then, by the force of the initial push, the log will go all the way down without straying off the path; it will just continue down. It is the same thing if you push yourself off in the morning with a strong rededication of what you’re doing toward others and toward achieving enlightenment to help everyone. Then, whatever you do in the course of the day, let’s say you come here and listen to teachings, will be carried along with this dedication of doing it to help everybody and achieve enlightenment. Even if your mind goes slightly astray during the day, the force of that dedication will still carry you through the day, so it’s an important thing to do in the morning.


Developing a Dedicated Heart of Bodhichitta

Such a dedicated heart of bodhichitta arises out of a strong feeling of compassion. Compassion is when you look at all limited beings and you look at the problems and suffering they have, and you wish for them all to be free of their suffering and problems. That is compassion. The feeling of wanting everybody to be happy is called love. The term “exceptional resolve,” sometimes called “the pure selfless wish,” is when you accept the responsibility and say, “I myself am going to work to solve everybody’s problems and eliminate their sufferings. I myself am going to work to make everybody happy, bring everybody happiness.” That is “exceptional resolve,” you resolve decisively to do it yourself.

However, even if you have this exceptional type of resolve of wanting to do all of this, if you don’t actually have the ability to do so it’s not going to get you very far. If you look around and ask yourself, “Well who does have the ability to solve everybody’s problems and bring everybody happiness?” Only a completely enlightened Buddha has that ability. Therefore, you strive to become enlightened yourself, to become a Buddha yourself so you can actually do it. This type of attitude and heart that is involved in this whole process is described as “a heart that is like that of a king.” The reason why it’s called this is not that a king would have this feeling, but just speaking in terms of ourselves. If we wanted everybody in the country to be happy, that would be like love, and if we wanted there to be no trouble or disasters in the land, that would be like compassion, and when we have the feeling that “I’m going to try to make everybody in this land happy and eliminate all their suffering and problems,” that would be an exceptional state of resolve. But even if you have that exceptional resolve just as a regular person you’re not able to actually bring all of that about. The only way you’d be able to do it is if you were the king of this land, then you’d actually have the power and ability to change things and bring all this about. And so the wish to become the king in order to do all of this would be the dedicated heart. That’s why it’s called a heart like that of wanting to become a king. Do you understand the example? So now repeat it.

Participant 1: If we had love for everybody we would want them to be happy, if we had compassion we would want them to be free from suffering and then we would have to have the power to do that.

Alex: That’s sort of the other way around. That if you had the wish for everybody to be happy that would be love.

Participant 2: Using the example of the king, we would need the power in order to be able to do that.

Alex: First you have to have the resolve that you want to actually make them happy and eliminate their problems yourself.

Participant 2: So you’d have to have the resolve to do it yourself and, with that resolve, you would want to be the king, for example.

Alex: Then you check “do I have the ability to do it? I don’t have the ability, only a king would have the ability to do that, therefore, I want to become a king.” That’s the dedicated heart. So start over from the beginning.

Participant 2: It’s the compassion that would be….

Alex: Start with what the feeling is and give its name.

Participant 2: The wish to free all beings from suffering, that’s compassion. The wish that all people be happy is love. Then you would need the resolve to take it upon yourself to make them happy and free them from suffering and with that resolve you would wish to be the king.

Alex: Then you would check, do I have the ability to actually make them happy?

Participant 2: Do I have the ability to make them happy?

Alex: Do you?

Participant 2: No, you don’t.

Alex: So who does?

Participant 2: The king, he has the ability and so you would wish to be the king in order to be able to realize your aims.


Recalling the Kindness of Others

Serkong Rinpoche: Now before you would even think “it would be great if everybody were free of all their problems,” you have to become concerned with them. The way to do that is to become mindful of the kindness of others. The way that you do that is you look at all the creatures around you, like looking at those goats out there that provide us with our milk, and it is very kind that they perform that function for us. Likewise, look at all the bees that you have out there. They do all this work of going around collecting pollen from all the flowers so that we can have honey from them, so they are very kind to do all that work that we can benefit from. If you look at the example of the goats, for instance, and the goats are out there eating the grass; we don’t have to do that type of work or activity. We can just sit back while they are out there eating. The same thing with the bees, they’re out there and we don’t have to collect the pollen or do any of that, they do all this work for us. Then we just go out and take the milk and honey from them.

So, in fact, they are very kind to save us all that work and bother and, from our side, we don’t have to do very much for the goats. It’s not like taking care of a person, to take care of a goat we don’t have to drive and go around town doing various things for it. We don’t have to prepare tea and food and other things for the goat. It’s very simple: they just go out and eat the grass in the field. When you look at the chickens in the chicken prisons over there, where they have to sit all the time in those horrible little cages and are not free to walk around or do anything, and we just get the eggs from them. If you think about the horrible lives the chickens lead, it makes you feel very compassionate toward them.

And look at the animals in the circus, at all the difficulty they have to undergo to be trained to do some stupid little trick so we can sit there and get a laugh from them and be amused. It makes you think about the kindness and all the hardships that the animals have to go through for our sake. If the tables were switched and all these animals were out in the audience and now we were the ones who had to be trained, beaten and whipped in order to learn how to perform some silly tricks to amuse them, wouldn’t that be quite awful for us? We’d find that extremely difficult and not very pleasant. If we had to live in cages like the bears and tigers and people came round and poked us and cracked whips at us, how would you like it? So you should think a lot about these situations in order to become mindful of the kindness of the animals and all creatures that have to undergo all these things for our benefit.


Cultivating Patience

You might think that enemies are no fun, that they don’t help us because they just cause us a great deal of harm, but if you think about it, enemies are very kind to us. Annoying people, people that you really can’t stand, provide us with a good opportunity to practice patience and tolerance, and in order to become fully enlightened you need to develop patience and tolerance. This is not something you are going to develop with Buddhas or people who are always nice to you. You develop it with enemies and people who are terrible to you. So in fact these types of people are extremely kind to provide you an opportunity to train in patience and tolerance.

If you are really a Dharma practitioner and someone comes up and slaps you in the face or hits you, then you’ll be able to just take it and be tolerant and patient and not hit back. Not only that, but you can be nice and kind in return to the person who slapped you, which is even better. But if in response to being hit you just hit the other person back, then you run the danger of being hit a second time. And if you continue like that, you run the danger of being beaten to death. So if you really get into a brawl like that, then there’s a danger of either you being beaten to death, or you killing the other person, which would really build up a very strong negative consequence. So it is much better to just accept the first blow and then leave it at that without hitting back, not starting anything.

So this is the way that a dedicated being, a bodhisattva, practices in terms of developing compassion; and so you work to lessen your anger and gain patience and tolerance. If you find yourself in a situation where you run the risk of getting really angry and you can’t control yourself, the best thing to do is to go outside and take a walk or try to relax with some sort of amusement and in some way calm yourself down. You’ll find that, in this way, you’ll be able to handle your anger better and better and, eventually, you won’t get angry at all. If you don’t hit back when you are struck, this is something that will please very much the Buddhas the bodhisattvas, the dedicated beings, even if ordinary people might look at you and consider you a coward.

Now let’s take it further, if somebody hits you with a stick, then would you get angry in that situation? If you think about the reason why you get angry, it’s because now your head hurts and the actual thing that caused the pain in your head is the stick. But in fact you don’t get angry at the stick, you get angry at the person who hit you with the stick. If you think about it, the stick was manipulated by a person, and why did the person hit you? Because the person got angry and so that person was manipulated by his or her anger. Therefore, there was no reason to be angry at the stick because it was manipulated by that person and, therefore, you would be angry with the person. However, since the person was manipulated by his own anger there’s no reason to be angry with the person, you should be angry at his anger. If you think about it further, this person’s anger arose because of something annoying that you yourself did that made him angry and so, in fact, you should get angry with yourself for having done something to annoy this person and make him so angry that he hit you. And so you are just left with getting angry with yourself. So if you think about it, these are methods for being able to control your anger.

Alex: For example, Rinpoche ran away from the Chinese invasion in Tibet and so he is able to be here and have a very pleasant time with all of you here.

Serkong Rinpoche: Now in the situation in which you are being beaten and there is no way for you to escape or avoid that situation, it’s better to just die. In that type of situation, if you think in terms of future lives, the future life that will result from having practiced such intense patience and tolerance will be a very excellent rebirth because this situation of you being beaten to death came about from karma. And if it’s the case that you are meeting with some karmic thing that you’ve built up, some potential that you’ve built up for this to happen to you, if it is this type of situation, then there’s very little that can be done and, therefore, it’s better to just accept it. If there’s no way that you can get out of it, then that’s a situation in which the karma is there for that to happen and there is nothing that you can do. So your time is up and it’s better to die in a state of patience than in a state of fighting. If you’ve met with the ripening of a karma, of a potential, then even if you were to hit back it wouldn’t help the situation. If your time is up, then your time is up and hitting back is not going to affect it.

An example of this is from the account of Maudgalyayana, one of the disciples of the Buddha, who was noted for having powers of miraculous emanation. Maudgalyayana used his powers to go and visit the hell realms now and then, and sometimes when he visited there, various beings who had been reborn there would give him messages to bring back to people on earth, advising them to stop doing certain things because they would also end up in a hell. So he went there once and met a non-Buddhist teacher who had been reborn in one of the hells. The non-Buddhist teacher said, “Go back and tell my disciples to stop acting the way that they are because it’s really horrible in this hell and they will also be reborn down here.” So Maudgalyayana came back to earth and told all these non-Buddhist disciples of the teacher that their former teacher had given them this message from a hell. The disciples got very upset with him for daring to say that their teacher had been reborn in a hell and they all started beating him up. They beat him up so severely that he was near death, and he died afterwards from that as its cause.

The other disciples asked Maudgalyayana after this beating, “Why didn’t you do something? You have all these powers of miraculous emanations, why didn’t you use them to get out of the situation?” And he said, “In that situation, let alone being able to demonstrate any powers, it didn’t even enter my head to emanate myself in any type of different form.” This is an illustration of a case in which he had built up the karma to be beaten to death and at the time it didn’t even enter his head to do anything about it, he was just overwhelmed by a potential ripening.

Participant: I have heard in other situations, in other teachings, that it’s considered right to defend yourself, because if somebody else is acting upon you in that way and they kill you, that is a very heavy karma on their part. If you can prevent them from creating that in some way, that’s a positive thing and it’s good, not necessarily to kill that other person, but to defend yourself in some way, and that it can very much be an act of compassion to do that?

Alex: Can you repeat your question?

Participant: I was referring to other occasions when the subject of whether one should defend oneself, or how to deal with a situation where you are being physically attacked, has been brought up in teachings. I have heard it stated that if somebody is beating you and that they’re going to kill you or beat you very badly, or whatever, that is a very negative act on their part and, therefore, it would be an act of compassion if you were to stop that from happening in some way. Moreover, that not every time somebody comes to attack you in some way necessarily means the end of your life, and you just sort of lay there. I’ve been told that defending yourself on some level is a positive thing, not to kill the other person but to prevent them from creating a very negative action. And so now I’m a bit confused because it sounds like what I’m hearing now is the opposite.

Serkong Rinpoche: The difference, or what you need to investigate in that situation, is whether or not you can actually affect the situation and whether or not you have the power to help this person. If someone is beating you and you have the ability to stop the person, that’s one matter. If you do have the ability to stop that person, then it’s quite all right, out of the power of compassion, to stop this person because it’s beneficial for them and also you don’t lose your life. But if it’s a situation in which you don’t have the power to stop your attacker and if it’s a choice then between dying fighting or dying without fighting, it is much better, in terms of the potential you build up, to die without fighting if you really don’t have any ability to stop the person. So it’s a matter of investigating whether or not you can in fact affect the situation. For instance, if there’s a dog coming from across the room attacking you and about to jump on you and bite your throat, then obviously, you do have the ability to stop the dog’s attack by picking up a stick and smacking the dog. If you just sit on the ground and let the dog come and eat you up, that that wouldn’t be at all sensible.

Another example would be for instance, if you are in a group like here and somebody comes up and hits you over the head. In that situation, it’s much better for you not to do anything in return because there are all these other people in the room who will in fact restrain this person from continuing to beat you up. Whereas it’s much worse if you get into a brawl with this person, you’re making a much bigger scene. But if you are in a situation where this person is about to do big damage to you and you have compassion for this person, wishing that they do not build up such a terrible negative thing from doing that, and in addition you do have the ability to actually help the situation, then there’s no fault in doing so. The point is to investigate whether or not you in fact can do anything. But in that situation it’s very important not to strike back and defend yourself out of anger and hatred for that person, it should be out of compassion for that person.

There’s an example in Tibet of this thing. There was a monk who was carrying a volume of the Kangyur, the translated works of the Buddha. The volumes in Tibetan books are wrapped between two thick pieces of wood and the loose pages are tied together with a string. So he was carrying this when a huge vicious dog started running after him and was about to jump on him and bite him. Normally monks aren’t allowed to hit or strike animals, but he said that the necessity outweighs the prohibition, which is saying that this situation calls for me not to follow the prohibition and rules. So he took this volume of the Kangyur and used it to smack the dog over the head, and while doing that he recited a verse which rhymes in Tibetan, saying that the necessity outweighs the prohibition, may it go auspiciously for the dog with this volume of the Kangyur.

In Tibet they had unbelievably huge vicious watchdogs, huge mastiffs, and they would have them sometimes in iron chains in order to hold them down, and these would be posted in front of people’s houses. Sometimes it was extremely dangerous to go visit somebody if you were a stranger, because these dogs were so huge that they could break the chains and just kill anybody coming in. This is how this story comes about of the monk who was visiting carrying a volume of the scriptures and he used it to clout the dog. So does that satisfy your question for the moment?

We are dealing with the subject of having a dedicated heart of bodhichitta and it arises from having compassion for others, which arises from being mindful of everyone’s kindness. Now, look at why you get angry in various situations, for instance, you have a very nice cup and you happen to break it and you get angry. Or if you lost ten thousand dollars, you would get quite angry. There’s no reason to get angry in those situations because if you work hard you can get a new cup, or get more money, and, first of all, you should have been more careful and put them in safe places so as not to lose them. Once you’ve actually lost them, you should try not to get angry because that doesn’t help. If you can just laugh at the situation and think, “Well, I’ll work hard and replace it,” then you are much better able to handle the situation. If you become angry and very upset, it will cause you a lot of suffering and unhappiness and it won’t help at all. Whether you have that unhappiness or not, you still are going to have to work to replace what you lost, so you might just as well laugh at the situation and take it in a happy state of mind and then proceed with working to replace it.

Getting upset and unhappy isn’t going to help at all, because if you look at the long-term future, you will come to an end at some point, all the possession that you own will come to an end, the country you live in will come to an end and eventually the whole world will end. So what’s the big deal if a cup is broken? There’s no reason to make a big deal over breaking a cup or something like that because you can easily replace it.

Think about what the most terrible situation that could arise in terms of losing something. It would be when you have a terminal sickness and there’s nothing that can be done about it and you are about to lose your life. The time when you are going to be most miserable and unhappy is when there’s no longer anything that can be done with medicine and doctors and hospitals, nothing that can help and you are on your way out. So there’s no point in getting upset about losing some material object that you have. When you think of it in the light of that, then there’s really no reason to be upset about losing some trivial possession that you have. If you keep this in mind then you’ll find that you’ll get along much better with the people that you live with, you’ll be more harmonious.

This thing of dedicating your heart to others and to enlightenment is an extremely important point, and that’s why it says in the text that you must decisively take a safe and sound direction in life and develop a dedicated heart of bodhichitta.


The Uncommon Preliminary Practices

The text continues:

Then, since seeing the actual nature of mind is indeed dependent upon strengthening the enlightenment-building networks and purifying yourself of the mental obscurations, direct (toward your root guru) at least a hundred thousand repetitions of the hundred-syllable mantra and as many hundreds of prostrations as possible, made while reciting The Admission of Downfalls. In addition, make repeated, heartfelt requests to your root guru inseparable from all Buddhas of the three times.”

This refers to the uncommon preliminary types of practices, those not shared in common with sutra practice. When you have the opportunity and you are in places with these great relic monuments or stupas in the East, you should make offerings of various things like water bowls and butter lamps and circumambulate around these monuments with the feeling and recognition that these are the actual remains of the Buddhas. Then do many recitations of the Vajrasattva hundred-syllable mantra and also the Om Mani Padme Hum, and do all this very sincerely. Likewise, if you are familiar with His Holiness the Dalai Lama, either you’ve met him or you’ve seen a picture, you can visualize him and imagine that lights and nectars flow from him and purify you  –  the type of visualizations we were discussing the other day  –  with many recitations of Om Mani Padme Hum, that as well is very beneficial.


The Methods for Meditating on Mahamudra

There are many actual techniques for being able to meditate on mahamudra, the great seal of reality, and so as it says in the text:

As for the actual basic methods, although there are many ways of asserting mahamudra, there are two when divided according to the sutras and tantras.

So there are these two main divisions. With respect to the second of these, which refers to the tantric methods of mahamudra, the text says:

The latter is a greatly blissful, clear light mind manifested by such skillful methods as penetrating vital points of the subtle vajra-body and so forth. The mahamudra of the traditions of Saraha, Nagarjuna, Naropa and Maitripa…

These are all Indian masters:

…it is the quintessence of the anuttarayoga class of tantra as taught in The (Seven Texts of the) Mahasiddhas and The (Three) Core Volumes [of Saraha].

These are the methods that are taught in tantra and these are the sources from which they derive. As for the first, the sutra methods of mahamudra, the sources for these are the same as we mentioned before, the three versions of the Prajnaparamitra Sutras, the “Perfection of Wisdom” or “Sutras on Far-reaching Discriminating Awareness.” Therefore, the text says, “The former” referring to the sutra methods:

The former refers to the ways of meditating on voidness as directly indicated in the expanded, intermediate and brief (Prajnaparamita Sutras). The supremely realized Arya Nagarjuna has said, “Except for this, there is no other pathway of mind leading to liberation.” Here I shall give relevant instruction on mahamudra in accord with these intentions of his and discuss the methods that lead you to know the mind, face to face, in keeping with the exposition of the lineage masters.

As for actually being able to gain a stilled and settled state of mind or shamatha, there are methods for doing this in terms of the nature of the mind and then being led to know, face to face, the nature of the mind in terms of the meditations on voidness.

To be able to recognize what the mind is, first you have to try to get to know the mind, face to face. You have to investigate and try and find out what is mind, what is consciousness, and so please go outside, look around in the forest and try to find mind. You should go around and try to find out what is mind and when you find out something, come back and report that. Do that, and then we will meet again at our next session and try and figure out what is the mind, what is consciousness. This isn’t a joke; you should think about it and come up with some answers of what you think the mind is. Go out and try to find it.

 Session Eight: Finding the Mind and Attaining Shamatha
Clarification

There are many different traditions, for instance in Kagyu there’s the tradition of two streams merged together, which refers to having both sutra and tantra mixed together within the mahamudra teachings. The disciple of the great translator Marpa, Milarepa, in turn had two disciples who were likened to the sun and the moon. The sun-like disciple was Rechungpa and the moon-like disciple was the peerless physician Gampopa. Gampopa spoke of four specific measures or themes, namely having the Dharma function as a preventive measure, having the Dharma function as a pathway of the mind, and then having pathway minds eliminate all confusion, and having confusion dawn as deep awareness. These four points were mentioned the other day.

In Sakya, you have the tradition of parting from the four types of clinging attachment by the great Sakya master Dragpa-gyeltsen. These, as we also discussed the other day, maintain that if you are completely attached just to things of this world and this life, then your mind doesn’t go completely toward the spiritual matters of the Dharma. The second is that if your mind is completely caught up clinging to various types of uncontrollably recurring situations of samsara, for instance you want to be reborn as a god or with great wealth and power or something like that, you will never develop a true determination to be free from all problems, or renunciation. However, this is quite different from what we were discussing the other day when we talked about trying to get the eight different types of ripening qualities that will make your attainment of a human rebirth the most meaningful and in which you will best be able to help others. In other words, if you are a very powerful and influential person, you can help others the best, but this teaching says that if you have great clinging desire and attachment for these types of things, you’ll never develop a true determination to be free from all your problems and difficulties. So that’s two quite different situations and you should not confuse the two.

Did You Go Out and Find Your Mind?

So we asked you what do you understand by the word samsara, and also, at the last session, I asked you to go out and try to find out what mind is. What did you find?

Participant: Samsara is a form of life that is limited by karma, by negative potentials.

Serkong Rinpoche: Did you go out and find your mind?

Participant: Did I find my mind?

Alex: Did you look for your mind, literally?

Serkong Rinpoche: You went out to find it?

Participant: I couldn’t find it.

Serkong Rinpoche: Did the others go out and try to find your mind?

Participant 2: I find a radiance, but then I don’t know what sees the radiance.

Serkong Rinpoche: But did you actually go out to find your mind?

Participant 2: No, I went in.

Serkong Rinpoche: If you go out, can you find mind?

Participant 2: I think I’ll get confused?

Serkong Rinpoche: How would you get confused?

Participant 2: There are many things that are distracting. I don’t know if those are of the mind or if those are mere distractions?

Serkong Rinpoche: Where do you see mental wandering outside? How did you actually understand the phrase “you should go out and look for mind”?

Participant 2: I understood it as once you just look for it, where could you possibly find it?

Alex: Rinpoche had meant that quite literally to go for a walk and try to find the mind. Did anybody go for a walk?

Alex: Nobody went for a walk.

Participant 3: I went for a walk.

Alex: You went for a walk, what did you find?

Participant 1: If you consider in tantra that in an enlightened state where you try to have mind be the same as the object of mind, then what I perceived was a reflection of my mind.

Alex: Rinpoche didn’t say for you to sit and intellectualize about what the mind is, he said actually “go out for a walk and look for the mind.” So did you do that and what did you find?

Participant 3: I did take a walk, with my senses I was not able to see the mind, but what I saw was a reflection from my impressions which I took to be….

Alex: What do you mean by the word “impression,” because I could apply that to many different meanings?

Participant 3: The environment through which I walked, the sights, the smells, the feelings.

Alex: You saw those through your senses?

Participant 3: I felt and saw and smelt those.

Alex: So Rinpoche was just saying, did you actually go looking for the mind? Yes or no?

Participant 3: I didn’t find it, no. Yes, yes, I went looking for it, but I didn’t find it.

Alex: What time did you go?

Participant 3: I just came back.

Alex: What time did you go?

Participant: What time did I go? I went at one thirty and I came back at a quarter to three.

Alex: Where did you go?

Participant 3: I went to the woods back there.

Serkong Rinpoche: You didn’t find it there?

Participant 3: I didn’t find it there.

Serkong Rinpoche: But is there something out there to catch onto to establish the mind?

Participant 3: It’s all those things that make the impression on the mind?

Serkong Rinpoche: You weren’t able to establish the mind, but could you have established the mind by going out and looking for it in the woods?

Participant 3: If you go under the assumption that those impressions are a way to find the mind, then perhaps, but I don’t know.

Serkong Rinpoche: So there’s no way to find something to establish the mind by going outside? Does it mean you can’t find a mind?

Participant 3: I guess I’ll have to say that I found it.

Serkong Rinpoche: So you did find the mind! Was it something you could pick up and bring back here?

Participant 3: Nothing that I can pick up and bring back.

Serkong Rinpoche: So what does it mean that you’ve found your mind? Is it something that you can pick up out of the ground and bring back here? Maybe you just didn’t see it?

Participant 3: No, I didn’t see it in those terms.

Serkong Rinpoche: So there isn’t anything that you could find, that you could pick up and bring back that is the mind?

Participant 3: Unless it’s in here?

Serkong Rinpoche: So it’s not something that you can pick up from outside?

Participant 3: No, I looked all over the swamp for a lotus, but didn’t see any.

Serkong Rinpoche: That is the custom in a teaching on mahamudra, that you go out and try to find the mind. I myself had a very skilled teacher who, in the teaching of this subject matter of mahamudra, the great seal of reality, gave everyone a day’s break and had them go all over the place for the whole day trying to find the mind. And then he had all of us come back the next evening and report what we had done.

That day there were two very clever and learned geshes who were attending the teachings with me. The two of them went off to a very nice place and just relaxed and took the day off as a holiday when they were supposed to find the mind, because they felt that the mind was just inside so they could just take it easy for that day. These two geshes were very clever and they could explain what the situation was with respect to the mind and, therefore, they said there was no way of looking for it outside and so just loafed around for the day.

Another disciple who was there with us was really a very good disciple and had great faith in the teachers, and he spent the entire day combing the woods walking back and forth all around trying to find the mind. When he got back at end of the day at night after all this walking around he thought, “Ah, the mind isn’t something outside it’s something inside.”

Then the geshes, who had just loafed around for the day and could explain in very elegant words that the mind was inside, explained to the teacher what they had done and the teacher was not pleased at all because they hadn’t actually followed his instructions and gone out looking for the mind. Whereas the other disciple said, “I spent the entire day walking all around back and forth and got back at night completely exhausted and tired and I discovered that the mind isn’t outside but is something inside.” When he said that to the lama, the lama was extremely pleased; he was extremely happy because the person had actually listened to what he was told and had gone out looking for the mind and didn’t find it.

It seems as though, perhaps, some of you just felt that you were very clever, that the mind isn’t something that’s outside, that you felt that everybody knows it is inside and you just took that as an excuse for sitting around loafing. It’s very important to actively investigate and try to recognize, try to identify, what the mind is because it’s on the basis of what the mind is that in mahamudra practice you try to focus and gain a stilled and settled state of mind, shamatha in Sanskrit.

Gaining a Stilled and Settled State of Mind

You can take many different objects to focus on in order to gain a stilled and settled state of mind in which you have perfect concentration. Some people might focus on a watch or a little piece of wood, or something like that and they can, in fact, gain perfect concentration, but there are much more profound objects to use. Normally, when we try to develop a stilled and settled state of mind, we do this by visualizing the bodily form of a Buddha. We don’t normally do that by using the mind as the object of focus, since it is very difficult to identify the object correctly and precisely. So I shall explain that.

For gaining concentration, you can establish this visualization of a Buddha by looking first at a painting of a Buddha, but that’s not exactly what you should be visualizing. Rather, what’s a little bit better is to get two mirrors and have one mirror reflect the painting of the Buddha and then place the other mirror so that it gets a reflection of the reflection, in this way you get something like a 3-D image of a Buddha. This is better because you shouldn’t visualize something flat, you should visualize something that’s alive and in 3-D.

So you visualize that form of a Buddha in front of you. It is best to choose a small size for the Buddha in front of you, like the size of your thumb, and you need to keep it that one size. In other words, sometimes when you are focusing on it, it will be small and then all of a sudden it gets bigger and then it gets smaller again, or sometimes it sinks lower down in your vision and other times it goes higher up. You shouldn’t have it move all around, but keep it steady. You choose a position and size that are comfortable for you at the beginning when you first start out, and you stick to it and use this as an object for focusing on to gain a stilled and settled state of mind.

We choose a Buddha image rather than visualizing a small piece of wood or a stone or something like that because, in addition to allowing you to gain concentration and a stilled and settled state of mind, this also allows you to build up a very strong positive potential, since you are always thinking about the Buddha and holding the Buddha in your mind. So this is the usual way we practice, but here what we are asked to focus on to gain this stilled and settled state of mind is to focus on the mind itself and that is quite difficult to do. So if you are going to be focused on that, first you have to actually find the object.

The Fault of Laziness

In the process of trying to get single-minded concentration and gain this stilled and settled mind, you have to watch out for all the possible faults that can arise, the things that you want to get rid that would prevent you from gaining this perfect concentration. The first fault is laziness. How do you get rid of laziness, how do you overcome it? First of all, you must have confidence: confident belief in what you are doing, then you need strong intention, thirdly, you need positive enthusiasm, and fourth, you need flexibility.

So the first of these is you must have confidence in the method that you are applying; you must be confident that what you are doing is correct. In other words, you must have strong confident belief in these methods to gain concentration in order to actually apply them. First you have that confident belief; then you set the strong intention to actually sit down and do it. This is very important otherwise you won’t overcome your laziness. So the second is intention. The third is to have positive enthusiasm for what you’re doing because that will spur you on. The fourth is to gain some flexibility so that you can actually apply yourself and reach a state in which your mind and your body become very supple and it’s very easy for you to concentrate. It’s a state in which your mind becomes as light as a ball of fluff and your body feels the same way, and you are able to just concentrate on whatever positive thing you need to without any difficulties. So you should think about this and how you want to achieve that state. The way you will be able to overcome your laziness is by having confidence in what you are doing, having a strong intention to do it, having strong positive enthusiasm, and having the wish to gain great flexibility and ease of mind.

These are all opponents for laziness. There are three different kinds of laziness. There is the laziness of feeling that you are incapable of doing anything, sort of always putting yourself down. Then there’s the laziness of procrastination, putting everything off. And then there’s the laziness with which you avoid the point of what you are trying to do and involve yourself instead in all sorts of trivialities. An example of the first one, this feeling of laziness with which you always feel discouraged and put yourself down would be, for instance, when you look at a large text and say, “Oh, that’s really too much for me I can’t possibly learn all of that.” You sort of put yourself down and don’t do anything, or even if you see a smaller book, you still look at it and say, “Oh, that’s too much for me I can’t do it.” In this way you are never able to learn anything. So that’s the first type of laziness, the laziness with which you feel that you are incapable of anything.

Alex: Perhaps the names I gave to them at first are a little bit off for the way that they’re being described, so we’ll take the second one more in terms of the definition and the way that Rinpoche is describing it.

Serkong Rinpoche: The second one is the type of laziness with which you give up. It’s the type with which at the beginning you work very hard at something, you do that for a few days and then, after a while, you just get tired, you blow yourself out in a sense, like blowing out a candle, and you give up, just relax and go off to sleep.

Alex: So that would be the one I was translating as the third one in the original listing, the laziness of getting involved in trivial things. It’s more in terms of giving up and then going off to doing something trivial, but the main emphasis here is the laziness with which you give up. The third is the one that I listed second before, the laziness of procrastination, of always putting things off for tomorrow and tomorrow.

Serkong Rinpoche: Although laziness might seem like a very small fault, in fact it’s the thing that hurts us the most. Sakya Pandita said that where there is laziness, there will be no actual spiritual practice, so it’s very important when you are trying to gain single-minded concentration to get rid of all these types of laziness. The way you do it is by relying on these four aspects: first having great faith and confident belief in the advantages and benefits of gaining concentration, then setting a very strong intention to do it, thirdly, having a great deal of enthusiasm for what you are doing, a very positive enthusiasm. Then, the fourth is to think, “If I’m able to gain this concentration, then I’ll be able to apply my mind and myself to any type of positive thing that I want to. My mind will be like an airplane that once it’s set in a direction, it will be able to soar and go in that direction with great ease.” So you think in terms of the ease of mind that you will gain once you have some concentration. These four will enable you to get over your laziness.

The Fault of Forgetting about the Object of Focus

The second fault that can affect your process of gaining concentration is forgetting about the object of focus that you have been instructed to concentrate on. That would be like, you are trying to focus on something and then you lose it, you forget all about it and your mind goes off somewhere else. The opponent for that is to develop mindfulness in order to stick to it. That’s why, when you first start to try to focus your mind and gain concentration, you do it by having very short periods of practice, because if you try to sit for a long period of time at once, you’ll find it very difficult and there will be many mistakes and faults coming up. If you do many very small sessions, like around eighteen a day for very short periods of time, then it will be much better.

The First Four Stages

The first stage that’s involved then is just first setting your mind on an object. The second stage that you reach is being able to gain a little bit of continuity in setting your mind on an object, and this you do by being mindful and staying on the object. In other words, you are able to focus a little longer. You will find that in the process of trying to do this, all sorts of thoughts are going to come into your mind. You think about your work and about all sorts of things, and this is not a bad sign, it is actually a good sign.

The next stage that you reach in this process is called resetting your mind over and again. This is the stage in which your mind goes off from the object and then you bring it back again to it, and then your mind goes off again and you bring it back, and you do this time and again. It is like putting a patch on something, you have to go back to the same spot and put it back on again, and then you go and put it back on again, and you keep doing like that. It is as if you had a little kid, the little kid runs outside and you go and tell him to come back in the house; and so the kid comes back in and then, after a short time, the kid runs out again and you have to go and bring him back inside; and then the kid goes out again and again you bring him back inside. The same type of process is involved with your attention; you bring your attention back and back again to the object. That’s the third stage of this process in which you reset your mind over and again on an object.

Then you reach the next stage, called “closely setting,” in which you have a close setting of your mind on an object. In this stage, you finally get to a point where you have hardly any type of mental wandering, of your mind going off, and you are able to just keep your mind set closely on the object that you are trying to concentrate on. You use all the various powers to help you not to lose the object of concentration and not forget about it, so you use the powers of listening to the instructions and remaining mindful of them, keeping alertness, and so forth.

The Fault of Mental Dullness

The next type of fault that comes up is having mental dullness and mental agitation, flightiness of mind. In trying to deal with mental dullness, what you try to do is gain three things in your concentration. First, you are trying to gain a certain clarity of the object, in the sense that it arises in your meditation, bright and clear so that you can see it. In addition, secondly it should be very clear in the sense of being very precise. In other words, it’s not murky or anything, but it’s very lucid to you. So it needs to be both clear in the sense that you can see it brightly and lucid in the sense that it’s not murky at all, that it is precise. The third thing that you need is to have a good type of focus on it, a sharp focus of mind on it.

For instance, you can have a very clear and lucid idea of wanting to go to that barn over there. It could be clear in your mind that you want to go there and your mind could be very lucid about it, not murky at all. But if you lack a good sharp focus on it while you are walking, you could space out and walk right past it. Although your mind has been clear about where you want to go and your mind’s very lucid about it, nevertheless, because you haven’t really focused your mind very well, you just space out and walk right past. The same thing happens, for instance, when you are driving a car and you sort of space out and drive right past where you are supposed to make a turn and then you have to go all the way around the block or whatever, in order to catch it. Likewise, all these qualities are involved in trying to learn how to concentrate. You need to get rid of your mental dullness so that you can have all three of these: clarity, a lucid state of mind and a sharp and alert focus.

When you have clarity of the object  –  it appears in your meditation  –  but your mind is not lucid at all, that is known as “rough mental dullness.” When the object is clear and your mind is lucid about it, but you don’t have any sharp focus and you are sort of spaced out, that is “subtle mental dullness.” The opponent for this is to examine with alertness to see whether or not your mind is dull and what level of dullness you have. If you aren’t keeping an alert watch on what you are doing, it is possible for your mind to be clear and very lucid, but you lack sharp focus and you are just sitting there completely spaced out. It is possible to get to the point where your breath stops, but even reaching that point, if you are just sitting there completely spaced out, although with clear and lucid mind, is of no benefit at all. So it is very important in this process to remain alert at all times and not space out, but stay alert in terms of having a corner of your mind checking that you are still bright and alert.

Here you might ask this question: if you are supposed to have complete concentration and perfect placement of your mind on a small object that you are visualizing in front of you, then if you have one corner of your mind standing back, staying alert and keeping a watch over your meditation to see how it’s going, aren’t you having two things going on at the same time, two minds? Therefore, how can you be completely concentrated if part of you has to always keep a watch on yourself? There is an example that explains this. If you are walking on an extremely narrow mountain path, right on the edge of a cliff and the path ends with a drop off, then you are going to be extremely focused and have to be totally concentrated on how you are walking; otherwise you are very likely to fall over the cliff. And so, if you are not completely focused on the path, there’s the danger of falling. If as you are walking along this narrow path on the edge of a mountain, there is someone who doesn’t like you, who is your enemy, walking behind you and you are worried that this person is going to stab you in the back or beat you over the head, then as you are walking and keeping a focus on the path you would also have one corner of your mind looking out that the person behind you doesn’t start to do something funny. So that’s the way that alertness works, a sort of corner of your mind like that.

So when you have any of these types of dullness that occur as you are trying to concentrate, then you need to have this alertness. This alertness is aware of the fact that your mind has become dull.

To recognize that your mind is dull and to just leave it at that, without doing anything about it, is not at all the thing to do. You actually have to apply the opponents to perk your mind up and not stay dull. So what you need is the force of applying the opponents. If you don’t do that, it would be as if you had a piece of meat on the table and you are keeping a watch that the cat or the dog doesn’t come and eat the meat. If you are just sitting there keeping a watch and you notice that the cat is coming and you do nothing about it, then it is pretty pointless to just sit there and not actually do something once the cat comes, because the cat will in fact take the meat. So once you become aware through your alertness that your mind is dull, you have to actually apply the opponents.

If you ask, well if it is a fault not to apply the opponents, then what are the actual steps that one should take to get rid of this dullness? If, once you become aware of it, you can simply just make your mind more clear and lucid and more in focus, without having to do anything else, then you should simply correct your concentration directly like that. When you have just rough dullness, then simply doing that to make your mind more lucid is quite sufficient. But if you find that your mind is clear and lucid but you are spaced out, without any sharp focus at all, and you become aware through your alertness that you are spaced out, that you have this subtle dullness, then you have to look at what’s the fault, what’s going on there. What’s going on is that your mind has become too low in the sense that you’ve just gone off. So, at that point, because your mind is too low and off and you are completely spaced out, you should stop trying to focus on what you are focusing and try to perk up your mind and refresh it so that it meditates properly again. You do this first by reminding yourself once more of the benefits of gaining a properly stilled and settled state of mind.

If that doesn’t work when you try to focus again, then you shouldn’t push it, but rather it’s better to break your session and get up, go outside, go for a walk, look off into the far distance, try to get your mind back together and you can pick yourself up. You can also imagine that your consciousness shoots out of your head, goes up into the sky and becomes one with all of space and in that way you lift your mind up, and lift your spirits up. Imagine that you can see very far all around very clearly and in this way revive yourself. You shouldn’t push it during your session if you find that it’s not working, that you’re just too spacey.

There are also other problems that can come up when you are trying to gain concentration. There’s being very sleepy and tired and so you sort of doze off. If that happens, you should splash your face with cold water to wake yourself up. Then there’s also becoming completely cloudy-minded or foggy-minded, which is like having a bag over your head, or like being in a cloud or a fog, and you are completely pushed down and overwhelmed by this heavy feeling. All of these are different faults that can come up when you are trying to learn to concentrate and you have to deal with them.

When you are meditating like this you go through the various stages that we’ve discussed: the initial setting of your mind, the setting of it with some continuity, resetting the mind and closely setting it. Then you reach the stage where the mind has been tamed of this wandering, where you have stilled and pacified out these different faults. These are all different stages and in them you are dealing with all the different faults that can arise in your meditation.

The Faults of Mental Agitation and Flightiness of Mind

Another set of faults that you have watch out for is this set of two things. One is called mental agitation and the other is called flightiness of mind. Mental agitation is when you are agitated because of anger and hostility and, because of that, your mind goes off in some direction other than where you are trying to place it. Flightiness of mind is where you are hankering after something, or desiring something and, because of that, your mind wanders off. So there are these two varieties of mental wandering.

Within flightiness there are two divisions: rough flightiness and subtle flightiness. The rough one is when your mind just goes off hankering after something because of desire and infatuation and so it loses the object completely. The subtle variety is likened to a frozen stream, where you have ice on top, but the water is moving slowly under the ice. So part of your mind has placement and is staying on what you are trying to concentrate on, but another part of your mind is slowly wandering off after something else.

If you are only dealing with rough flightiness, you would just try to bring your mind back to the object through mindfulness and so on, without abandoning what you are trying to concentrate on. But if you find that this doesn’t work and you have this subtle form in which part of your mind is wandering off while you are still staying on the object with another part of your mind, then the problem is that you are too excited. You have to bring yourself back down. The way to do that, to handle being over-excited, is to put aside what you were trying to concentrate on and think of various things that will bring you back down. For example, thinking of the sufferings and problems of the lower realms, about death and impermanence, and things like that which will sober you. If that doesn’t work, again, don’t push it, go outside and take a walk.

In all these situations, whether you are dealing with dullness or flightiness, or whatever the problem might be, what is at fault is, first, you must have sufficient alertness to spot the arising of any of these faults. Then, if you don’t apply any opponents to it, that is a great mistake. To be able to handle those faults, what you have to do is actually apply the opponents.

The Fault of Over-Applying the Opponents

So in this process you’ve progressed through the various stages that are outlined, initial setting, setting with some continuity, resetting, and closely setting, and then the taming and the stilling stages. Eventually you reach the state of mind that is completely stilled. At that point you no longer have any problem with dullness or flightiness and it’s no longer necessary to keep a sharp check with alertness.

When you still have a problem with dullness and flightiness, it’s a mistake not to apply opponents and you actually have to apply them. However, once you reach the point where you no longer have any problem with dullness and flightiness, where you’ve gotten rid of them completely, then at that point it’s no longer necessary to continue applying opponents to keep a close watch on yourself. To continue to apply opponents at that stage becomes a mistake and what you have to do is not apply them any longer.

The way to understand this would be, for instance, if you have some meat out on the table and you are afraid the cat is going to come and take it, and the cat’s wandering around the house, then you go “Shoo, shoo” to the cat to keep it away from the meat. But once the cat has gone outside and there’s no danger of it being around, it is completely unnecessary for you to stand around the table and continue to go “Shoo, shoo.” Doing this at that point is ridiculous, and so you should stop saying “Shoo” to the cat once it is outside. The same goes for these faults of dullness and flightiness. Once you’ve got rid of them, it’s no longer necessary to shoo them away, you have to stop doing that. So these two of applying opponents and not applying them become the opposite here. In the earlier case, it was a mistake not to apply the opponents, whereas now it becomes a mistake to continue applying them when they are no longer necessary. It would be, for instance, like the horn on your car, whether or not you need to beep your horn depends on the situation.

Single-Pointedness, Samadhi and Shamatha

Then you reach the point where your mind reaches the next stage, the eighth, which is the state of single-pointedness. At this stage it is no longer necessary to use the powers of keeping a close watch with alertness, or applying strong perseverance to keep it up, and you are able to proceed on the power of familiarity. Then you reach the state in which your mind can fix with ease and this is the ninth stage, called “absorbed setting.” You have attained samadhi, absorbed concentration.

After that ninth stage, you can go on to attain an actual stilled and settled state of shamatha. At this point you will get a sensation like somebody putting a very warm or hot hand on the top of your head. In addition to having this warm sensation on the top of your head, your body feels extremely light, as light as a feather, as if you could fly in the air. Your mind is extremely happy and blissful and you can sit with ease and continue having your mind focused singly on a positive thing without any trouble or difficulty at all. You have almost like ESP, in the sense that you could be sitting here and your mind is so clear and focused that you can be aware of people moving along down the road over there.

It’s with these types of achievements that you approach in stages the states of single-pointedness of mind, samadhi and shamatha. Then your mind will become so extremely firm and stable, that when you place it on a positive object, it will just stay there as firm as a mountain, or like an airplane that once it has landed and come to a stop and is standing on the ground, it just stays there, it’s very difficult to move it. Whatever type of positive object you want to set your mind on, your mind will be able to go to it with ease and immediately, just like an airplane can be sent to any destination and just soar there.

The Six Mental Powers and the Four Attentions

Throughout all of this, we have been using the six mental powers. These are in review: the powers of listening, pondering, which was not mentioned earlier, mindfulness, alertness, positive enthusiasm and complete familiarity.

There are also four types of attention that you use in the process of settling your mind. The first is called painstaking attention; the second is restoring attention, by which you reset your mind over again; the third is uninterrupted attention; and the fourth is spontaneous attention.

There’s no need to do an actual special meditation on gaining these different types of attention or mental powers. They are things that just come up, that you’ll develop in the course of handling the five deterrents to concentration, such as laziness, forgetfulness, and so on.

 Session Nine: Various Types of Seal and Questions
Mahamudra, the Great Seal of Reality, in the Kagyu Tradition

There are many different ways of explaining mahamudra, the great seal of reality. Different traditions, like the Kagyu, the Sakya and so forth, have many different names and systems of terminology, but they all come down to the same point.

When you talk about the “great seal,” that word “seal” is mudra in Sanskrit, and there are four of them that are usually discussed. Drigungpa, the founder of the Drigung Kagyu tradition, had a special way of explaining these four seals. First of all he describes them in the system of the listeners to the teachings, the shravakas. For the shravakas, when you speak about having this seal with which the body, speech and mind are never separated from their vows, this is called their seal of behavior or karmamudra. When you have the seal with which you realize the fact that persons have no true identity, this is the seal of preventive measures or dharmamudra for the listeners. To be completely free of all disturbing attitudes is the seal of their close bond, the samayamudra. To have no remainder left of the aggregates factors of your experience, or your aggregates, is the mahamudra, the great seal of nirvana for the shravakas.

When you speak about these four seals with respect to bodhisattvas, dedicated beings, then not having their three gateways of body, speech and mind separated from the six perfections, or far-reaching attitudes, is their seal of behavior, karmamudra. To see things like illusions and completely free from all mental fabrications is their seal of preventive measures, their dharmamudra. Not allowing themselves ever to be tarnished by stains of selfishness is a seal of close bond for them, samayamudra. To see that voidness and compassion are of one taste is mahamudra, the great seal for them.

In terms of tantra, the hidden measures to protect the mind, then relying on a partner to help transfer them to higher states of realization would be their seal of behavior, their karmamudra. Never to be separated from having the energy-winds and consciousness joined together is their seal of preventive measures or dharmamudra. Never to allow the close bonds with the practices and vows to degenerate is the seal of the close bond for them, their samayamudra. And to make manifest the deep awareness that is simultaneous with each moment is their great seal of reality, their mahamudra.

Within the context of the teachings on tummo, which is the inner flame of the subtle energy heat at the navel, doing the various physical exercises in order to get the energy-winds in motion and under control is the practice of the seal of behavior, or karmamudra. To gain a very blissful deep awareness based on this is the seal of preventive measures, or dharmamudra. To have no attachment toward that blissful consciousness is the seal of the close bond, samayamudra. The spontaneous fulfillment of all purposes would be the great seal mahamudra.

The nonconceptual deep awareness of voidness, voidness being the absence of all fantasized, impossible ways of existing, can also be described as the mahamudra or great seal. And how is that derived? When you look at the syllables that make up the Tibetan word for mahamudra, chaggya chenpo (phyag-rgya chen-po), the first syllable “chag” stands for the deep awareness of the absence of all fantasized, impossible ways of existing, the deep awareness of voidness. The second syllable, “kya” stands for liberation from all uncontrollably recurring phenomenon of samsara and the “chenpo,” meaning “maha” or “great,” stands for the unity of these.

Furthermore, all of one’s practices from the beginning steps of taking a safe and sound direction in life, all the way up to reaching the fully enlightened state of a Buddha, all of these things are included within the sphere of this great seal of reality or mahamudra.

The actual textual sources for the teachings on mahamudra found in tantra are in the texts known as the Seven Texts of the Mahasiddhas, mahasiddhas being the adepts with actual attainments. There’s a text by the great master, Mahasukha, called Establishing the Hidden Factors. Then there’s a disciple of Mahasukha, whose name is Anangavajra, and the text that he wrote is called Establishing Method and Discriminating Awareness. The next text was written by his disciple, King Indrabhuti, and it’s called Establishing Deep Awareness. His wife or queen, Lakshmikara, wrote a text called Establishing Non-discordance. The next text, by Dombi Heruka, is entitled Establishing What Simultaneously Arises. Then the next one is by the master Darikapa and is called Establishing the Very Nature of the Reality of the Great Hidden Factors. Lastly, there’s another text by a female practitioner, the Yogini Chinto, who wrote Establishing the Very Nature of the Reality of What Follows from Becoming Clear about Functional Phenomena.

The additional sources mentioned in the text for the tantra mahamudra teachings are The Three Core Volumes of Saraha, referring to his three collections of songs or dohas: The King Dohas, The Queen Dohas and The Commoner Dohas. All of these texts speak about these essential points of mahamudra. With respect to the sutra teachings on mahamudra, this will be the subject matter for tomorrow. Are there any questions?

Participant: Have any of these texts been translated into English?

Alex: Some songs by Saraha, called “The Royal Songs of Saraha,” have been translated, but I’m not really sure whether they are from these three collections or from other songs by him.

Participant 2: You mentioned that at early stages in concentration when you notice that you have many thoughts, this is a good sign. Why is that?

Serkong Rinpoche: It is helpful because you have to come to recognize what is the nature of thoughts. Since you need to recognize the nature of thoughts, then having these thoughts is not a bad thing. It’s something that is helpful for being able to recognize their nature. If you look at us now, most of us are quite mindless in the sense that we don’t really notice or pay much attention to the thoughts we have. So, in a sense, it seems like we don’t have any thoughts.

So when you first sit down and examine the mind and thoughts come up, then it’s something useful. It is, for instance, like when you are trying to identify a disease, in the Tibetan medical system they apply certain methods to make the disease come to a head so they can really see what the disease is and then treat it properly. Likewise, rather than being very mindless and not having much going on in your head at all, when you sit, it is good to first start having these thoughts come up, because then you get subject matter to work on to identify what the nature of thought is. When you walk around and you don’t think much of anything at all, that’s not very good because then you have no material to gain insight into. Whereas when you sit down, and try to concentrate, getting a lot of thoughts is something that can be helpful.

Participant 3: Is it helpful or harmless, or doesn’t it matter to know what stage of concentration you have reached?

Alex: Of the nine stages, you mean?

Participant 3: Yes.

Alex: Rinpoche says the question is a bit strange if you think about it, it is as if while you are in grammar school you asked, is it necessary to know what grade you are in. It’s pretty strange to want to know what grade you are in when you are in that grade. When you are in the first, or the second, or the third grade, of course you know you are in the first grade or second grade. So if you ask, is it necessary to know what grade you are in when you are in school, that’s pretty weird. So Rinpoche doesn’t quite understand what point you have in mind when you ask is there a necessity to know what grade you are in.

Serkong Rinpoche: If I ask you in grammar school, is it necessary to know what grade you are in while you are going to grammar school, what would you answer to my question?

Participant 3: I would give you a particular grade.

Alex: No, that’s not the question. The question is not which grade are you in, the question, which is what you asked, was, is it necessary to know what grade you are in? Is it necessary to know what grade you are in while you are attending grammar school?

Participant 3: It helps.

Alex: When you are in a grade, when you are in first grade or second grade, of course you know what grade you’re in.

Participant 3: So you know what room to go to. I’ll try and clarify that. If you….

Alex: Of course, you have to know which room in the building each of classrooms for each of the grades is in. That’s something else, but Rinpoche doesn’t understand at all what you are driving at with the question you are asking. Is it necessary to know what grade you are in while you are going to school? Of course you know what grade you are in.

Serkong Rinpoche: But if you ask, for instance, if when you reach third grade is it necessary to know that you’ve gotten to the third grade, then, yes, sure.

Participant 3: If you have attained a certain level of understanding and you fixate on that, does that mean that you lose your power of concentration over other things?

Alex: Rinpoche says what’s the point of sitting and focusing on the fact that now you are in the third grade?

Participant 3: That’s why I’m asking, is it necessary to know that, because then you would lose….

Alex: No, Rinpoche is saying that simply because when you know you are in the third grade, it doesn’t follow that you are going to sit there and dwell on the fact that, “It’s really great, I’m in the third grade.”

Participant 3: But I could feel proud of my achievement.

Alex: Are you saying, that if you didn’t know what stage you were at, then you’d have nothing to feel proud about and, therefore, it’s better not to know what stage you’re at? What are you saying? Does anybody understand what he’s asking?

Participant 4: Are you trying to say that knowing what grade you are in, you know which particular aspect of the Dharma to approach, or which particular practice to employ?

Participant 3: Let me ask it in another way. Does an enlightened person know that one is enlightened?

Serkong Rinpoche: When you are enlightened you know everything, so obviously you also know that you’ve become enlightened, you’re omniscient. When you become enlightened you know absolutely everything, so obviously you would know that as well, it’s included in “everything.”

Participant 3: I think I better rephrase this whole thing.

Alex: Rinpoche says that’s a good idea. But maybe you are not allowed to think about it. I forbid you to think about that subject, Rinpoche says. [laughter]

Participant 3: Maybe you can tell me where I can find my mind?

Serkong Rinpoche: That’s a much better pursuit. If you actually went out and looked for it, as instructed, that would be better. It was because of going outside and looking for it that, on the basis of your experience, you decide it’s not outside but inside, then the investigation for it is much more real. It is not the same to just sit in your seat and say, “I know that the mind isn’t outside; it’s inside, it’s internal.”

Although you’ve come to the same conclusion, nevertheless there’s a big difference between actually going out looking for it and coming to that conclusion, or just smugly deciding, “I know it all and that that’s the way it is.” It would be very easy; anybody could just sit inside the house and realize that the mind isn’t something that’s outside, that it is internal. However, there’s a big difference between just smugly saying that, and actually going out to see for yourself and then coming back knowing it.

Participant 3: Is it possible to define what you are? Is it possible to say that you have particular characteristics, as if to say that the only way that you could perhaps define something is if it’s outside of yourself? For instance if I say that I’m stupid, can I really say that unless I’m standing outside?

Alex: When I say what you just said literally in Tibetan, it doesn’t communicate very well.

Participant 3: I take back the last ten minutes.

Alex: So is that all for today? One more question?

Participant 5: Rinpoche said that in mahamudra the way of developing concentration is to focus on the mind, but first you have to find the mind. So if you are sitting in meditation, and you watch your thoughts arise and let them go, and you see through them, finally if your thoughts are coming and you have a consciousness that knows what was launching these thoughts and you focus on that, would that be a way of finding the mind, to focus on that awareness?

Alex: That doesn’t come out very clearly in Tibetan. You are not focusing on alertness as the object of your meditation. Alertness is a function that is keeping watch on the meditation itself while you are focusing on the mind. But to do that is extremely difficult; therefore Rinpoche suggests something that’s easier than that. Rinpoche is suggesting a method of gaining concentration by visualizing the bodily form of a Buddha in front of you, and you will find that this is a much easier method to pursue for gaining a stilled and settled state of shamatha than trying to gain it by using the mind as the object of focus.

Rinpoche: The method to visualize a Buddha is to first visualize the form roughly. If you can just get the rough form going, start with that. Then, keeping this rough form going, try to fill in the details by focusing first on the hair in the middle of the Buddha’s brow and then, once the clarity of that comes in within the framework of a rough visualization, you go further and further down on the figure’s body, filling in more details with clarity. Go for the whole thing roughly first and then fill in the details. You shouldn’t visualize the figure too high up in the air because that will bring about a lot of difficulties, keep it at eye level. When you really get single-minded concentration on that type of object, then somebody can shoot a gun outside and you won’t even hear it.

Participant 6: When Rinpoche introduced that visualization, he said something about mirrors so that you would get a three-dimensional form, is that just to start the visualization, or what?

Serkong Rinpoche: The point was just to introduce you to what the form would look like and to give an idea of what a three-dimensional image of a Buddha would be like. If you want to visualize His Holiness the Dalai Lama, if you’ve met him then it’s easy to visualize a three-dimensional live person. But if it’s with the Buddha and you have only seen paintings of Buddhas, it’s not that you visualize a flat painting of a Buddha; you have to visualize a three-dimensional live one. A way to enable you to get an idea of what that would look like is to use these mirrors to get a 3-D image, but once you’ve got that, you just try to imagine it in your mind’s eye.

Participant 6: I need a little bit more clarity on the relationship between sutra, mahamudra and tantra?

Alex: What do you have in the back of your mind that’s making you ask what relation do they have? I mean, you have two objects or two things; there can be many types of relations between them. You can ask do Rinpoche and I have a relationship and is it a relationship of knowing each other? Is it a relationship like one animal eating the other? Or one seeing the other? Or what do you mean by that? This word “relationship” is a funny word?

Participant 6: Well what I am assuming is that if mahamudra is the great seal of voidness, then is there also a sutra voidness and a tantra voidness?

Different Meanings of the Word “Mudra,” Seal

Serkong Rinpoche: Voidness is exactly the same in both sutra and tantra. There’s only one voidness, but in the various traditions people will describe the various seals of reality and all this terminology with different definitions. So as we discussed earlier, the shravakas, the listeners, have a presentation of four seals, and the bodhisattvas have another presentation of four seals.

Participant 6: So is that essentially the difference between them?

Serkong Rinpoche: If you are asking in terms of four different types of seals and the presentation of four seals in various texts and traditions, yes you are going to find different usages of those terms in different texts and traditions, and they’ll be referring to different things. So you have them used in different systems, as you will find out reading the literature. In a presentation of four seals you will find a presentation of a mahamudra as being one of the four, in which case it’ll have the meaning given in that particular system.

Participant 4: One simple question, could Rinpoche explain what a seal is?

Alex: Rinpoche says, didn’t he give the etymology for the two syllables for mudra, for a seal?

Participant 4: Chaggya-chenpo?

Alex: Didn’t Rinpoche go through all of that, what was the syllable “chag”?

Participant 4: Some kind of deep awareness of voidness?

Alex: And “chenpo”?

Participant 4: “Chenpo” is the unity of these?

Serkong Rinpoche: So that is what you should understand by the words “the great seal.” You have deep awareness of voidness and liberation from all uncontrollably recurring phenomena, and the unity of these two.

You can understand many different things from the word “mudra” or “seal.” There are the sealing gestures when you make the various hand gestures, the mudras; there are also the four seals of phenomena in terms of all collected phenomena involving non-staticness or change, and all uncontrollably recurring phenomenon involving problems, and so on. Then there’s also the presentation of the mahamudra, of mudra being voidness and when referring to voidness, then voidness is something that pervades everything, so it’s the nature that seals everything. There’s nothing that is beyond, nothing that escapes from having voidness as its nature. Then there’s also “seal” in the sense of like sealing wax, that you seal things with, you sign things with or attest to various things and, in this context, it means that there’s nothing that can transgress or go beyond that. So there’s nothing that goes beyond having voidness as its nature. There are many different ways to understand the term.

A seal would, therefore, be like the first syllable of chaggya-chenpo, implying what it’s talking about, and then the second, meaning that it’s sealed to that, it has to stick to that, so that fact is reality. That first syllable is also in the word for majordomo. A majordomo is an attendant who keeps stock or is in control of all the possessions of a household, someone who takes care of all of the possessions and keeps account of everything. The word for that in Tibetan is chagdzoe (phyag-mdzod). The first syllable is the same chag of chaggya and there it’s referring to all the possessions, and dzoe is either the treasury of that or, in terms of a person, someone who keeps control of the treasury of all of that. So when you are starting to look at the meaning of the syllables in the word, you can also look at other words that happen to include the same syllable within it.

 Session Ten: Meditation on the Conventional Nature of the Mind
Sutra and Tantra Mahamudra

There are various traditions of mahamudra: there’s the sutra tradition and the tantra tradition. The sutra traditions involve the various methods for meditating on voidness, which is the absence of all fantasized, impossible ways of existing. The tantra tradition is the meditations on the clear light. It says in the text, “The former” referring to the ways of meditating on mahamudra according to sutra:

The former refers to the ways of meditating on voidness as directly indicated in the expanded, intermediate and brief (Prajnaparamita Sutras). The supremely realized Arya Nagarjuna has said, “Except for this, there is no other pathway of mind leading to liberation.” Here I shall give relevant instruction on mahamudra in accord with these intentions of his and discuss the methods that lead you to know the mind, face to face, in keeping with the exposition of the lineage masters.

From the point of view of individually ascribed names, there are numerous traditions, such as those of the simultaneously arising as merged, the amulet box, possessing five, the six spheres of equal taste, the four syllables, the pacifier, the object to be cut off, dzogchen, the discursive madhyamaka view, and so on. Nevertheless, when scrutinized by a yogi, learned in scripture and logic and experienced (in meditation), their definitive meanings are all seen to come to the same intended point.

And so for this (sutra tradition of mahamudra), out of the two methods, namely seeking a meditative state on top of having gained a correct view (of voidness) and seeking a correct view on top of a meditative state, (I shall explain) here in accordance with the latter method.

Again the text refers to the methods of sutra and tantra. The sutra method is meditating on voidness, the absence of findable existence, whereas in the tantric method, the meditation is on the clear light. In either case, it all comes to the same point. There are various methods for this in the different traditions of the Nyingma, Kagyu, Sakya and Gelug. They have different terminology and slightly different methods, but they all aim at the same point.

In terms of the sutra method, the text says, there is either first gaining a correct view of reality and then meditating on the nature of the mind in terms of that, or first meditating on the mind and then seeking a correct view of reality in terms of that. What is discussed here refers to this latter technique, some of the methods for which have been discussed earlier.

The Actual Meditation Practice

So, two methods are discussed here: the first is meditating on the mind after having already gained a correct view of reality. The other is first meditating on the mind and then gaining a correct view. According to the second method, you first achieve shamatha, a stilled and settled state of mind, and then, having achieved that, you gain an exceptionally perceptive state of mind or vipashyana, on the basis of already having stilled and settled your mind in shamatha. The methods for doing so involve being in a place conducive for gaining concentration. This is a place that is isolated, extremely quiet, where you are not going to be disturbed by a lot of racket from birds or from barking dogs, a very peaceful place where everything necessary to sustain your meditation is easy to obtain.

The text explains:

On a seat conducive for mental stability, assume the seven-fold bodily posture and clear yourself purely with a round of the nine tastes of breath. Having thoroughly separated out muddied states of awareness from lucid ones, then, with a purely constructive mind, direct (toward your root guru) your taking of safe direction and the reaffirmation of your bodhichitta aim. Meditate next on a profound path of guru-yoga and, after making hundreds of very strong, fervent requests, dissolve your (visualized) guru into yourself.

When you meditate, you need to sit on a proper seat and in the proper type of posture, the seven-part or eight-part posture of Vairochana, as discussed earlier. Then there are the various methods involved in stilling and settling the mind.

Sitting in the seven- or eight-part posture of Vairochana, you begin by taking refuge, in other words, reaffirming the safe and sound direction you take in life, and then rededicating your heart to others and to enlightenment, in other words, developing bodhichitta. Next, you do the various practices of guru yoga, which are the practices to integrate yourself with your peerless spiritual master. After you do those practices and make requests, you openly admit to all the wrongs you’ve done in the past, to purify yourself and so forth. Then you imagine that your spiritual master visualized in front of you dissolves into you, that all appearances disappear and then you stay very quietly in a state of total absorption, a state in which everything has sort of disappeared, and you just stay very quietly.

In this quiet state, you proceed:

Absorb for a while unwaveringly in that state which is without the gurgle-gurgle of appearance-making and appearances (of “this” and “not that.”) Do not contrive anything with thoughts such as expectations or worries. This does not mean, however, that you cease all attention as if you had fainted or fallen asleep. Rather, you must tie (your attention) to the post of mindfulness in order not to wander, and station alertness to be aware of any mental movement.

You should have no thoughts or hopes of gaining anything special on either a temporary or ultimate level. You should have no expectations and likewise no worries such as “I hope I’m not going to become unhappy or things aren’t going to work out, either on a temporary or an ultimate level.” In other words, you sit there without any worries, prejudiced thoughts, hopes or expectations.

Sitting in this state, you should then focus on the object that you are using to gain a stilled and settled state of the mind and in which you are trying to gain single-minded concentration, and you should not be as if you had fainted or passed out. In other words, you shouldn’t become completely unconscious while you are focusing, but rather, you should maintain a very steady mindfulness of what’s going on. You should be extremely alert and conscious. It would be, for instance, like when you are driving a car, you have to remain very mindful of what you are doing and keep a look out for cars coming in the other direction or from the side streets, and so forth. If you were to become mindless while driving, you run the danger of having an accident and being hit by something. The same thing when you are walking; if you are not mindful while you are walking, you can very easily trip and fall down. The same thing applies to when you are meditating, you focus on the object and remain very mindful and conscious of what you are doing, the same as if you were driving a car.

You keep this mindfulness so that you stay on what you are doing and your mind doesn’t go off into unconsciousness, oblivion, or a great deal of mental wandering. Likewise, you post alertness, which is the function that keeps watch over what you are doing and notices when you have mental dullness or flightiness of mind and your mind goes off all over the place, and then you bring it back to the object of meditation. So you use these two functions, mindfulness to stick to what you are doing, and alertness to keep a check that you are not going off into any of the deterrents to concentration.

How to deal with thoughts that arise?

Firmly tighten (the hold of your mindfulness) on that which has the essential nature of clarity and awareness, and behold it starkly. Whatever thoughts might arise, recognize them as being that and that. Alternatively, like a dueler, cut the thoughts off completely, wham-wham, as soon as they occur. 

In the mahamudra method described here, the technique is simply to use the mind itself as the focal object for gaining concentration, but whether you do that, or you focus on a small visualized object, namely the form of a Buddha in front of you, the techniques involved are exactly the same. When you are sitting there keeping a watch with your alertness for any mental wandering or discursive thoughts that might come up, you should have a type of mind similar to when you are practicing a martial art. In other words, when you are sitting there, if somebody were to come at you with a knife, or a spear, or something like that, your alertness would be right on the spot, so that as you saw the weapon coming at you, you would immediately grab out and stop it, or do something to prevent it from hitting you. Likewise, you should have the same type of alertness with respect to any of those wild thoughts that might come up in your mind, distracting you from your concentration and, as soon as they come up, you should, like in a duel or a martial arts bout, deal with them immediately, get rid of them, and get back to your concentration.

How to proceed from there and maintain the right balance in your meditation?

Once you have completely cut these off and have settled (your mind), then, without losing mindfulness, relax and loosen up. As has been said, “Relax and loosen its firm tightness and there is the set state of mind.” And elsewhere, “When mind itself, ensnared in a tangle, loosens up, there is no doubt that it frees itself.” Like these statements, loosen up, but without any wandering.

Furthermore, when you are trying to concentrate and settle your mind, if you push too hard, if you squeeze too hard and force it, there is the danger that you may become rather nervous and uptight, and your mind will tend to become agitated and flighty, that it will go off because you are pushing it too hard. In that case, you will have to relax the hold on your mind and not be so uptight when you are meditating. On the other hand, if you’re too relaxed and too casual in what you are doing, then the danger is that you’ll become dull-minded and sink into all the types of mental dullness that can arise, being spaced out and so forth. So you must have a careful balance between being too uptight on the one hand, and being too loose, casual and spaced on the other, and just keep a balance between the two so that you are meditating perfectly in tune.

It would be as if you had a tiny bird in your hand. If you held it too tightly, you would squeeze it to death, whereas if you held it too loosely the bird would fly away. So you need to have just the right amount of force in your hold so that you neither lose it nor harm it. The same is true in terms of holding an object of concentration. You shouldn’t squeeze it too tightly, being too uptight about it or pushing, nor should you be so loose or casual that you lose it into dullness. It is very important to keep a balance and meditate at a very even level, neither too tightly nor too loosely.

When you look at the nature of any thought that arises, it disappears by itself and an utter bareness dawns. Likewise, when you inspect when settled, you see a vivid, nonobstructive bareness and clarity. (This is) well known as “the settled and moving (minds) mixed together.”

There’s also a method for dealing with various wild thoughts that come up, which is looking at the nature of the thoughts and observing them. Doing this, you will find that the thoughts will naturally disappear by themselves when you look at them. Alternatively, if thoughts come up, you can actually focus on the thought itself. Focusing on the thought itself and directly confronting it and examining it will prevent further thoughts coming up and disturbing your meditation.

(Thus,) no matter what thought arises, when, without blocking it, you recognize (that it is) a movement (of mind) and have settled on its essential nature, (you find) it is like the example of the flight of a bird confined on a boat. As is said, “Just as a crow having flown from a ship after circling the directions must re-alight on it ...”

If a bird in a large cage in a zoo tries to fly around, it can fly, but it can only fly within the confines of the cage; and when it lands, the only place where it can come down is within the cage, back on the site within this confined space where it normally roosts. The same is true when your thoughts take off. There’s no place for them to go and, in fact, once the thought has played itself out, the only thing it can come back to is, again, the mind itself. In this way, when thoughts come up, if you just look at what they are doing, you will find the thoughts themselves will settle down and you’ll again be left focusing on the mind itself. The commentary says, don’t look at the various thoughts that come up in the mind as terrible faults, and don’t meditate in an uptight manner trying to reach a state without discursive thoughts, but just post yourself with alertness to see the nature of the mind and the meditation itself will naturally come down to a stilled and settled state of shamatha.

In addition, the commentary describes six methods to settle the mind. The first method is to settle the mind so that it is like the sun shining in the sky, not obscured by any clouds. This refers to having the mind shining like the brilliance of the sun, not obscured by any clouds of dullness or agitation or any of those other deterrents to concentration, just letting the mind shine in a clear state by itself.

So we have the first one, which is like the sunshine free from any clouds. The sun is extremely clear and lucid and, just as the sun stays like that, the nature of the mind is something that in and of itself is very clear. Therefore, you try to prevent it from being obscured by dullness or agitation or various thoughts and just let the mind be like a sun free of clouds.

The second method is like an eagle soaring through the sky. An eagle can fly through the sky without any effort, it just soars opening up its wings; it doesn’t have to flap them. In the same way as an airplane goes through the sky without having to flap its wings, it just goes straight ahead. The same thing would be true with the mind itself, you just let the mind soar like an eagle in its natural state of clarity without either pressing it too hard or letting it be too loose, but just letting it soar like an eagle without having to flap its wings.

Then the third one is like having a large boat on the ocean. Although the boat can be jostled by the waves that come up; nevertheless, it remains relatively steady. Without being disturbed by the small ocean waves, it just goes straight forward. The same thing in terms of the mind, although the various subtle thoughts might come up like tiny little waves, nevertheless you are not distracted by any large major upsets. The mind just continues on its course like a large ship.

The fourth method is for the mind to like a small child looking at the murals on the wall of a temple. The child goes in and looks around in a very rough manner, without focusing in on all the tiny details of the painting, but just sees them in general and passes on. In the same way, when various thoughts of desire, anger, and so forth come up, you don’t pay them too much attention. You don’t focus on them, pull them apart and look at every excruciating detail of them, but like a child looking at a mural, you just notice them and go on without paying much heed and getting stuck on them.

The fifth way is to be like a bird flying through the sky leaving no trace. In other words, the bird flies through the sky without leaving behind footprints or handprints or anything like that. Likewise, when you are meditating, regardless of what type of feeling you might be experiencing, whether it’s happy, sad or indifferent, or whether you have any type of thing come up in your mind, you just go on without letting it leave any trace on your mind. In other words, you don’t allow your mind to become sticky, to become infected and cling to any of the feelings or moods or so on that come up, but like a bird flying through the sky you just go on without leaving any trace.

The sixth one is to meditate like a piece of soft cotton. Cotton does not get rough; it stays soft and fluffy as it goes through the air and so forth. The same thing as you meditate, you shouldn’t let your mind get all caught up and tangled, but it should remain loose and fluffy like a piece of cotton wool. This doesn’t mean that it becomes so slack that you lose everything, but just that it should be springy and bouncy and proceed without getting tangled up and becoming heavy.

These are the six analogies of different ways in which you can settle your mind. So like the sun free from clouds, like an eagle soaring, like a boat going through the ocean and not overturning, like a child looking at a mural in a temple, like a bird flying through the sky leaving no trace and like a small piece of cotton wool.

From cultivating methods like this what happens? What results?

From cultivating such (methods as these, you realize that,) since the essential nature of the totally absorbed mind is a lucidity and clarity, unobstructed by anything, and not established as any form of physical phenomenon, it is, like space, an utter bareness that allows anything to dawn and be vivid. Nevertheless, although the actual nature of mind may be seen straightforwardly, with exceptional perception, to be like that, it cannot be taken as a “this” and be (verbally) indicated.

The commentary to this pretty much just repeats and paraphrases that. It says:

By cultivating this then you see the nature of the singly-pointed settled mind to be something that is clear and lucid and not obscured by anything. It’s not a form of material phenomenon, it’s a bareness that’s unobstructed like space and no matter what type of five sensory objects arise, sight, sound, smell, taste and touches, and no matter what kind of quality of object arises, that it reflects it. It makes it clear like a mirror making an image clear and everything can arise on it very vividly.

Therefore, you should stay in this state of mind and not get hung up in any intellectual elaborations of trying to say the mind is this or that, but just stay in that state itself. If you stay in that clear, lucid, focused state of mind, even though it is very firm like a state of samadhi, single-minded concentration, if that state of mind is not accompanied or held by a state of physical and mental bliss and ecstasy, in other words, if your mind is settled in single-pointed concentration but you don’t have a feeling of bliss and exhilaration at the same time, then it’s simply a single-minded state of mind within the realm of desirable sense objects. But as soon as the single-minded concentration is accompanied by this blissful feeling, then that becomes an actual state of a stilled and settled state of mind or shamatha.

This state has many great qualities, such as all the various types of ESP, the different powers and so forth. All the attainments of the various paths of highly realized beings, the aryas, in any of the three vehicles: the listeners, the self-evolved beings, the dedicated beings, all of them are attained on the basis of gaining such a stilled and settled state of mind. So it’s something in addition to perfect concentration; it also needs to have a sense of exhilaration and bliss to it. When you have that, then it has all the qualities of being able to gain ESP and so forth, and all the higher attainments of the paths of mind are based on achieving that.

The text continues:

The great meditators of the Snow Mountains are practically of a single opinion in proclaiming that this setting (of the mind) at ease, not cognitively taking (as a “this”) anything that arises, is a guideline instruction for putting within your grasp the forging of Buddhahood. Be that as it may, I, Chokyi-gyeltsen [that is the author], say that this method is a wondrous skillful means for beginners to accomplish the settling of their mind and is a way for knowing, face to face, (merely) the superficial nature of mind that conceals something deeper.

This is saying that you have to actually experience the nature of the mind in terms of gaining this stilled and settled state of mind and that it is not something that you can indicate with words, but you actually have to experience it yourself directly. Once you have experienced it, then stay in that state of mind without grasping at it.

Even if you’ve done that, although some people might say that you can forge Buddhahood out of just achieving that state of mind, the author says that this is simply recognizing the conventional nature of the mind and this conceals something deeper.

The actual discussion of the nature of the mind is presented in the text first as a general presentation, and then the text gets to its heart essence. People say that the mind itself is something with which you can forge Buddhahood and that Buddhahood isn’t something that you need to search for outside, but it’s something that comes from your own mind. So it is similar to the quest you were sent on yesterday, to go outside and look for the mind in the forest, that from the experience of looking for it there, you see for yourself that it is not something that is external but it is something internal. Likewise, you discover that Buddhahood is also not something that can be found externally, but it is something you realize internally when you realize the nature of your mind.

As the master Saraha explained, the mind is like the seed for everything in the sense that everything depends on the mind. The mind is the source for the arising of all uncontrollably recurring phenomenon, all phenomena of samsara, both the environment and your being. When they are in an uncontrollably recurring type of situation, that comes about in dependence on the state of your mind and on the various things that you have built up through your mind. Likewise, naturally released phenomena, in other words, phenomena of nirvana that are released from such an uncontrollably recurring type of syndrome, such as a state of liberation, a state of Buddhahood and so forth, these also come about by relying on your mind, removing all the various obstacles and so forth. So, in this sense, the mind is the most crucial thing because everything depends upon it.

Questions

Participant 1: The teachings seem clear, but my mind is dull. The more intense the teachings become, the vaguer my mind becomes.

Serkong Rinpoche: You should set up a store in which you sell your mental dullness if you have a large stock that you need to get rid of. Manufacture it cheaply and sell it.

Alex: Rinpoche says he’s joking with you. You can be called the dullness merchant, come in and bore everybody to tears and sell your mental dullness. But Rinpoche is of course joking with you.

Participant 2: I have a question. Whenever I try to think of my mind being settled I tend to think of it as being a mirror in that it has been pacified and quieted down. What are the examples that Rinpoche uses that differ from a mirror?

Alex: Which examples?

Participant 2: Examples that differ from that image of a mirror, which is just sort of being really passive.

Alex: Yes, but which examples are you referring to that you think are different, like the bird soaring and these types of analogies?

Serkong Rinpoche: The mind in any state is like a mirror, simply reflecting things. So when they talk about having the stilled and settled state of mind, that state of mind is something that is very firm and whatever you settle it on, the mind stays like that, like something soaring in a direction and keeping on going in that direction. However, whether the mind settles or not, it is always like a mirror, it reflects everything.

Alex: From the way that you said it, it seemed as though once you settled the mind, then you saw that it was like a mirror. But what the text is saying is that the mirror example applies whether the mind settles or not, it is always like a mirror. The point of it being settled was that then it becomes firm, it stays where you want to put it, either staying still or like when something is soaring and stays on track.

Participant 2: The distinction for me is that, for instance, when you are going around in everyday life, you feel you have a purpose. You are directed and you are doing whatever it is you are doing. So in that sense, your mind is not like a mirror. Then, when I think about meditating, I will say, “I will make my mind passive like a mirror and sort of be there, be passive.”

Serkong Rinpoche: Unless you put a bag over your head, your mind functions like a mirror at all times. A mirror reflects things whether it’s being carried around or placed still in one place. It’s the same thing as you are walking around and involved in the busy work of your daily life, you still see things and hear things, and all of that is reflected clearly like on a mirror. Likewise, when you sit down and meditate, it’s the same thing. So, unless you put a cover over a mirror, the mirror will always reflect things. As long as you are functioning and your eyes are open, then the mind reflects things like a mirror.

The point of the mirror analogy though, is not in terms of gaining a stilled and settled state of mind, shamatha. It refers to two types of imagery: one is in the sense that the mind reflects whatever comes up, the same way as the mirror reflects whatever comes up. The other point of the mirror simile is that the image in the mirror is not something that you can actually find. It’s not the actual object itself although it looks like the object, and that is a line of thinking that brings you to the whole subject of voidness, that things don’t have concrete findable existence. So the mirror analogy is used for those two points but not specially with reference to whether the mind is settled or not, because at all times your mind reflects things like a mirror unless you have a bag over your head.

Participant 3: In the sense that the mind is a mirror, in the sense that it reflects things clearly as they come up, I don’t really understand the analogy and that we don’t really see things as they are, things have an illusory appearance?

Alex: Well that’s the second image: that things are like the image in the mirror, not the actual things, the mind works the same way.

Participant 3: But it seems that it’s not really reflecting anything outside the mind, but what we see is really a projection of the mind. So in that sense I can’t see what is it reflecting? I know that the analogy of the mirror image is commonly used for that but…?

Alex: Then that gets into the question of which system you are talking about, which system of tenets.

Rinpoche: There are external objects and the discussion is in terms of accepting the existence of external objects. It isn’t the case that everything is just inside your head. What system of philosophical beliefs are you talking about when you are asking your question?

Participant 3: Even in the Prasangika system, these things that we see outside don’t exist the way that we see them. In other words, supposing there are molecules and the mind abstracts a concrete object, so even in that sense it isn’t really reflecting…?

Rinpoche: The question that you raise is something that can’t just be answered glibly because it will just cause a great deal of confusion. You have to approach the whole topic of external phenomena in terms of a study of the progressively more sophisticated ways of describing reality that you have in the different schools, or philosophical positions. You start off with a position like the Sautrantikas, who accept external phenomena, and you have to understand the way that’s asserted in that system. Then see the refinement in the Chittamatra system, in which they don’t assert external phenomena, and what they mean by that. Then in the two schools of the Madhyamika, Svatantrika and Prasangika, Svatantrika has two different schools, one of which asserts external phenomena and the other doesn’t, and you have to see what they mean by those positions. Until finally you can actually come to the Prasangika way of asserting that there are external phenomena, and look into what they mean by that, which is different from the Sautrantika way of asserting there are external phenomena. Unless you have all that background and see how the understanding of it gets more and more sophisticated and refined, a simple answer to your question would be (A) very difficult and (B) probably misleading.

 Session Eleven: Different Presentations of Voidness
The View of Voidness in the Four Buddhist Philosophical Tenets

Serkong Rinpoche: As for how to recognize the nature of the mind, the masters of the different traditions, Nyingma, Kagyu, Sakya, Gelugpa, have all discussed and presented various methods. But if you really get to the essence of what they are all talking about, it brings you to the point of the nature of the mind being voidness. In other words, by nature there is a total absence of findable existence, which is a fantasized, impossible way of existing, and, therefore, it is necessary to gain the discriminating awareness with which you understand that there’s no such thing as findable existence.

When you speak of voidness in general, the absence of all fantasized, impossible ways of existing, there are many different ways to express and present what these fantasized, impossible ways are. All the four schools of Buddhist philosophical tenets do assert an absence of impossible ways of existing, voidness. However, although they all assert some form of absence of impossible ways of existing, it is only in the more sophisticated schools, the Chittamatra and Madhyamaka, that they assert an absence of a fantasized, impossible ways of existing with respect to phenomena in general; the lower schools don’t assert it with respect to general phenomena.

Although in the Chittamatra School they assert with respect to phenomena that there is an absence of a certain type of fantasized, impossible way of existing, they still assert that things do exist truly and unimputedly. In the Svatantrika branch of the Madhyamikas they assert that there is an absence of fantasized, impossible ways of existing and they say that one such way is that things exist truly and unimputedly. So they say that this is impossible, that nothing exists that way. But they still assert that things exist inherently and findably, so they assert findable existence but refute unimputed existence. In the Prasangika School, when they assert an absence of impossible ways of existing, they include inherent findable existence into that category, maintaining that this is also a fantasized way of existing and there’s no such thing. There’s a voidness of it, a total absence of it. But the Svatantrikas and the Prasangikas both are Madhyamika schools in the sense that they both share the assertion that there’s no such thing as true unimputed existence; both of them assert that this is a fantasized, impossible way of existing and that there is a total absence of it.

Participant: Could you explain “unimputed”?

Alex: Rinpoche says that will come, but first you need to set out the foundation and the structure of the discussion.

Serkong Rinpoche: Although the two types of Madhyamika schools, the Svatantrika and Prasangika, agree that there is no such thing as true unimputed existence, all the lower schools from Chittamatra downwards say that there is such a thing, that this is not a fantasized, impossible way of existing, but that things actually exist truly and unimputedly. Therefore, the Chittamatra and below schools are known as the schools that assert true phenomena, in terms of them all agreeing that things exist truly and unimputedly. But even though all of these lower, less sophisticated schools do assert true unimputed existence, the ways in which they assert it and the way in which they understand it are quite different.

You have to understand what type of assertion you have in each of these schools with respect to what are conventionally, or relatively, true things and ultimately true things. In the first school, Vaibhashika, which is the roughest way of looking at things, they would say that relatively true things are things that, when broken apart, the mind can no longer grasp or take them as being the things that they originally were. I’ll say that again, when you break an object up, if the mind can no longer grasp it the way that it originally was, then that thing is just a relatively true phenomenon. Like for instance, if we were to smash this glass here, then you’d have all the little pieces and fragments of it and the mind would not perceive the glass anymore, because it can no longer perceive it as a glass. Or like if you have a piece of cloth and you were to unravel it and take it apart, then the mind could no longer see it as the cloth that it originally was; you would just see the little threads of it. So these are all relatively true things that, when smashed or taken apart, your mind can no longer perceive them as they originally were.

Things that are not like that are ultimately true things, such as if you think about form in general, when you take a form apart, the pieces still are forms. No matter how small you break it up, still the mind would see it as a form, just as it saw it originally as a form. The same thing, for instance, with feeling in general: no matter how much you dissect the feeling, even down to the little tiniest moments of it, it’s still a feeling and the mind would still experience it as a feeling. These are, therefore, ultimately true things according to the Vaibhasika School, whereas relatively true things would be like the glass or the piece of cloth that as you take them apart the mind would no longer see it in the same category as it did before.

The next higher level of sophistication is represented by the Sautrantika School. They say that regular impermanent phenomena, or changing nonstatic phenomena, are objectively real phenomena, and these objectively real things are ultimately true phenomena, that these objective things all around, which change all the time, are an ultimate true level of reality, and what’s relatively real or conventionally real are either metaphysical entities or static abstractions. In other words, when you think of abstract things in general or something in the metaphysical realm, all of these are only relatively or conventionally true; whereas objective concrete things are ultimately true. So that’s the next higher level of sophistication, the Sautrantika position.

In the Chittamatra School, the Mind-Only School, the next level of sophistication, they divide phenomena into three categories. First you have other-powered or dependent phenomena, things that are influenced by other forces. So these are things that are impermanent, nonstatic, and change. Then you have thoroughly established phenomena, which refer to voidness itself. Finally, you have totally imaginary phenomena, which are all other static abstractions, and these are totally imaginary. So there are other-powered phenomena, which are things that change, thoroughly established phenomena, that’s referring to voidness, and then totally imaginary or totally conceptional phenomenon which is referring to all other static abstractions. According to this school, all dependent and thoroughly established phenomena exist truly and unimputedly and, therefore, are ultimately real, that is, they are the ultimate level of truth, ultimate true phenomena. Whereas the totally conceptional phenomena lack true unimputed existence; in other words, they only exist by imputation, they are totally conceptional. They are just a mental imputation and, therefore, these are not ultimately true things. They are not ultimate reality but are just conventionalities, or relative truth.

So this is the way that they assert it. It’s safer to say that. Since there are many subdivisions within Chittamatra, it’s better to just leave the statement as that they say that dependent and thoroughly established phenomena have true unimputed existence, whereas totally conceptional phenomena lack true unimputed existence, they are only conceptional and imputed. If you actually then go to the next step of making the equivalency in terms of the first of these being ultimately true phenomena and the others just being conventionalities, or relatively true, then it gets rather complicated, because some of the sub-schools have different assertions on that point. So that was just a sort of general statement in terms of that latter level of equivalence, whereas the first statement covers all the subdivisions.

The reason why the Chittamatrins state that dependent phenomena have true unimputed existence is that these arise from causes and circumstances and, because they actually arise, they are not mere mental imputations, but they are true unimputed phenomena. That’s the reason why dependent phenomena exist truly and unimputedly. The reason why thoroughly established phenomena, namely voidness, have true unimputed existence is because it’s what is perceived by a highly realized being, an arya, in a state of total absorption. Highly realized beings, or aryas, when in a state of total absorption, or single-minded concentration, perceive voidness, a total absence of fantasized, impossible ways of existing. Since this is an object that, to that consciousness, is true, therefore, it’s not just something that is imputed. It’s a true and unimputed phenomenon; that’s the reason why they assert that.

If you want to delve a little bit into the complication here, the reasons that were just stated, namely, dependent phenomena exist truly and unimputedly because they arise from causes and circumstances, and thoroughly established phenomena exist truly and unimputedly because they are perceived by the total absorption of a realized being  –  these are explanations from the perspective of saying that these things exist as something or other; it’s a positive assertion about them. However, you’ll also see in other texts descriptions of these from the opposite point of view, in which they’ll say that because dependent phenomena do not arise from themselves, but rather arise based on other things, or based on causes and conditions, therefore, they are not true things unto themselves. So here’s a negative assertion about them in terms of their being true or not, and here it’s talking from a completely different point of view. It asserts that phenomena are not true unto themselves, meaning that they come from other things, they are not arisen by themselves. Also, when you speak about thoroughly established phenomena, because thoroughly established phenomena are voidness, and voidness is not established as a concrete nature of anything because it is not something concrete, therefore, there’s also a negative assertion with respect to voidness, saying that it is not a true concrete anything.

So in different texts you’ll come across different types of statements about these different types of phenomena. You shouldn’t get confused by them, because they are talking from different points of view and emphasizing different aspects in the discussion. That’s why it’s a very complicated issue with respect to the Chittamatra, the Mind Only School; it gets complicated.

In the Svatantrika School of Madhyamika, which is the next level, when they talk about true unimputed existence, it’s defined as  –  well there are a number of negatives in the sentence so it’s not going to come out in very easy English. It says that something that exists truly and unimputedly would not be something that arises to a mind that is unaffected or unharmed. Now let’s dissect that because it’s unclear in English. You have a type of mind that can be affected by different faults, such as seeing things yellow because of jaundice, and other sorts of flaw. Now, what you need is for things to arise to a mind that is unaffected by any defects, an unaffected mind. The Madhyamika Svatantrikas say that something that would not arise to an unaffected mind is something that would exist truly and unimputedly.

Sorry, that’s the way that it’s expressed, with about two or three negatives in the sentence, and if you were to unravel it and put it in a positive sense, it wouldn’t fulfill the definition, so it has to be said with all the negatives. In this way they say that there’s no such thing as unimputed existence because these are things that would not be things that would arise to a mind that’s unaffected by flaws. They say that such things, therefore, don’t exist at all, although they do assert that things exist findably and inherently.

So what they say wouldn’t arise is with respect to a faulty mind. If we express it like that, we eliminate at least one negative in the sentence. Things that wouldn’t arise to a non-faulty mind would be true unimputed existence, things that would exist truly and unimputedly. So that’s all that they are asserting wouldn’t arise to a non-defective mind, but they are not going further and saying inherently findable things also wouldn’t arise to a non-faulty mind or non-defective mind, that’s only going the next step of sophistication up to the Prasangikas where they would assert that.

In the Svatantrika School they say that nothing can exist truly and unimputedly, that there’s a total absence, or voidness, of that. The Prasangikas would agree, but they go one step further and refute more than the Svatantrikas. The Svatantrikas, as just said, assert that nothing exists truly and unimputedly, nevertheless they say that everything is findable even though not existing truly and unimputedly. The Prasangikas say that, in addition to the fact that they don’t exist truly and unimputedly, they also don’t exist inherently and findably. So there’s a total absence of that type of existence and that’s what they assert as voidness and they assert that with respect to persons or individuals as well as with respect to any phenomenon. They assert that persons lack any inherent findable identity and, likewise, all phenomena lack that as well. Nothing has an inherently findable identity.

For the Prasangikas, if something were to exist truly and unimputedly, it would also exist inherently and findably as well. Therefore, by asserting that things lack true unimputed existence, they mean that they lack inherent findable existence as well. So you were asking what does true unimputed existence mean, for the Prasangikas it means not only true and unimputed existence in general, the way the Svatantrikas accept it, but they understand it also to mean inherently findable as well. As you can see, the term is different from the Svatantrikas because they include within the term “true unimputed existence” the implication of it, which is that if anything existed truly and unimputedly, it would have to be findable as well. So does that answer your question?

Participant: What does impute mean?

Alex: To impute is that the mind calls something. For instance, you have this collection of pieces of paper and black lines on it and you impute on it, or label on it, the word “book,” “it is a book.” “Impute” is an action of the mind of calling something “something.”

Participant: I didn’t understand correctly the Chittamatra School, but are they stating that totally conceptional phenomena exist inherently by their own creation, not through causes and conditions?

Alex: You are confusing two things, those are mutually exclusive.

Serkong Rinpoche: Things can be either totally nonexistent or existent. If they are existent, then they are either static or nonstatic, which is usually translated as permanent or impermanent but that’s misleading, so static or nonstatic. Now within these two categories that you have, static and nonstatic, dependent phenomena are all nonstatic; they are all changing phenomena. Totally established phenomena are static and they are voidnesses; voidness is a static abstraction. Totally conceptional phenomena are all those static phenomena other than voidness. So totally established and totally conceptional phenomena are both in this one category: they are static, they are unconditioned; they are not affected by causes and circumstances.

Within this division scheme, they say that, first of all, all existent things have inherent findable existence; if something is totally nonexistent, then it doesn’t have inherent findable existence. So, both static and nonstatic phenomena have inherent findable existence; they exist, you can find them, you can point to them. When you talk about dependent phenomena and thoroughly established phenomena  –  nonstatic changing phenomena and static voidnesses  –  these have true unimputed existence; whereas the static totally conceptional phenomena lack that. They are only imputed, so all the totally conceptional phenomena lack true unimputed existence.

Now, the category of totally conceptional phenomena is divided into two. There are those totally conceptional phenomena that exist, and those totally conceptional phenomena that don’t exist at all. Those totally conceptional phenomena that exist are inherently findable, but they are not truly and unimputedly existent. Whereas those totally conceptional phenomena that are totally nonexistent are not findable at all because they are not existent. OK, you got it?

If you want to add to the complication then you can ask, “What do they mean by voidness and what do they mean by these totally conceptional ones that don’t exist?” In the Chittamatra system you have two types of voidness or fantasized, impossible ways of existing that don’t exist at all. The first is something that can be established by a nonconceptual sensory perception and that’s, namely, the voidness of dependent phenomena., According to the Chittamatra School, the consciousness of objects and the objects they are conscious of come from one and the same natal source, namely they both come from the same seed or tendency. It is a karmic seed for both the object and the consciousness of that object in the same moment of cognition. To imagine that they don’t come from the same natal source is a fantasized, impossible way of existence, and nonstatic phenomena, changing phenomena, are totally devoid of existing in that way.

Participant: Nonstatic phenomena?

Serkong Rinpoche: Things that change. Now, the object and the consciousness of that object are devoid of existing as not coming from the same immediate source, so it gets complicated. That’s one type of voidness, and that voidness is a thoroughly established phenomenon; it is something that is findable.

Now voidness is something that refutes something, and it would have to refute something that is an imaginary, fantasized, impossible way of existence. An imaginary, fantasized way would be if they come from different immediate sources and that would be an example of a totally conceptional phenomenon that doesn’t exist at all.

Participant: Because in actuality they come from the same source?

Serkong Rinpoche: Because in actuality they come from the same source. So then existing as coming from different natal sources would be not only totally imaginary, totally conceptional, but it also doesn’t exist at all and therefore that would be an example of totally conceptional phenomenon that is nonexistent, which lacks both true existence as well as inherent findable existence.

This first type of voidness asserted in the Chittamatra system, which we just described, is said to be the view that relies on nonconceptual sensory perception. You could see that the object and the consciousness of that object come from the same natal source and they are devoid of coming from different natal sources. So that’s the first type of voidness.

The second type of voidness is spoken of in terms of the view of reality that relies on conceptual cognition, or is speaking in terms of conceptual mental consciousness, because sensory perception is nonconceptual. So the first one refers to your sensory perceptions of things, of the consciousness and the object that’s perceived, both being devoid of coming from different immediate sources. The second refers to conceptual mental consciousness in terms of various forms of things and the names of things.

With respect to names of things, let’s say you are calling this the “Milarepa Center,” or you are calling this the “meditation hall.” There’s the words “meditation hall” and there’s what the words refer to, namely the basis upon which you are affixing the words “meditation hall” and calling it something with those words, with that name. Now that basis or foundation is devoid of existing truly and unimputedly. In other words, if the basis for calling something a name did exist truly and unimputedly, then when you call this building a “meditation hall,” a “building,” and a “barn,” these three names would be referring to three different things. If you had two persons called John, then the name John in both cases would have to refer to the same person. The same name couldn’t refer to two different persons.

The fact that you can have three names for this building and they all refer to the same thing, and the fact that you can have two people called by the same name and they don’t refer to the same person but to different people, means that the things that names refer to don’t exist truly and unimputedly. So that’s the second type of voidness, which is the voidness involved with the name of things, or voidness involved with conceptual mental cognition. The basis for the names of things existing truly and unimputedly would be a totally conceptional phenomenon that doesn’t exist at all.

Alex: Rinpoche is laughing because while I was translating his explanation, you all were nodding your heads as if you actually understood what he was talking about. [Laughter]

 Session Twelve: Meditation on Voidness
Going Beyond a Settled Mind: Vipashyana

Serkong Rinpoche: Once you have gained a stilled and settled state of mind of shamatha, one that is held with great flexibility of mind and exhilaration and ecstasy, just to have this by itself, this single-pointedness of a stilled and settled state of mind is no great accomplishment. It is not so meaningful unless you continue beyond that and gain an exceptionally perceptive state of mind, a state of vipashyana.

Vipashyana is an exceptionally perceptive state of mind and here, particularly, it is aimed at understanding voidness or reality. It is only with this that you will be able to cut the root of your uncontrollably recurring situations in life, samsara. Many non-Buddhists are capable of achieving a state of single-minded concentration and a stilled and settled state of mind and, on the basis of this, can go on to the different levels of mental constancy or the dhyanas, the different levels of concentration, and can reach the highest point or peak of samsara. However, that’s not sufficient because what you need is a state of the joined pair of a stilled and settled state of mind and an exceptionally perceptive one, which is the joined pair of shamatha and vipashyana.

Those people who gain these very high levels of constancy of the mind, these deep levels of concentration, are focused completely in them and, as a result, they can achieve rebirth as gods in the different levels of mental constancy and concentration. However, they’re in a very difficult situation because they are in these very deep levels of trance and they believe that they have achieved liberation from all types of uncontrollably recurring situations of samsara. But after a tremendous amount of time, their trance ends and they discover that they had not gained any such thing as liberation from their problems and, in fact, they’ve fallen out of that state. In that situation, what happens is that they then say, “Well there is no such thing as liberation whatsoever.” This builds up a very strong negative potential and, as a result, they fall to very difficult unpleasant rebirths.

So just to achieve a state of single-minded concentration, even though you might gain various types of ESP as a result of it, is no big deal and no great benefit. This can be seen in the fact that if you have this single-minded concentration and it’s not aimed at gaining an exceptionally perceptive realization of reality and voidness, that just having that by itself you can go very, very high in samsara, you can go to the highest type of position within compulsive existence, but once you go there, there’s no higher place you can go to and you just have to come back down. This would be similar to going to Toronto and going up to the top of the CN tower. You can go all the way up to the top but once you are there, there is nothing further that you can do except come back down.

Identifying the “Me” That Is to Be Refuted

So what’s the task at hand? The thing is, once you gain a stilled and settled state of mind and you have single-minded concentration, you need to aim it at voidness, at realizing the total absence of all fantasized, impossible ways of existing. The root text introduces this point as follows:

While in a state of total absorption as before, and, with a tiny (portion of) awareness, like a tiny fish flashing about in a lucid pond and not disturbing it, intelligently inspect the self-nature of the individual who is the meditator.

The way to carry out this examination and investigation is like this analogy: when you have a clear pond, a tiny little fish can flash around in the pond without disturbing it. In the same way, you stay within the total absorption, within the state of your mind being stilled and settled and with that as the basis, without leaving that, you then carry on the investigation. So here you carry out the investigation and, although it’s done in terms of investigating the nature of the mind, it’s specifically trying to investigate who’s doing the meditation, or who is the “me.”

As you investigate you see that, well, we’re nothing more than our body and our mind. Then you try to see what type of image you have, what you think of yourself as, what is your self-image. This “me” is in terms of this image and you have to try to identify what exactly is the type of “me” that is to be refuted, the type of “me” that doesn’t exist at all. Such a “me” is something that comes up very strongly in difficult situations. Like, for instance, when you are about to fall down and you have this strong feeling of “I’m about to fall down,” or when somebody accuses you of being a thief, then at such a time you have a strong feeling of “What do you mean, me?” as the one being called a thief. So these are the type of things that you should look to in terms of identifying the “me” that is to be refuted.

You look for what is this “me” and, although there is no such thing as a “me” established from the side of our five aggregates  –  these are the aggregate factors of our experience  –  nevertheless it appears as though there is a “me” within these aggregate factors. It appears to some people that their “me” is their physical form, their form aggregate. Others identify the “me” as the mind and they say you can find out who the “me” is, or what the “me” is, and that when you look, the “me” turns out to be the mind. But if the five aggregate factors of your experience are the “me,” then, since there are five aggregate factors, there would be five “me’s.” Or, since there is only one “me,” and since you have five aggregate factors, then all of them would become one and the same if the “me” were all five.

If you identify the “me” with your form aggregate and you say that your “me” is specifically your body, then if the “me” were merely physical, if it’s merely the body, then when the body dies you have to say that the “me” dies. When the body becomes nonexistent, the “me” would likewise become nonexistent. If the “me” were merely something physical, if it were merely the body, then the whole idea of rebirth would be untenable. You couldn’t sustain the idea that doing positive actions in this lifetime builds up positive potentials that ripen in happiness, and acting destructively builds up the negative potential that ripens into suffering and problems. None of that could work if the “me” were merely the body. If the “me” were the mind then, since your mind doesn’t walk back and forth and your mind doesn’t eat food, you couldn’t walk back and forth and you couldn’t eat food. These types of absurd conclusions would follow if the “me” were identical to the mind.

So the “me” cannot be identified as being either the body or the mind, but yet it appears to us as if it were something findable on the side of the aggregate factors of our experience, on the side of our aggregates. Such a “me” that would exist from the side of the aggregates is the type of “me” that is to be refuted. However, on the basis of thinking that we have such a “me,” then we think in terms of these concrete categories of “me” and “mine.” On the basis of that, we think in terms of the concrete categories of “my friend,” “my enemy,” and we develop a great deal of infatuated desire and attachment toward our friends and loved ones, and we develop hostility and anger toward our enemies. Because of that, we act quite destructively, build up negative potentials and, as a result, experience a great deal of suffering and problems.

There are various examples that are used to illustrate this. In Tibet we would put piles of rocks up on a mountain pass and, when seen from a distance, this pile of rocks might be mistaken for a human being standing on top of a mountain. There’s also the simile of a striped rope in the dark, which you might mistakenly think is a snake. A pile of rocks like that is not a human being and to think that there is a human being on the side of the pile of rocks is mistaken. That type of human being who exists as this pile of rocks is something to be refuted. It is a human being that doesn’t exist and is to be refuted. With respect to the existence of the striped rope as a snake, in fact the striped rope is completely devoid of being a snake. That type of snake that is a striped rope is something that is to be refuted; it doesn’t exist. But even though the striped rope is devoid of being a snake, nevertheless we can have the type of mind with which we grasp at that striped rope as if it were a snake and, on the basis of that, we become very scared, frightened. In the same way, although the five aggregates from their side are devoid of being a “me,” nevertheless, on the basis of grasping at them to be a “me,” we think in terms of these categories of “me” and “mine,” we act destructively and we build up a great deal of negative potentials and suffering for ourselves.

When you investigate and see that there is no such thing as a “me” from the side of the aggregates themselves, then a great deal of fear might also arise because you imagine that your “me” doesn’t exist at all. If you think that this is the case, that “me” doesn’t exist at all, then you fall to the point of view of nihilism, and that’s completely incorrect. You have to be very careful when approaching this subject so that you don’t fall to the nihilist position and deny everything.

Even though you might be scared that there’s no such thing as a “me” when you see that there is no “me” to be found on the side of the aggregates, you should not conclude that there is no such thing as the “me” at all, because there is in fact a “me” that exists. And how does it exist? It exists on the basis of the collection of these five aggregates; the “me” is what can be labeled on that basis. It’s what the term or label “me” refers to on the basis of the aggregates being the basis of its labeling. So this is the type of “me” that exists, it’s a “me” that exists in terms of mental labeling: it is what the term “me” refers to, based on the aggregates being its basis for giving the name “me.”

To say that this “me,” which is merely what the word “me” or the name “me” refers to on the basis of the aggregates, to say that it is something totally nonexistent is incorrect because, in fact, you do have such a “me,” one that exists merely in terms of mental labeling. And this “me,” which is something that exists merely in terms of mental labeling as what the term “me” refers to, if you were then to pursue that further saying, “Well, since that’s the type of ‘me’ that exists, then that’s a ‘me’ that is findable.” If you followed on with that line of thought, then you make a merely imputedly existent “me” into something that’s inherently findable, and you destroy the whole idea of what is being talked about. So, in fact, it is something that is established merely in terms of mental labeling, but it is not something that is inherently findable.

So you have to be careful not to fall to the extreme of saying that, when you investigate and don’t find it, therefore, it’s totally nonexistent. You have to avoid falling to that nihilistic extreme. Likewise, you have to avoid falling to the extreme of saying, “Well, ultimately you can find something that is the ‘me,’” which then falls to the positive or eternalistic extreme of saying that the “me” is something that exists as an inherently findable object. The “me” that is not merely something imputed by the name “me,” but rather a type of “me” that exists as if it were coming from the side of the aggregates themselves, such a “me” is totally nonexistent. Whereas a “me” that is merely going around and functioning in terms of, “I’m going here and there,” “I’m practicing the Dharma,” and so forth, is something that you can totally rest assured that such a “me” exists, that there is such a thing. Therefore, there are two types of “me” and it’s very important to differentiate them. There’s the type of “me” that doesn’t exist at all and then there’s the type of “me” that does exist in reality, despite the fact that things cannot be established independently of the process of labeling, and despite the fact that they don’t exist in the way that they do appear to exist.

For instance, you have this Milarepa Center here, this hall, and it doesn’t appear as though it’s merely the Milarepa Center in terms of it having been given that name and what the name refers to on the basis of all the things here. Instead, when you come up the drive, it seems as though you’ve actually arrived at the Milarepa Center itself, that the Milarepa Center is here waiting for you, and it is not merely what the term Milarepa Center refers to, something that has been labeled based on all of this. It appears as though it’s been sitting here from its own side as the Milarepa Center. But actually, it was only the fact that you bought this place, this barn, then put up this picture of Milarepa, and put down the rugs and everything else, and, on the basis of all that, it can be called the Milarepa Center.

Now it’s totally reasonable that it is the Milarepa Center and that we’re all here attending discourses and practicing the Dharma at the Milarepa Center, because on that basis of it being properly labeled the Milarepa Center, on the basis of all the things that have been put in here, it is perfectly reasonable that it exists as the Milarepa Center. However, if it existed as the Milarepa Center independently of the whole process of it being labeled the Milarepa Center, then it should have existed as that Milarepa Center all the time, even before you bought this place, even before you did anything to it. And anybody who came to the ground here a number of years ago would at that time also have seen it as the Milarepa Center. So you should try to differentiate the two types of existence that are being discussed here, one that doesn’t exist at all and the other that is the actual reality.

This place appears to exist from its own side as the Milarepa Center and it doesn’t appear to exist as merely what’s imputed by, what it is labeled by, the terms “Milarepa Center.” So when you investigate the way that it appears, it appears to be this Milarepa Center from its own side. Let’s look for the Milarepa Center, what is it? If you look around, it’s not the pillars, it’s not the walls, it’s not the people who are in here and when you try to pinpoint exactly what it is, what is the Milarepa Center, you can’t find any Milarepa Center that exists that way as being the Milarepa Center all on its own. At that point, however, you shouldn’t conclude that the Milarepa Center doesn’t exist at all because, in fact, it does exist. We’re all here; we’re all participating in studying and learning the Dharma.

It’s totally reasonable and proper to say that it does exist, but it’s important to differentiate between what does exist in reality, and what is total fantasy, what doesn’t exist at all. If you don’t differentiate between these two things properly, then it’s going to be extremely difficult for you to understand what voidness is about and what the absence of totally fantasized, impossible ways of existing, of voidness, means. It would be like, for instance, if you know a special type of mantra and you recite this, then you’ll have the ability to pick up red hot coals and metal without burning your hands. You’ll be able to pick up snakes and they won’t bite you. But if you don’t know the correct mantra and don’t do it properly, you are going to get burned and you are going to get bitten. So it’s very important to know what is involved here and not be confused, otherwise the whole investigation of voidness can be quite dangerous.

When, for instance, you are writing letters, three things are involved. There’s the person who’s writing the letters, then there are the letters that are being written, and then there’s the actual action of writing the letters. When you think about this example, there can be no writing without an agent doing the writing; there can be no writing without something that’s actually being written; and you can’t consider that an act of writing has taken place unless something has been written and unless some agent has done the writing. Likewise, there can be no letters that have been written unless they were written by an agent, and there can be no agent of writing unless there’s actually something being written. You can’t have independent writing all by itself without both an agent and something written. In this way, no matter from what angle you look at it, you don’t have any of these aspects existing on its own, independently from the others. However, it doesn’t look to us as though things appear this way, as dependently arising, we just look at things and there’s a letter, but it has in fact been written by somebody writing. In fact, all of these things are interdependent on one another.

So when you see in the various scriptures that the Buddha said there is no body, there is no form, there are no feelings and such things, these must be understood not in the sense of saying there’s no body or form or feelings, it is not denying them completely. It is just saying that they don’t exist in the way that they appear to exist.

So this is what is indicated here in a quotation that comes next in the text:

A person is not earth, not water, nor fire, nor wind, not space and not consciousness. Nor is he or she all of them. Yet what individual is there separate from these?

In other words, the person is not any of the specific elements within the body and yet, can you find any person that is completely separate from the elements of his or her body? The “me” is not something existing in terms of being any of the elements of the body when you look for it. It’s merely existing on the basis of the collection of all the various elements, the consciousness and so forth. Taking that collection as the basis of a person, or a “me,” then the “me” is what the term “me” refers to when it’s labeled onto the whole collection. So it’s on this basis, with this type of existence, a merely imputed type of existence, that the “me” functions and you should be satisfied that, in fact, it functions.

It is like, for instance, when you dream that you are thirsty and you dream that you drink something, then your thirst ends in that portion of your dream, in that episode, and so the thing just happens to work. The same thing in terms of when you investigate to find the “me.” When you don’t find it, then you should be satisfied and not pursue that further, but just be willing to live with the fact that the “me” is merely something that exists as something imputed and it can’t be actually located and found ultimately. When you gain the realization of voidness, the absence of this fantasized, impossible way of existing, and that there’s no such thing as an inherently findable person and so forth, then you should simply focus on that with an exceptionally perceptive state of mind.

The same applies when you do any of the deity meditations, you are visualizing a meditational deity, a Buddha-figure, and again there are all these factors involved. There is the deity that is meditated upon, there’s the meditator meditating or visualizing the deity, and there’s the actual act of doing this deity visualization or meditation; and none of these can exist independently of the others. You can’t have a meditated upon deity without someone meditating upon it and you can’t have someone doing deity meditation without there being a deity that’s meditated upon, and so forth. So, again, this process is one that occurs merely on the basis of all of these things being dependent upon each other and there being nothing inherently findable, no inherently findable deity, meditator, and so forth, that’s involved in this process. And so the text reads:

When you search and, like that, cannot find even a mere atom of a total absorption, someone totally absorbed, and so on, then cultivate absorbed concentration on space-like (voidness), single-pointedly, without any wandering.

The text goes on:

Furthermore, while in a state of total absorption, (scrutinize your) mind. Not established as any form of physical phenomenon, it is a nonobstructive utter bareness that gives rise to the cognitive dawning and projection of a wide variety of things  –  a continuum of unhindered (unceasing) clarity and awareness, engaging (with objects) without discontinuity. It appears not to depend (on anything else). But as for the conceptually implied object of the mind that grasps (for it to exist as it appears), our guardian, Shantideva, has said, “What are called a ‘continuum’ and a ‘group,’ such as a rosary, an army, and the like, are falsely (existent as findable wholes).” By means of scriptural authority and lines of reasoning (such as this), totally absorb on the lack of existence established as things appear.

This refers to the similes of a rosary or an army. If you look at a rosary, what is the rosary? It’s not the string that the beads are strung on, nor is it any of the beads, but you have the collection of all these beads and string and things like that all put together, and a rosary is what the word “rosary” refers to when it’s labeled upon this collection of its parts and ingredients. That’s what a rosary is, but it’s not something that exists inherently on the side of all its parts and ingredients. The same thing is true of an army, you cannot say that one person is an army, or any of the individuals gathered together are the army, but you just have a whole bunch of people together, various war implements, and so forth, and the army is what the word “army” refers to on the basis of all of these things gathered together. There’s no pointable thing within it that you can point to as the army itself. This is the view of voidness, the absence of fantasized, impossible ways of existence.

Then the text continues:

In short, as has been said from the precious lips of my spiritual mentor, Sanggyay-yeshey, omniscient in the true sense, “When, no matter what has cognitively dawned, you are fully aware of it as (having its existence established merely by its being) what can be cognitively held by a conceptual thought, the deepest sphere of reality is dawning without need to rely on anything else. To immerse your awareness in the state of (this) dawning and totally absorb single-pointedly, oh, my goodness!”

So this is something that the author, the first Panchen Lama, Chokyi-gyeltsen, quotes from his own spiritual master, Sanggyay-yeshey, from whom he received all these teachings and guidelines. When you understand voidness like this, the absence of all fantasized, impossible ways of existing in terms of realizing that there’s no such thing as things existing independently from their own side, independent of this whole process of labeling, then it’s like the next quotation, which goes:

Similarly, the hallowed (fatherly Padampa Sanggyay) has said, “Within a state of voidness, the lance of awareness is to be twirled around. A correct view (of reality) is not a tangible obstruction, O people of Dingri.” All such statements come to the same intended point.

Dedication and Continuing the Practice

When you conclude doing this meditation on mahamudra, the great seal of reality, then you need to dedicate all the positive potentials that are built up toward the benefit of all beings.

If you gain this realization of voidness and reality on the basis of wishing, by means of that, to free yourself of all your problems and sufferings, then you’ll achieve the state of liberation of a listener to the teachings. Whereas, if you gained this same realization on the basis of love and compassion for all others and the dedicated heart of bodhichitta, with which you wish to benefit everyone and achieve a state of enlightenment in order to be able to do so, then this realization of reality will bring you to the omniscient state of a Buddha, since it combines compassion with the understanding of voidness. If, in addition to this, you receive the empowerments of initiation into tantra, the hidden measures to protect the mind, and you keep all the close bonds to the practice and maintain all the vowed restraints involved in its behavior, then you will be able to actually achieve that state of enlightenment in this very lifetime. Even if you don’t do all the practices of tantra, merely if you keep the vowed restraints of its morality and you keep the close bonds to the practices and you do that without any break for sixteen lifetimes, then, even without doing any other intense practice, you will achieve enlightenment within that period.

You need to continue in your practice. You could practice in terms of mantra, for instance, and make requests to Manjushri and Avalokiteshvara for clarity of mind and to develop a kind heart, and you yourself practice being a good and a kind person, having a warm and kind heart and benefiting others. In this way through steady practice, you will be able to gain all the realizations and insights. It is not necessary to give up doing whatever type of work and occupation you are following; it certainly doesn’t call for that type of thing. If you look at the examples of the highly realized masters in the past, there were many who were farmers, or tailors, or who followed various types of occupations. The important thing is cultivating your heart, cultivating your mind through the process of whatever work you happen to be doing. Of course, there are people who devote themselves totally to a spiritual pursuit, there’s no denying that, but there’s no necessity to do that in order to be a practitioner and gain all the realizations and insights. As you live your life and continue doing whatever type of work and occupation you are involved in, if you pursue this within the context of following a spiritual practice, saying the various mantras, gaining clarity of mind, having a kind heart, being kind toward others and so forth, then it’s for sure you’ll gain insights and realizations and progress along the path.

Having gained a precious human rebirth and having gained the opportunity to meet with these instructions and teachings is something that is very rare, very precious. It’s something that you shouldn’t throw away and forget about. You should try to apply them and don’t be so short-sighted to think in terms of working only for a very short period of time, a couple of weeks, months or years, and that immediately you’re going to gain these fantastic insights and realizations and experiences. It doesn’t work like that. You should try to think in terms of vast expanses of time. Think in terms of slowly and gradually improving yourself and improving your condition. Think in terms of steady practice throughout this lifetime, throughout your future lifetimes, and that the next lifetime will be even better than this one and the one after that even better and think in terms of many, many future rebirths. Do not think in a very short-sighted manner, but in a very long vista with a long scope of time. In that way, you won’t become discouraged and you’ll find that, in fact, you will be able to make slow but steady progress.

So you should always try to think in terms of having a kind heart, being kind and warm toward others, not causing any trouble, not harming others, trying to get rid of these fantasies about reality, trying to see things the way they are and, on this basis, being a kind and warm person, continuing your practice and leading your life along these lines. This is something that is extremely important; this is what it is all about. Being a kind person is something that you can do regardless of whether you are walking, sitting, involved in your work or whatever. This is a practice that involves your whole life and all of your time regardless of what else you are doing. Likewise, you can say various types of mantra like om mani padme hum and aspire to gain a very kind and warm heart to be able to benefit everyone, directing all your positive energy in that direction, and it will be very beneficial.

When you are saying the om mani padme hum’s it’s not necessary to say that out loud so that people can hear you. That might be a bit weird. It’s not necessary to go around mumbling. but if you find that saying it under your breath is uncomfortable, you can likewise say it in your head; it’s not necessary to recite these mantras out loud. You can also visualize the mantra in your heart and do a type of mental recitation of it as well.

The text goes on:

Having accustomed yourself like this,, then no matter what has dawned as an appearance of a cognitive object to your six-fold network (of consciousness), inspect minutely its manner of appearance… 

Alex: The “six-fold network of consciousness” refers to eye consciousness, ear consciousness, nose consciousness, tongue consciousness, body consciousness and mind consciousness.

Its manner of existence will dawn, denuded and distinctly. (This is) the essential point for having whatever has cognitively dawned being like what you recognize. In short, any object whatsoever that cognitively appears, such as your own mind and so on, make yourself certain about its manner of existence  –  don’t grasp at it (to exist in the manner that it appears)  –  and always sustain (that certainty). When you know (one thing to exist) like this, (you see that) it applies uniformly to the self-nature of all phenomena of samsara or nirvana.

In other words, no matter what appears to whatever type of consciousness, sights to your eyes, sounds to your ears, smells to your nose or thoughts to your mind, whatever appears, you should not grasp to it in the way in which it appears, because everything appears to be truly and findable existent. But, in fact, nothing exists in that way, because none of these appearances exist in the way in which they appear. Therefore, you should not grasp at anything to exist in the way that it appears.

Then the text goes on by quoting Aryadeva who was the great disciple of Nagarjuna and it says:

Aryadeva has also given voice to that in saying, “Any seer of one phenomenon is the seer of everything. Any voidness of one thing is the voidness of everything.”

In other words, it’s very difficult to gain a realization of voidness, but once you’ve understood how one thing is devoid of findable existence, then everything exists in that same way, everything is similarly devoid of findable existence. So you just apply your understanding toward everything.

While you are focused single-pointedly on the total absence of findable existence, no relative appearance of anything appears to the face of that single-pointed settling. So the text says:

Before the face of proper, total absorption on the actual nature (of everything) like that, there is just the severance of mentally fabricated extremes regarding (everything of) samsara and nirvana, such as (inherent, findable) existence, (total) nonexistence, and so on.

This is why it says, for instance, in the Heart Sutra, when speaking about the deepest level of true phenomena, to the face of total absorption on the deepest true phenomena, voidness, there are no forms and so forth, all the way up to Buddhahood. There’s just the deepest nature of reality itself – voidness. But just because it says that there are no ultimately findable phenomena, and within the sphere of this deepest level you don’t find anything, that doesn’t mean that things are totally nonexistent because, conventionally, things do function and exist, it’s just that they are not ultimately findable.

Even though ultimately there are no findable phenomena, nevertheless you do have conventionally existent phenomena, you do see them. When you arise from your absorption on voidness then you see various appearances. These appearances are still appearances of true existence, but things don’t exist in that manner. How are things existing? They are existing merely in terms of mental labeling, merely in terms of what various names and concepts refer to, on the basis of what they are labeled upon. Everything does in fact function within that context.

How does it function? It functions, for instance, like things in a dream or like things in an illusion or things in a magic show, when you have magicians conjuring up images of horses and elephants; or like the reflection of the moon in water. You do in fact have a reflection of the moon in water, but the moon does not exist in the water. It merely appears to exist on the water, but cannot be found in the water. Like that, all things appear to be findable but in fact they are not. They only exist in terms of what the terms and concepts refer to. So you should try to realize this as you are going around and leading your life after you have arisen from your absorption.

Therefore the text continues:

Yet after you have arisen, when you inspect, (you see that) the dependent arising of the functioning of what is merely imputedly existent, simply by names, undeniably and naturally still cognitively dawns, like dreams, mirages, reflections of the moon in water, and illusions.

This is just continuing the same idea, that when you arise you see that everything is dependent arisings, that things do function and that the way they function is on the basis of mental labeling, and that nothing exists as being findable in the way that it appears to exist. You can look, for instance, at the pillars in this room. There are six pillars and you can ask what are the six pillars, or what are pillars in general. You can’t find the category “pillars” in general in any of the individual pillars, but you can only say on the basis of these six individual pillars that you can label the general idea that there are pillars in the room. But pillars as a general thing, as a category, don’t exist in any of the individual ones. It is merely what the word “pillars” refers to on the basis of the collection of these six items, and in that way all things similarly exist.

The text goes on:

(When you realize simultaneously that) appearances do not obscure voidness and voidness does not make appearances cease, you are manifesting, at that time, the excellent pathway mind (that cognizes from the single viewpoint) of voidness and dependent arising being synonymous.

This is saying that you need to understand that when things appear, they appear because they are devoid of being inherently findable. It’s only because they are devoid of being inherently findable that they can actually appear, because if they were inherently findable, they couldn’t appear at all. When you understand that the fact that things appear means that they are not inherently findable, because the absence of inherent findable existence is what allows them to appear, you have understand it in the correct manner. You need to understand that appearance, then, doesn’t deny voidness but, in fact, appearance is supported and is accounted for by the fact that things are devoid of being findable. Likewise, when it says that things are devoid of being findable, this doesn’t deny that they appear, in fact it accounts for the fact of why they appear. So both of them are mutually supportive and explain how each of them operates. In other words, things appear because they are not inherently findable as anything, and things are not inherently findable because, in fact, they do appear.

When you understand what it means to say that voidness is the absence of all fantasized, impossible ways of existing, when there’s an absence of fantasized, impossible ways of existing, then what it means is that things actually can appear. It’s just that fantasized, impossible ways of existing don’t exist, but things do appear, and the fact that they do appear means that things don’t exist in the fantasized, impossible way in which you imagine they do but, in fact, they actually do appear.

So when it talks about the absence of fantasized, impossible ways of existing, this doesn’t mean that things don’t exist at all, it just means that they don’t exist in this fantasized, impossible way that you imagine them to exist, because if they did exist in that fantasized, impossible way they couldn’t appear at all. The fact that they do appear demonstrates that they don’t exist in this fantasized, impossible manner but in fact they do exist in the way that they do, so you should try to understand how the two support each other. To say that there is an absence of fantasized, impossible ways of existing means that things do appear in reality.

The text concludes with the dedication which reads:

The speaker of these words has been the renuncient called Lozang-chokyi-gyeltsen [that’s the First Panchen Lama], who has listened to much (teaching). By its positive force, may all wandering beings quickly become triumphant Buddhas through this pathway of mind, apart from which there is no second gateway to a state of serenity.

“No second gateway” here means that there is only one gateway to a state of serenity. What is that one gateway? It is the gateway of realizing voidness, in other words, realizing reality, which is the total absence of all fantasized, impossible ways of existing. Aside from realizing that, there is no other way in which you can gain a state of serenity, where all the disturbing attitudes, suffering, and so forth, are gotten rid of, and you have the ability to help all beings. The author dedicates the positive force for everyone to become enlightened through realizing mahamudra, the great seal of reality, of voidness.

Concluding Advice

Having achieved a precious human rebirth with all the opportunities and respites we have, then, with this as our working basis, we should strive to gain the understanding of reality, to gain this insight into voidness. This is something that you won’t be able to do unless you build up a great deal of positive potential or merit to enable you to gain these various insights and realizations. This is something that is demonstrated in the life history of the great Tsongkhapa who, in order to build up a great store of positive potential, did an intense practice of offering three and a half million prostrations and making a million eight hundred thousand offerings of a mandala plate, a round symbolic offering of the universe. He did the latter with a round piece of stone, and he rubbed this round piece of stone with the underside of his wrist, this million eight hundred thousand times, so that his wrist was completely sore and the flesh worn away and open. He devoted himself in such an intensive manner in order to build up the great store of positive potential that would allow him to see reality.

The same thing is true when you look at the lives of people like the great translator Marpa who went to India on foot, under tremendous amounts of heat, and encountered a great deal of difficulties in order to study with Maitripa. The same is true in the life of Milarepa, who worked extremely hard and underwent a great deal of difficulties and hardships in order to gain a realization of reality. This is something you should keep in mind, that you are not going to be able to see reality, voidness, without a lot of hard work and difficulty. It requires building up a great deal of positive potential.

If you are devoting yourself totally to this spiritual practice of the Dharma and you don’t have any material possessions that’s OK, because you can look at the example of Milarepa, who practiced very intensely without having any possessions. If you are not doing Dharma practice, then look at all the various possessions that you can accumulate in life. In fact there is no lasting essence to them at all. If you have many possessions, you’ll find they are going to cause you a lot of problems and worries and will cause you a lot of upset. However, if you find that you are doing Dharma practice, intensive practice, and you do have material possessions and wealth as a result of the positive potentials you’ve built up in the past, this is not something bad. This is OK and you can proceed with that, taking advantage of that.

The main thing that you need to have, regardless of your economic status, is a feeling of satisfaction. You should feel satisfied with what you have because it doesn’t matter how much you have, if you are not satisfied with it, you are not happy. In addition, it is important to be a happy person and to be in harmony with everything around you. If you are a happy person and always giving off that type of feeling, you’ll find that the people around you, and even your pet animals, will also be happy. But if you are always losing your temper, then you’ll find that even your pets will become very nervous, jittery and upset because of the type of person you are.

When you look at all of us here, by our actions in the past we’ve all built up a karmic relation that allows us to gather here and study and learn together about these things. We are also, through our actions now, building up the potentials to experience gatherings like this in the future and, therefore, it’s very important as a group that we are all harmonious with each other. All of you at this center have plans for building a temple here. This is something that is extremely important and an extremely positive thing to engage in, because you build up a potential equivalent to making an offering of gold equal to the number of atoms in the place that you build. It’s described in those types of terms and, therefore, to build a center and temple like that here is a very positive act, it’s very good.

Your teachers and the directors of this center, Lama Zopa Rinpoche and also the learned Lama Thubten Yeshe, are very dedicated beings, very dedicated bodhisattvas, who are working to make places like this available for the benefit of others. When they come here it is very beneficial for you to pray with them and have respectful faith in them. Very soon you’ll be visited by Geshe Ngawang Dhargyey, a very great master who’s been working very many years to teach Westerners. It is something very excellent that he’s coming here and, likewise, you should say prayers with him and show him respect. If you have anything you feel you would like to communicate with me after I have left here, then please feel free to always write to me and tell me whatever you need to.

I will say many prayers on your behalf that things go well for all of you, that you all remain in good health and that everything continues here with great progress and I thank you very much. If you have any questions then you can ask. Now I will give you the oral transmission of Om Mani Padme Hum.

I also want to thank the people who drove us here when we came. It was a very long and tiring journey for them and I thank them very much. There is a saying in Tibetan which is that, out of a hundred otters, you’ll find one that has a piece of turquoise that it keeps as a treasure in its head, and, out of a hundred poisonous snakes, you’ll find one that has a pearl in its head, and, out of a hundred groundhogs, you’ll find one which is a meditator, and out of all of you here you have one monk. So the fact that you have one of them here with you is very good for all of you.
   
About the Berzin Archives
 	         
The Berzin Archives is the collection of works of the American scholar and author Alexander Berzin, who spent 29 years in India, studying and practicing Tibetan Buddhism. There, he served as translator primarily for his teacher, the late Tsenzhab Serkong Rinpoche, and occasionally for His Holiness the Dalai Lama. Dr. Berzin has taught extensively in universities and Buddhist centers in more than seventy countries since early 1980s.

 The Berzin Archives is a collection of translations and teachings by Dr. Alexander Berzin primarily on the Mahayana and Vajrayana traditions of Tibetan Buddhism. Covering the areas of sutra, tantra, Kalachakra, dzogchen, and mahamudra meditation, the Archives presents material from all five Tibetan traditions: Nyingma, Sakya, Kagyu, Gelug, and Bon, as well as comparisons with Theravada Buddhism and Islam. Also featured are Tibetan astrology and medicine, Shambhala, and Buddhist history.

 Supported exclusively by user donations, Berzin Archives aims to provide on the Internet a free multilingual tool for learning about the four Tibetan Buddhist traditions and about Central Asian history and culture. It is sponsored through Berzin Archives e.V., a German non-profit society in the public domain (gemeinnütziger Verein Register Nr. 2423Nz, Berlin).

www.berzinarchives.com

cover.jpg
eBooks -
Unpublished Manuscripts

Baa 2
! 42 l%u"‘»~

Discourse on the Main
Points of Dharma,
Based on the First

Panchen Lama’s Root

Text for the

Gelug-Kagyu Tradition

of Mahamudra

www. BerzinArchi





