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 Session One: Introduction
Unedited Transcript
Listen to the audio version of this page (0:55 hours) Spiritual Aims

This evening we’re going to begin a weekend course on how to develop our mind on the basis of Buddha-nature. And when we speak about developing our minds, we shouldn’t think just in terms of the rational mind, but rather, when we speak about mind in Buddhism, we’re talking about rational side, the emotions, the perceptions, and so on – it’s a much larger term. And so we want to develop all of these. And not just our minds, and feelings, emotions, but also our abilities to act, our abilities to communicate, and so on. And if we want to develop ourselves, then we need to have an aim of what do we want to develop to.

In the Buddhist sphere, if we speak about spiritual aims then we speak in terms of three of them – well, actually, let’s say two of them; let’s divide it in a different way. One goal would be to have better and better rebirths so that we can continue on the spiritual path. From the Buddhist point of view, there is continuing rebirth. Or we can speak of the second goal, which is known as the superlative state, the highest states of purification. And these are states which are liberated from rebirth, and they can be in three classes: One is those who have just achieved liberation on the basis of having actually listened to the teachings of the Buddha. These are known as (in Sanskrit) shravakas, the listeners. And there are those who can achieve liberation during the periods when the Buddha’s teachings are not available. These are known in Sanskrit as pratyekabuddhas. That means the self-evolved beings who have evolved on the basis of their instincts from having heard teachings long, long ago when they  were available, in previous lives. And then there are those who achieve the full enlightenment of a Buddha. These are the bodhisattvas, those that are aiming to not just get liberation but to overcome all the obscurations, so that they know how best to help everybody, so they achieve the enlightened state of a Buddha, the omniscient state of a Buddha.

So we can develop our abilities, all the various factors that we have (and there are certain ones) that will enable us to achieve any of these goals. Now we have a precious human rebirth, it’s possible for us to continue to have that in the future and get even better circumstances for continuing on the path. And it’s possible for us to gain liberation from all suffering, all shortcomings – either when the Buddha’s teachings are available and we can listen to them and learn them, or during dark ages when they’re not available. And it’s also possible for us to attain the enlightened state of a Buddha. That’s very encouraging.

If we’re going to work for a spiritual goal then it’s necessary to, first of all, understand what that goal actually is, and then to be convinced that it’s possible to actually attain it. If you don’t know what you’re aiming for, how can you possibly reach it? Just to follow spiritual methods and have no idea what the result is going to be, or what you’re aiming for, doesn’t get us very far at all. Because, whatever methods we follow, everything depends on the motivation, the aim that we are working with. It all depends on that, in terms of what it’s going to achieve.

For example, you could work with the energies of the body. And you could work with that with specific methods that will help us to reach enlightenment. But you can also work with that with a different aim, for instance to obtain the type of liberation that’s described in Hindu texts. Or following the exact same methods, if you don’t have any clear idea of what you’re aiming for but are being motivated by disturbing emotions and confusion, then the same methods will just bring you sickness, basically – disturbance of the energies in the body. Or if you’re using it just to work to gain special powers, well, you might use that for destructive purposes. So it’s very important on the spiritual path to know what we’re aiming for, is it possible to actually achieve it, and then follow the methods.  


Causal Factors for Attaining Buddhahood

Often it’s described, when we talk about Buddha-nature, these are the causes that will enable us to reach – if we speak in terms of all these goals that I mentioned, let’s just limit ourselves to becoming a Buddha. So it’s important to recognize that we have all these causes within us that will enable us to achieve the goal of enlightenment. So, of course, first we have to know, as I said, what is enlightenment. So, in a sense, when we talk about these Buddha-natures, often it’s spoken in terms of these are the seeds that will grow into enlightenment.

Actually there isn’t a term in Sanskrit or Tibetan that I know of that actually means Buddha-nature. That was, I think, just made up by the translators. The terms that we find (there are a few of them): They are the family-traits, so the features or the traits of the family of everybody who could become a Buddha (sangs-rgyas-kyi rigs, Skt.  buddhagotra). Another term for it is the source ( khams, Skt.  dhatu) of becoming a Buddha. Another term for it is the womb that gives birth to our becoming a Buddha (de-shegs snying-po, Skt.  tathagatagarbha). So, anyway, these are the causal factors.

Then often we speak about the spiritual teacher as the root of the path. The root is not the cause; that’s not where you begin. The root is what you receive nourishment from, all along the path. So, on the basis of the Buddha-nature, with the inspiration from the spiritual teacher – and guidance – then Buddhahood can grow.

And then we have the methods, the path to follow.

What we’ll be discussing, then, is what are these various family-traits or features that will act as the causes or allow us to become a Buddha. We find these features in connection with our – what’s known as the mental continuum, which is the moment-to-moment sequence or continuum of our moments of mind, moments of cognition. So with each moment we’re seeing, or we’re hearing, or we’re thinking, and we have various emotions and various other factors that come along with this continuum: body, ability to communicate, etc. So we’ll look at features of this, that we all have, that can somehow be responsible for, in some way or another – in some causal way or another – for becoming a Buddha.  


The Four Buddha-Bodies

When we talk about becoming a Buddha, then, a Buddha has various aspects. We often call them the four Buddha-bodies. There are systems of two Buddha-bodies, three, four, five – there are many different systems of this. We’ll use the system of four here. And when we say “body,” we shouldn’t think of that in the physical sense of the word “body.” It’s more like a – or at least in English you say, “a body of knowledge.” In English we have this word “corpus.” So it is a network or system of many, many different things that form a body or corpus. So the term is a little bit confusing. Like a corpus, a body of literature.

So we can speak in terms of physical bodies. We can have what’s known as Sambhoghakaya. These are various forms that a Buddha can manifest in, which are very subtle and which make full use of the highest teachings, the Mahayana teachings. So they teach only very special, very highly developed bodhisattvas. And it’s a network of many, many different forms; it’s not just one body. A Buddha can manifest in countless number of forms simultaneously and help countless beings simultaneously. So some of these forms are these very subtle ones that help very special highly developed beings. So Sambhoghakaya means the Corpus of Full Use, the Bodies of Full Use – they make full use of the full teachings, Mahayana teachings.

And then there are emanations of that, in grosser forms, that can teach us ordinary beings. So these are called Nirmanakaya in Sanskrit. They mean a Body of Emanations – a whole collection or network of many, many emanations, not just one. So, as a Buddha, we’ll be able to manifest in all sorts of forms simultaneously – both subtle, for the very high practitioners, and more ordinary forms, for the more ordinary practitioners. These are known collectively as the Body of Forms, of physical appearances.

From the highest tantra point of view, this Sambhoghakaya, this one of subtle forms, is referring to the speech of a Buddha. So we can communicate simultaneously in all languages, in all different ways – the energy will go out in a manner that communicates perfectly with others. So, as a Buddha, we’ll be able to do that. So all of these Bodies or Corpuses of Form are ways of benefiting others.

In terms of what is fulfilling our own purposes – our own purpose, here, means our ability to help others – what fulfills that are the factors on the side of the mind of a Buddha. So what’s the mind of a Buddha like? We have the term “Dharmakaya.”  Kaya, which is “body,” is a corpus, a big network of many, many things. And  dharma in this context refers to “all things.” So a Buddha has a mind that encompasses everything. This is called the Deep Awareness Dharmakaya. So this is referring to a Buddha’s understanding of absolutely everything; so, omniscience. But we’re not only talking about the rational side when we talk about a mind, but on the emotional side a Buddha’s mind has compassion and love which extends equally to absolutely everybody. And a Buddha’s mind has abilities. “Abilities” refers to knowing the way in which to be able to help everybody to their spiritual goals; so, the ability to teach. And, as the Dharmakaya, it extends to everything, to everybody equally. So it’s pretty wonderful, isn’t it?

Then there is a Corpus of Essential Nature, it’s called – Svabhavakaya – and that’s understood in several ways. One way is to understand it as the reality of the mind of a Buddha; so, how it exists. And that refers to its voidness (emptiness). Voidness in Buddhism means an absence of impossible ways of existing. So we might imagine that all these attainments of a Buddha, and so on, are something which are impossible to attain, for instance – but that’s not true; that’s impossible. It’s impossible that it’s impossible. Or that it exists independent of any causes. Or it exists all by itself, unrelated to anything, like some transcendent realm. So none of these refer to anything real. So voidness is the absence of any real referent to these things, to these impossible ways of existing. So, in a sense, the mental continuum is pure of these things. It’s not stained by these things. Because they’re impossible; they don’t exist at all.

So here we can also speak of this Essential Nature Body as the purity of the mind. Because of the purity of the mind, because the mind doesn’t exist in any impossible ways, it’s possible to achieve enlightenment. So these are things that we really need to study deeply, and think deeply about, and meditate about, in order to really become convinced that this is so – the basic purity of the mind. Another way of understanding this Essential Nature Body is the inseparability of the other three bodies, which is just referring to the fact that you always have mind together with appearances, body – some physical side as well.

So this is the goal that we are aiming for. This is what a Buddha would be like. It has many extraordinary features, obviously. We could appear in all sorts of forms, subtle and gross, everywhere, to help everybody – in any form whatsoever that’s going to be of help. And we’ll be able to communicate perfectly, whether with words or in other means, to everybody, in a way that they’ll be able to understand. And we will understand and know everything. And we will have love and compassion equally for absolutely everybody. And we will know the methods that will enable everybody to achieve these spiritual goals. So we have this ability equally for everybody. And all of this comes inseparably together in one package, and it doesn’t exist in any sort of impossible way, and it’s all on the basis of the natural purity of the mental continuum. Pretty wonderful. It would be wonderful to achieve that, wouldn’t it?


 Buddha-Nature

Once we have an idea of what this goal is, then we need to see, well, do we have the factors that will enable us to achieve all of this? This is the topic of – as I said, the Western term for it is Buddha-nature, these family-traits. In some systems they speak about the various traits that will enable us to achieve the liberation of a shravaka, the liberation of a pratyekabuddha, or enlightenment of a Buddha. So they speak of these three different types of family traits, and there’s a lot that can be said about that. We don’t really need to go into that in detail. But let’s focus on the traits that will enable us to become a Buddha.

Now, as many of you perhaps know, when we look at Tibetan Buddhism there are many, many systems and schools, and of course each of them says something slightly different. So we have a sutra discussion of this and a tantra discussion of these – I’ll use the term “Buddha-nature” since it’s easier to use, people are more familiar with it. And within sutra this topic is only discussed in the Mahayana teachings, teachings that are aimed to achieve enlightenment. And we have three Indian systems for this: what’s known as Chittamatra, Svatantrika Madhyamaka, and Prasangika Madhyamaka. And each of the Tibetan schools – and even within Tibetan schools, some authors will be different – they’ll all have different interpretations of this, of these three. And in tantra – we have four classes of tantra or, in some systems, six classes of tantra – and again the four Tibetan lineages have different views. So, when we look at the whole picture, it sometimes becomes quite bewildering because there are so many different opinions. But I think that we can sort of derive the essence of what they’re talking about if we look in a more general way. In general, we have three types of these family-traits:

We have naturally abiding ones (rang-bzhin gnas-rigs). These are things that everybody has had, with no beginning; so they are naturally there, abiding all the time, in everybody – no beginning. And, in most systems, these are things which don’t really change. They are just facts about the mental continuum, like its voidness.

Then there are evolving traits (rgyas-’gyur-gyi rigs). Evolving traits are things that can grow. And some of them have also been present in the mental continuum with no beginning, and some can be attained for the first time at some point.

And then you have a third type of family-trait, which is the fact or feature of our mental continuums that allows a Buddha’s enlightening influence to enter and affect that mental continuum so that it can be inspired, uplifted, to achieve the various spiritual goals that we spoke about: better rebirth, liberation, enlightenment. That’s a very important point, by the way. You can’t stimulate a rock to become a Buddha. Right? No matter how much a Buddha teaches the rock, it’s not going to help that rock to achieve a better rebirth, or liberation, or enlightenment. But  we have a mental continuum – and we’ll discuss what that actually means in more depth a little bit later – we can be influenced, we can be stimulated to grow further and further. But, of course, we need to be receptive, we need to be open to that enlightening influence of a Buddha.

This enlightening influence (’phrin-las, Skt. samudacara) – sometimes called Buddha-activity, but that’s a little bit too strong a word because the Buddha doesn’t have to actually do anything. It’s described like the shining of the sun. The sun doesn’t have to do anything; it just automatically shines. Or it’s like the force of a magnet to draw things toward it. Again, the magnet doesn’t have to do anything; it’s part of the way that it is. This quality is part of its nature, it’s said. But we can only be warmed by the sun if we come outside. If we stay in a cave we won’t be warmed by the sun; and we can only be influenced by the magnet if we are iron. So, if we are open and receptive, we can be stimulated, we can be inspired.

I think “inspiration” is the best way of translating this word (byin-gyis rlabs, Skt. adhishthana), which is usually translated as “blessing” – “you can receive the blessings of the Buddha” – but that is really such a vague term, I think it really is quite misleading. There’s nothing mystical about it. And when we talk about this enlightening influence of the Buddhas, it can come through the medium of the fully qualified spiritual teachers. So that’s, in a way, how the spiritual teacher acts as the root for growth. The teacher provides the inspiration, not just the information about the path, but the inspiration – this enlightening influence for us to be able to grow, for the seeds to grow.


Naturally Abiding Family-Traits

We’ll go now into a little bit more detail. We speak in terms of the naturally abiding factors, and we limit ourselves to the Prasangika Madhyamaka view of this. This is referring to the voidness of our stained mind, the mind that still has limitations. This mind doesn’t exist in – the mental continuum with all its various features – doesn’t exist in any impossible way, despite all its limitations and confusion and disturbing emotions. It doesn’t exist as something which is stained by these things, by its very nature, so it can never be purified; that’s impossible. So this factor, the voidness of the mind, this mental activity – when we talk about mind, we’re talking about a mental activity – that doesn’t exist in any impossible way.

Just in brief, when we talk about mental activity – which is what we mean by mind – it can be described in several ways. One way is the arising of a mental hologram. So whenever we see things, actually the light hits the eyes, it’s translated into electric impulses, chemical things in the neurons, and then in the brain – if we talk about the Western description of it – you see something; so there’s like a mental hologram. It’s the same with all the senses: hearing, smelling, etc. All of those are mental holograms, what we perceive. And the same thing with thinking. And even nonconceptual functioning of the mind, which we’ll discuss tomorrow, it’s also a mental hologram. The emotions are mental holograms. All of these are the arising of some mental hologram, and usually it’s quite a complex one made of many things.

And if we describe the arising of a mental hologram from another point of view, actually it is what we mean by seeing, or hearing, or thinking, or feeling something. It’s a way of engaging cognitively with an object. And we can also even describe this whole mental activity from an energy side. So there’s some physical side to it as well. And this mental activity just is going on moment to moment to moment. It’s individual – Buddhism says that – even as a Buddha, we retain our individuality; we don’t all merge into one undifferentiated thing. Buddhism does not assert a universal mind. That’s not Buddhism. So this moment to moment mental activity, that’s all that’s occurring. There’s no separate “me” from this which is either observing it, or controlling it, or making it happen. Each individual continuity, of course, can be labeled the individual “me” – we’re all individual me’s – but that “me” isn’t something which is a separate entity watching it or controlling it.

So this mental activity is going on moment to moment to moment, and it doesn’t exist in some impossible way. That’s the naturally abiding trait. It’s affected by various things, it changes, and so on. That is its voidness that’s responsible for the voidness of a mind of a Buddha, the Essential Nature Body. Because our mind now, as a limited being, doesn’t exist in any impossible way, some crazy way – for example, as some sort of solid thing with a solid line around it sitting inside us – because that’s true in terms of our limited mind, it’s also true in terms of the mind of a Buddha. It will always be true. So this is a trait, a feature of our mental continuum that abides forever. It didn’t have a beginning, and it’s going to continue into Buddhahood as well.  


Evolving Family-Traits

Then we have the evolving traits. These are the ones that can grow. How do they grow? They can be influenced, stimulated, inspired by a Buddha’s enlightening influence – or a teacher’s enlightening influence – but that’s certainly not enough. We also have to work quite hard on the spiritual path. Listening to teachings – which means learning them, studying them – and then thinking about them, contemplating. I mean, as a result of hearing, listening, then we are certain about what the teachings are. You have to be certain what it is, whether we hear it explained by a teacher or we read it in a book. You need correct information. Then we have to think about it in order to understand it and be convinced that it’s true. And then we meditate on it, which means to integrate it, to familiarize ourselves over and over and over with it, so that this understanding or quality – like love – becomes an automatic quality of ours. And through this process, then, these things will grow and grow and grow. What we are able to build up through our spiritual listening, thinking, and meditating, together with the influence, the stimulation of a teacher and the Buddha, so that they give rise to the other Buddha-bodies, the ones with form and the deep awareness Dharmakaya, the mind of a Buddha.

So what are we referring to here? What we are referring to are known as the – usually translated as the “two collections,” but I don’t particularly like the word “collection” because it can give the impression that it’s just like a stamp collection. But, rather, what it is, is a network or a system of many things that interact with each other and grow in this networking type of way. And we have two of these systems or networks. They’re usually translated as “collection of merit” (bsod-nams-kyi tshogs, Skt. punyasambhara) and “collection of wisdom” or “insight” ( ye-shes-kyi tshogs, Skt. jnanasambhara), but I find these fairly imprecise translations.

By “merit,” what we mean is positive force built up by doing constructive types of actions, not under the influence of anger or greed or attachment. Then we have a network of deep awareness; that’s what’s usually called “wisdom.” So that’s fairly specific in the sutra systems. What it’s referring to is our understanding of either any or all of the four noble truths. It’s the basic teachings of the Buddha: what are true sufferings, what are their true causes, and what is the true stopping of all of that, and what is the true pathway of mind or understanding that will bring that about. So we get deep awareness by hearing about that, thinking about it, then meditating on it and understanding it. So that builds up a certain amount of deep awareness. It can also be our understanding of what’s called the four placements of close mindfulness (dran-pa nyer-bzhag bzhi, Skt.  smrtyupasthana). So observing, and being aware of, and mindful, and holding onto what is the nature of our body sensations, our changing levels of happy or unhappy, the changing states of mind that we have, the emotions that are changing all the time, and the changing of all phenomena that we think about or observe. And these are correlated with the four noble truths. You can read about that on my website.

[See: The Four Close Placements of Mindfulness According to Mahayana.]

In any case, by meditating on any of these four and correlating it to the four noble truths – understanding it in terms of the body sensations as suffering, grasping at the feelings as the cause of suffering, etc. – then one also gains a certain amount of deep awareness. Or it can also be hearing about, thinking about, and then meditating on voidness itself. So the absorption that we have on that – we’re really focused on that – builds up a network of deep awareness.  


The Importance of Motivation

Everything depends on the motivation. What is our intention for doing positive things? What is our intention for doing this type of meditation and gaining this understanding? What are we aiming for with it? And, at the end, to what do we dedicate whatever has come from it: the understanding and the positive force? What are we dedicated towards?

So these networks are going to build up something, an attainment, a goal. They can build up to a pure goal or they can build up to an impure, samsaric goal. That all depends on the motivation and the dedication. If we’re aiming for liberation and we’re motivated by what’s called renunciation, the determination to be free, then when we do positive things and we do this meditation on deep awareness, the networks that build up from that will build up to liberation. And if we do these with aiming for enlightenment and with the bodhichitta motivation to achieve enlightenment to benefit everybody, then these will build up to enlightenment.

And if we don’t do it with any particular motivation and don’t dedicate it, but we just do positive, constructive things, or we intellectually think about the four noble truths, etc., then it will merely build up nicer samsaric existence for us: From the positive force, we’ll be happier. From the deep awareness, we’ll be more intelligent, know more things. But still we’re stuck in uncontrollably recurring rebirth.

So when we talk about these networks as Buddha-nature factors, we’re talking about the pure ones, the ones that are actually built up with either renunciation and aiming for liberation or with bodhichitta and aiming for enlightenment. In terms of Buddha-nature factors, the ones aiming for liberation would work for achieving the goal of a shravaka or a pratyekabuddha; the one with bodhichitta will be for achieving Buddhahood.

And in terms of these pure ones, there’s two levels of it. What’s known as the actual pure ones and the facsimile pure ones. “Facsimile” means the ones that are similar, but not the actual ones. So it all depends on how we’re able to develop this renunciation or bodhichitta motive. If we’re able to develop it just like that, unlabored (rtsol-med) – just automatically we have it as our central motivation all the time – then it’s the actual. And then we build up positive force and gain this deep awareness, then it’s the actual enlightenment-building networks. That’s when we’ve actually started what’s known as the five pathway minds (lam-lnga), the five paths leading to enlightenment – no need to go into the detail of that.

Before that, when we actually have to work at it (rtsol-bcas, labored) – go through a line of reasoning to develop renunciation or go through a line of reasoning to develop bodhichitta, like everybody’s been my mother, they’ve been so kind, etc. – when we have to work up to it, then that’s the facsimile. The networks that build up from that are known as the facsimile ones. It’s similar to the actual ones, but it’s not the actual ones yet. And of course there’s a difference of opinion as to whether what really is the Buddha-nature – these factors – whether it is only the actual one, or both the facsimile and actual one. And you have both opinions. Different Buddhist textbooks and authors assert one position or the other. But it doesn’t really matter which position we hold.

[See: The Two Enlightenment-Building Networks (The Two Collections).]

What’s the important thing that we learn from this? The important thing is the motivation. To have these pure-building networks, you don’t have to have – let’s say for the deep awareness one – you do not need to have perfect absorbed concentration (ting-nge-’dzin, Skt.  samadhi), you don’t have to have nonconceptual cognition (rtog-med shes-pa) of voidness, or anything like that. We can start building these things up much, much earlier at our own level. What we need though is renunciation and bodhichitta for our motivation.

“I am determined to get rid of my uncontrollably recurring rebirth.” That’s renunciation. “How horrible it is that, no matter how much progress I make in each lifetime, that I’m going to be reborn and I’m going to have to go to school again, and I’m going to have to learn all the languages again. Or I’m going to have to grow up and find a way to finance my studies, and so on. I mean, what a horrible drag that is. No matter how much progress I’ve made, if I’m going to have a precious human rebirth again, it’s going to be another twenty or thirty years before I can really make more progress again, because I have to relearn all this stuff. Horrible. Really boring. So I have to get rid of the confusion, and the disturbing emotions, and the karma, and all of this stuff that’s causing this – this uncontrollably recurring rebirth. I have to get a pure body of a liberated being.” That’s renunciation, determination to be free. We’re renouncing samsaric rebirth and its causes.

And bodhichitta: “I have so much love and compassion for everybody because I see how interconnected we are, and how dependent we are, and how kind everybody is in enabling me to sit on a chair, to eat something. To do anything comes from the work of others. I have to achieve this state of a Buddha in order to be able to know how best to help them.” That’s bodhichitta. And even if it’s something that we have to work ourselves up to, it doesn’t come naturally, it’s artificial – these motivations – it doesn’t matter. That’s how you start.

These [the two networks] are factors that we haven’t had with no beginning. These [renunciation and bodhichitta] are things that we have to develop for the first time and then evolve them more and more. But with the stimulation, the inspiration from the Buddhas and the teachers, they can grow. But when we speak of positive force, the network of positive force, the so-called collection of merit,  that we’ve had from no beginning because we’ve undoubtedly done some sort of constructive things with no beginning, but it would be samsara-building.

This network of positive force, pure one, this is going to be what’s called the obtaining cause (nyer-len-gyi rgyu, Skt.  upadanahetu) for the Form Bodies of a Buddha. It’s the cause from which we obtain the result. It’s called an obtaining cause. And when we attain the result, it no longer exists. Like a seed is the obtaining cause for the plant. When you have the plant, you no longer have the seed, but the plant comes from the seed. It’s from the seed that you obtain the plant. But it requires this network of deep awareness as what’s called the simultaneously acting condition (lhan-cig byed-pa’i rkyen, Skt.  sahakaripratyaya). In other words, you need it together with this obtaining cause for the result to come about.

So, think about it. This positive force that I’m building up from doing constructive things and helping others, and so on, that’s going to result in having a whole network of bodies with which I can really help others in the fullest way. And, the other way around, that network of deep awareness is the obtaining cause for the omniscient mind of a Buddha – the deep awareness Dharmakaya of a Buddha – that knows everything, understands everything, equal love for everybody, etc. And the pure network of positive force is going to be the simultaneously acting cause for the mind of a Buddha, the deep awareness Dharmakaya. So it’s very simple. From a positive force you obtain the physical bodies of a Buddha to help others, but it has to be helped by the deep awareness. And from the deep awareness you get the mind of a Buddha, but it has to be helped by the positive force. The technical term is the simultaneously acting condition. It acts together to bring about the cause simultaneously with the obtaining cause.

This is basically the sutra level of Buddha-nature. We can also speak of a basis level of these factors, which would be these factors on the samsara-building side. So, then, it’s unpurified; it’s not yet purified away from the various stains that are there: stains of the disturbing emotions, etc. And there’s the pathway level, when it’s partially purified, partially unpurified – when we’ve actually achieved some true stopping of some of these stains. And a resultant level, when it’s fully purified. What does that indicate to us? That indicates that the process of getting these traits to evolve, to grow, has two sides to it. One side is building up more and more and more, by more and more meditation, more and more positive actions, constructive actions, with the proper motivation. And the other side is purifying ourselves. Purifying away these – what’s called obscurations: so the unawareness, the confusion, the disturbing emotions, etc. So the process is one of both building up and purifying.

So what have we learned so far? What we’ve learned is that if we want to achieve the state of a Buddha, then we have the factors that will allow that to happen: We have some positive force. We have some understanding. And our mind doesn’t exist in some crazy impossible way. And if I’m receptive and open enough, I can be inspired to go on the spiritual path, and inspired to continue it all the way to the end, by the Buddhas and the fully qualified gurus – not charlatans, but fully qualified gurus. And the method that I need to follow is one of building up more and more positive force and deep awareness by listening to the teachings, thinking about them, meditating on it, being absorbed on them, helping others, developing more and more patience, being more generous, etc. And, at the same time, doing purification practices to purify away, to get rid of the confusion and what’s known as these stains: the confusion and the disturbing emotions. And on the basis of that we can become a Buddha.  


The Conventional and Deepest Nature of Mind

When we look in tantra, we have a whole different dimension which is added on top of this. It’s not alternative; it’s on top of this – in addition. Already in sutra we have the statement that the nature of the mind is clear light. In tantra this can be understood – well, even in sutra – but it can be understood in two ways: Clear light as an object – so that’s referring to voidness: the nature of the mind is devoid of existing in impossible ways. Or the nature of the mind is clear light in the sense of a type of awareness. Remember we spoke in terms of mental activity. Mental activity is the arising of a mental hologram and some sort of engagement in it. Knowing anything, seeing anything, feeling anything is – together – the same one process, the arising of a mental hologram, and that is what it means to see or to know something. I mean, there’s some cognitive engagement with it. It’s not just the arising of an image on a mirror. There’s some knowing there.

Both of these, what we call the conventional nature of the mind – this arising of holograms and some sort of awareness, some engagement – the conventional nature of the mind and the deepest nature of the mind (that’s voidness), these naturally abide. They go on forever. No beginning. And we can speak about this in the sutra level – these two aspects – just in terms of our gross, ordinary level of mind or, in the highest class of tantra, we can speak about it with the subtlest level of mind. We’ll speak about these levels of mind tomorrow.

We all have this. We have the ability to know things. The ability to make holograms. It doesn’t exist in some crazy way. And then we can look more closely, differentiate more, in terms of this pair, particularly in terms of the conventional side of it. So we have a mental aspect of different ways in which we know things. There is a speech aspect to it. So there’s an energy that’s associated with this, and that energy goes out and communicates. And there’s a body aspect to it: it makes appearances, it appears in different forms, whether we’re talking about the hologram or we’re talking about our bodies, the bodies that are the basis for this mental activity. And it has enlightening influence. It can influence various things. It’s a type of activity, what it does.  

Question: We’re speaking about Buddha’s mind?  

Alex: We’re talking about any mind. The nature of this conventional mind.

And it has good qualities, like compassion, etc. So these five aspects. Each of these five aspects can have, as I just said, basis level, when it’s unpurified. Pathway level, when it’s partially purified, partially unpurified. And a resultant level, when it’s purified (as a Buddha) fully. So even on our samsaric level, the fact that we have ability to know things, ability to communicate, ability to appear in different forms, ability to act to influence others, and we have certain good qualities – because of that, we can have all of that. And because the mind is basically, by nature, pure of all the obscurations, we can have the resultant level of all of this as a Buddha.

And there are even more factors that are involved, because each of these five can be divided into five. We have the five Buddha-families. You might have heard of that in terms of the five dhyani Buddhas. It’s the same term. It’s family traits. Talking about Buddha-nature. So for the mental activity, and communicating, and appearing, and acting, and qualities – each of them can be in five different types of modes. Five different styles, if you want to say. And we have these on a basis level, path level, resultant level.

If we speak in terms of the mental activity, the five types of what’s called deep awareness: One is like a mirror, just taking in information (me-long lta-bu’i ye-shes). One is equalizing, so it’s putting information together into patterns in order to make sense of it (mnyam-nyid ye-shes). One is individualizing, so even within patterns it can distinguish individual things (sor-rtog ye-shes). One is accomplishing awareness (bya-grub ye-shes), so what you do with it, how you would relate to it – like food, you would put it in your mouth in order to eat it. And what’s called a sphere of reality (or  dharmadhatu) deep awareness (chos-dbyings ye-shes), which is basically what things are. We know what things are. You might not have a name for it, but you know this is food, or whatever. A worm knows this is food, that you would eat it. What it is and how it exists on a deeper level. And there are parallel five modes for these other dimensions: for how you communicate, how you appear, how you act, what type of qualities you have.

So, if we look at this presentation in tantra, we find that we actually have a tremendous amount of factors that will allow us to become a Buddha, in addition to these networks that we were talking about from sutra level. Our mental activity works in such a way that it can do everything that a Buddha does. Our body can appear in all sorts of forms, different styles, to suit others. It can communicate in rough ways, smooth ways, direct ways, etc. These styles. We can act in strong ways, gentle ways. It has qualities which are very strong, qualities which are very gentle, etc., etc. So, as we saw from sutra, that what we need to do is to build these up, develop them more and more, and purify away the obscurations, the obstacles, because the abiding factor of the mind is naturally pure of impossible ways of existing and naturally pure of these other types of fleeting stains (glo-bur-gyi dri-ma), they’re called – the disturbing emotions. It’s not part of the essential nature of the mind. There’s a whole big discussion of how we would understand that.

So because of that basic purity and the fact of just what mental activity is, what it does – the arising of holograms and the knowing and engaging – and no solid “me” separate from it making it happen or watching it. And we all have all these various features. Some of them with no beginning. Some of them we can develop new. Like bodhichitta, you can develop for the first time. Then as long as we have proper motivation, even if it’s labored, and even if we don’t have perfect concentration, and even if everything we do is on a conceptual level – nevertheless, with the inspiration of a teacher and the Buddhas, these factors can be stimulated to grow. And they grow by means of our practicing over and over again, building up more and more, and doing other practices to purify the obstacles.

Now we’ve heard about it – but very quickly, of course. So you listen to it again and again, and you really think about it and understand it. And the more you sort of meditate on it, once you’re convinced of it, to really let it sink in, then we can be fully convinced that I can achieve enlightenment and everybody can achieve enlightenment. We know what we’re aiming for. We know why we’re aiming for it. We’re convinced that it’s possible to attain. We’re convinced that the method is going to bring us there. We understand how the method will work. And then it’s just a matter of doing it, overcoming obstacles – like laziness, indecisiveness, etc. And, as I said, what is really very, very important here is the fact that these factors can be stimulated to grow by the enlightening influence of the Buddhas and the fully qualified teachers. So, very important to open ourselves up to that, but on the basis of really trusting them, being confident in their qualities, because there are a lot of charlatans around, so you have to be careful.

So that’s our first session about Buddha-nature and the nature of the mind itself. We’ll continue in the next days to discuss these factors from various other points of view. But again we need to emphasize that the main thing that we’re – the purpose of all of this is to gain conviction that I can actually achieve the goal. If you don’t have any conviction that you can achieve it, why are you following a spiritual practice? If you don’t know where your spiritual practice is heading for, what your goal is; if you’re not confident that you can achieve it; if you don’t really understand how the method is going to bring you there, so you don’t have confidence in the method – it’s very hard to make any progress. So in Buddhism we certainly are not suggesting that people just have blind faith in the practices, in the teachings, because on the basis of blind faith you can be led very much astray. You can have blind faith in some dictator. But in Buddhism we are always emphasizing understanding, being convinced logically that what is valid, what is correct. So that’s another aspect that we’ll speak about: valid cognition.


Questions and Answers

What questions might you have?

 Question: Who, then, is aware of all these mental holograms? Are these mental holograms aware of themselves?  

Alex: We are aware of them. But that “me” that’s aware of them is not something which is separate from the hologram. It’s part of the whole picture. There’s no “me” separate from it. That doesn’t mean that there’s no “me.” Not very easy to understand.

The “me” can be – and what’s said is that the “me” can be labeled onto this mental activity, onto the hologram and the knowing. We can impute, we can infer that that’s a “me.” It’s a subjective, individual aspect of it. The problem is that we have confusion about how that “me” exists and we think that it’s some entity separate from this whole thing, sitting somewhere in our head, at a desk, and information comes in on the screen from our eyes, and on the sound system from the ears, and we are in control, and we press the buttons that cause the mouth to say something or the body to move. That is impossible. That’s not the way we exist. The “me” is void, devoid of existing that way.

Those are some of the most profound points in Buddhism, so obviously that requires a great deal of contemplation and meditation to understand it. But it can be understood because the mind is capable of understanding things. That’s the whole point of Buddha-nature. We are capable of understanding things; that’s the sphere of reality type of deep awareness. We are capable of knowing what things are and how they exist. And what to do with things. And we can see patterns, and we can see individual things. And we can take in information. We can communicate. We can act. We can appear in different ways, do different things. So we have all the working materials. And we have basic good qualities, like basic compassion to take care, whether taking care of somebody else or taking care of us. That’s the survival extinct, the instinct of the preservation of the species. Everybody has that.

These things that we’re talking about here in Buddhism, we might give them Buddhist names – like compassion, and so on – but when you think about it, it does correspond to what we would say in science in terms of, as I say, the survival instinct. So that is to take care of ourselves. The instinct to preserve the species, to take care of the young, that’s compassion to others, to take care of others. So we call that, in Buddhism, compassion. But of course it can be stained with selfishness – so the unpurified level – or it could be pure.

Anything else?

 Question: I have maybe two questions, but it is about one thing. My first question is, is it possible to do this at the same time – or by the same action – is it possible to create positive merit and removing the obstacles and negative karma? This is the first question.  

Alex: The first question is: can we build up these evolving networks (positive force, specifically) and at the same time, in the same action, purify them?

Now, there are two levels of purification. So there are two levels of purification: There’s the actual purification, which is attaining true stoppings of the various obscurations, and that is actually achieved in nonconceptual total absorption on voidness. So that is part of this network of deep awareness. Positive force is built up during the subsequent attainment period, when you’re viewing everything like an illusion. So either we’re totally absorbed nonconceptually on voidness, and that’s going to do the actual real purification, or subsequent to that, when you’re not totally absorbed on voidness – when you’re either not meditating, or meditating on something else – you can build up positive force. You can’t do the two simultaneously, according to Gelugpa. But you can have (I can’t think of the proper word) temporary [provisional] purifications. Not full purifications, but just sort of partial purification. Like doing Vajrasattva meditation or something like that: with regret, and promise not to repeat it, and reaffirm bodhichitta, and refuge, etc. If you’re doing that type of purification – which doesn’t actually achieve the true stopping; it just gives you a temporary cleansing, as it were – then you can build up that positive force from that meditation and the deep awareness at the same time.

Question: And another question is maybe connected. How can we know how it works? How the factors, like inspiration from Buddhas, affect our factors that can evolve. And how they could actually evolve from the state they are now to the state where they could cause liberation and enlightenment.  

Alex: And then the second question was: how is it that the enlightening influence of a Buddha (or through the medium of a qualified teacher) can actually influence these factors to grow, the evolving factors to grow?

It’s like a shot of energy, or like sunlight for giving the energy for a plant to grow. It adds energy into the system. You might not find it described that way in the texts, but it seems to me that that is how it would work. It’s usually just not described.

 Question: How we can know? Or what makes all these evolving factors evolve? Is it our attempt, or it is just some energy that evolves? So what is it that actually evolves in all the factors of our activity?  

Alex: What is it that actually makes the evolving factors grow? Well, as I said, for them to evolve as a pure form, not just to create more samsara, it has to have the proper motivation. And actually doing constructive things – either physically, verbally, or mentally – for the positive force. And actually listening, thinking, and meditating on these various four noble truths, etc. for the deep awareness. Together with the guidance of inspiration of the teacher. Can you do it without a teacher? All the texts would say no, except in the case of pratyekabuddhas – those who are evolving by themselves in some dark age where there are no teachings available – and they’re relying on the instincts from past lives of having been inspired by the teachers and the Buddhas. Can we be pratyekabuddhas now and not rely on teachers, or books, or anything, and just sort of achieve all of this on the basis of instincts? It would be very, very, very, very rare. Usually it’s mixed with a tremendous amount of confusion and self-delusion. So: teacher, practice, motivation. You need all of these.

Okay. So let’s end here.

The dedication: Think whatever positive force has come from this and whatever understanding has come from this – the two networks – may they grow stronger and stronger and act as causes to reach enlightenment for the benefit of all: for everybody to reach enlightenment for the benefit of all.
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Yesterday we started our discussion of how to develop our mind and all our various aspects of ourselves on the basis of Buddha-nature. We saw that Buddha-nature is referring to the various – what’s known as the family traits, the traits or features of everybody who belongs to the family of those who can become a Buddha. And so that refers to everybody. We all have these aspects of Buddha-nature. We all can become Buddhas. When we refer to everybody, that means all limited beings (sems-can) – that’s usually called all “sentient” beings – and that’s referring to those who have limited minds and limited bodies, so not referring to Buddhas.
 
 When we spoke about mind, we’re talking about mental activity, which entails rational thought and sense perception, emotions, etc. And its main characteristic is subjective experience of things, with some sort of feeling of happy or unhappy about what one experiences, and acting under the influence of intentions. The actual activity itself is described from two points of view: it’s the arising of some mental hologram and a cognitive engagement. So a hologram of some object, and knowing, in some way, the object – that’s just two sides of one activity – without some separate “me,” separate from this whole thing, watching it, or controlling it, or making it happen. There’s also an energy side, physical side, to this mental activity. And that energy goes out, communicates, and it manifests in various appearances – either the physical body that’s the basis for this, or appearances like sights and sounds of various things that we perceive: the appearances of the mental holograms.
 
 All of this, this mental activity and all these aspects of it, are limited (for us) in the sense that they’re not functioning at their fullest level, and this is because they are – the term is “tainted” (zag-bcas; contaminated). So, mixed or stained with – the most fundamental thing is unawareness of reality or confusion about it (ignorance). Not only is it confused about reality but, even more fundamentally, it makes appearances of things, these holograms, that don’t quite correspond to how things exist. Like everything changes from moment to moment, but it makes an appearance that things don’t change, that they’re permanent, for example. Like imagining that we can be eternally young. And there’s confusion about that because the mind makes it appear like that to us, but we’re confused and we believe that it’s true. And therefore we have disturbing emotions (emotional afflictions). On the basis of that, we act in all sorts of impulsive ways that builds up karma that just causes more and more problems. But, nevertheless, although we are limited in that way, and our bodies are limited in that way, our minds are limited in that way – nevertheless, all these obscurations, these stains, are “fleeting” (is the term). Which means that they can be removed; they’re not part of the essential nature of that mental activity. This is because they’re not present in every single moment and it’s possible to actually get rid of them.
 
 When we talk about these Buddha-nature factors, what we’re talking about are the factors which are part of the actual essential nature of this mental continuum, not part of these fleeting stains. So we need to recognize that we have these basic factors, despite the fact that they – in our present state – they’re not purified yet, of these limitations. But it is possible, through various methods, to be able to first partially purify them and then fully purify them, so that we achieve what’s called a true stopping, true cessation, of all of these stains and limitations. And if we get a true stopping of believing that these deceptive appearances refer to reality – we stop believing that – we’ll get a true stopping of the disturbing emotions and of karma as well. And with that state, we are a liberated being. We’re liberated from samsara, uncontrollably recurring rebirth, and we’re known as an arhat, a liberated being. And if we can achieve a true stopping of this deceptive appearance-making, our mental activity producing these deceptive appearances – we [already] don’t believe that they refer to reality – but if we can get that mental activity to stop doing that, which is possible, then we are an enlightened Buddha. 
 
 The deceptive appearance, on one level, is that everything exists isolated from everything else, as if it was encapsulated in plastic or with a solid line around it, just establishing itself right there where it seems to be sitting in front of our eyes, unrelated to causes, conditions, etc. And when we stop believing that and when our minds, our mental activity, no longer projects this deceptive appearance, then we perceive, as a Buddha, the interconnection and interrelatedness of absolutely everything. This is what it means to be omniscient, to have an omniscient mind. We see everything interconnected, so we know what all the causes are for somebody’s condition or what will be the effects of anything that we teach them, etc.
 
 So we saw that there are some – in terms of these factors, these Buddha-nature factors – there are some that are naturally abiding. In other words, they’re always there and they never change. There’s the fact that this mental activity doesn’t exist in impossible ways, it’s always the case. That’s its voidness. And the actual mental activity itself – giving rise to holograms, cognitively engaging – this mental activity, that also goes on forever. Of course it has a different object in each moment, but it’s something which is naturally abiding. It’s on that basis – that there’s always this giving rise to holograms and engagement with it, and this not existing in impossible ways – that it’s possible to purify away the junk, the obscurations that are there. They’re obscuring it, limiting it. This limiting – what type of holograms, the extent of the holograms that can arise, and it’s limiting what those holograms look like. These obscurations are limiting that, so it’s making deceptive appearances and it’s limiting our cognitive engagement with it – in other words, our understanding. Nevertheless, we have the basic activity of giving rise to holograms and some sort of knowing of it, even if it’s knowing something with confusion.
 
 And we spoke about other factors that accompany this mental activity. So we have these networks we spoke about: positive force and deep awareness. The indication that we have some positive force is that we experience happiness sometimes. If we experience any happiness, even if it’s happiness that doesn’t last and never satisfies – nevertheless, that’s an indication that it has come from some positive force that we have. So no matter how miserable we are and how difficult our lives are, surely everybody has experienced at least a few moments of relative happiness in their entire lives. And here we’re talking about the human realm and the animal realm. And if we have some understanding of something – even though it might not be actually this deep awareness that comes from thinking about Dharma things – but if we have some sort of understanding, it gives some sort of hint that we have some deep awareness, this network of deep awareness. 
 
 So these are the things that we need to distinguish in ourselves in order to become convinced of these Buddha-nature factors. We try to recognize, distinguish: I do have some happiness sometimes. I am capable of understanding things, even if it’s just how to tie my shoes. And I have physical energy that manifests in doing things. The appearance of myself, the appearance of how things are. This energy goes out and I am able to communicate; I’m able to influence others, engage in activity. I have some positive good qualities: kindness – sometimes we’re kind, for example. And I know from my experience that all of these things can be uplifted, inspired, by some inspiring figure, whether it’s a Buddha, spiritual teachers, anybody. We are capable of being inspired, uplifted. You recognize… For instance, some people are inspired by music. Some people are inspired by a beautiful sunset. It makes you happier, it gives you more energy. It’s an indication that we can be inspired, that all these various factors of our mental activity can be uplifted. That’s also part of Buddha-nature.
 
 So let’s take a few minutes to just try to recognize these things in ourselves and try to appreciate that we have all the working materials within ourselves – we don’t have to get them from somewhere else – some positive force, understanding, energy, etc. And realize that even though they’re limited now, it is possible for them to be uplifted through some sort of inspiration. So that it is possible for them to be uplifted, and developed, and evolved to the fullest extent in which they’re not limited at all. And this is because none of these exist – these limitations, etc., or the mental activity itself – none of them exist in some impossible way, like fixed, solid, and they can never be changed. So “I’m just a terrible person, and I’m stupid, and nothing can affect that” – that’s impossible. So let’s take a few minutes to reaffirm that in ourselves. It’s a very good practice to do to overcome times when we feel depressed and feel sorry for ourselves.
 
 [silence]
 
 Okay. So this is a little bit of a taste of some of the basic meditations that we can do concerning these Buddha-nature factors, these family traits. And when we come across the term that these are the sources of being a Buddha, or the womb giving rise to a Buddha, we shouldn’t think that some Buddha is sitting inside it and is going to pop out. It’s just indicating that from which becoming a Buddha will be born, in a sense. In other words, what will give rise to our being a Buddha and the various Buddha bodies – we discussed that yesterday – the various aspects of a Buddha.
 
 So today I’d like to go further, this morning, in our discussion, by looking at some of the features of this mental activity which are involved primarily with the side of cognitive engagement with things. Remember, mental activity is a twofold process, which is talking about the same activity just from two points of view: giving rise to a mental hologram of something, and a cognitive engagement with something. So we can understand that this is one process, with the example of thinking: The arising of a thought and the thinking of a thought are the same thing. It’s not that first there’s an arising of the thought and then you think it. It can’t be the arising of a sight and then you see it, because how would you ever see it if the seeing comes after? So the arising of a sight is the seeing of a sight. Okay?
 
 Now we can start to analyze actually what’s going on with this mental activity, the cognitive side of it, because this will give us further indications of what we can work with in terms of – specifically, it will be good qualities. Because as a Buddha we’ll also have mental activity; the only difference is that it’s not limited in any way – no obscurations.


Primary Consciousness

Now when we cognitively engage with something… “Cognitively engage” (‘jug-pa) means to see, hear, smell, taste, feel a physical sensation, to know something, to be confused about it – that’s a cognitive engagement – to think something, to feel some emotion. All of these are mental activity. And in each moment there are many parts to what we are actually experiencing. So we have what’s known as primary consciousness (rnam-shes) and mental factors (sems-byung; subsidiary awarenesses). Primary consciousness is what is aware of the essential nature (ngo-bo) of the object. It’s that part of the mental activity that’s actually generating the hologram, and it is affecting what type of hologram it’s going to be. Is it a hologram of a sight? Is it a hologram of a sound? Is it a hologram of a smell? Of a taste? Of a physical sensation? Of a thought? So that’s the essential nature of the hologram. The essential nature is: what type of information is it?


 If you think in terms of the analogy of a computer: A computer processes all sorts of information. It’s in digital form, electric impulses, but some information is visual, some information is audio. So the primary consciousness is what is aware of: is it visual information, or audio information, or smell information, etc.? That is there in every moment, because in each moment we’re going to be having mental activity dealing with one sense or another sense, or the mental sphere. Actually there are different opinions, but in each moment we can either have many of these things going on – we see and hear at the same time – or another description is that they alternate in nanoseconds, very, very tiny periods. That’s just talking about what type of hologram is going to be arising, this primary consciousness, and it’s aware of it in terms of what kind of hologram or information it is: sight, sound, etc.


Subsidiary Awarenesses

Then there’s a whole cluster of mental factors that accompany this primary consciousness, and these mental factors are given in various lists by the different Indian schools of Buddhism. So, for instance, the Theravada tradition lists fifty-two. The Abhidharmakosha (that’s from the Vaibhashika school) has forty-six. Asanga, representing the Chittamatra school in Mahayana, has a list of fifty-one. The Bon tradition – it’s not exactly Buddhist, but very similar – has also a list of fifty-one, but they’re a different set of fifty-one. So each of the Buddhist traditions in India, in their abhidharma teachings, has a different list with a different number – a different way of classifying them. Welcome to the world of Buddhism!
 
 In the list by Asanga, the list of fifty-one that the Tibetans primarily follow, there are many mental factors that are not included in the fifty-one. For example: generosity, ethical discipline, patience, love, compassion. None of these are on the list of fifty-one. So what does that mean? That means that these fifty-one are just representative of an enormous number of mental factors and there are many, many more than just what we find in these lists. So, fine. No problem. And when we see and look how do these mental factors that accompany each moment of the primary consciousness – how do they fit together with the primary consciousness – then the cluster of mental factors in the primary consciousness share five things in common. I call them the five congruent features (mtshungs-ldan lnga). That’s a big word. It just means the things that they share in common. 
 
 If we look at the five things – again, in different texts and different traditions there will be a slightly different listing of five, but they’re not really contradictory, they’re just looking at more aspects or organizing them differently. If we look at the list in Vasubandhu’s text – Abhidharmakosha (Treasure-House of Special Topics of Knowledge) – then these factors of primary consciousness share the same reliance (rten). They both rely on, for instance, the cognitive sensors (dbang-po) of the eyes – so the rods and cones of the eye – or the sound sensitive cells of the ear. They’re all focused at the same focal object (dmigs-yul). They are all also involved with the same mental hologram (rnam-pa) of what it’s aimed at, of the focal object. They are all occurring simultaneously, at the same time (dus). They all have the same natal source (rdzas), it’s said, which means that they come from… Natal source is referring to some sort of – literally the word is a “seed” (sa-bon, Skt. bija) in the mental continuum, some sort of tendency to have a certain type of experience. 
 
 According to Vasubandhu, although the various features and factors might come from different seeds or tendencies – like a tendency to be angry, a tendency to be happy, etc. – nevertheless, they fit together harmoniously. And Asanga, in another version, another variant of this, says they all come from one seed but, again, they all fit together harmoniously. So we have a nice package of various factors and a primary consciousness involved in each moment of our mental activity. They fit together nicely.


The Five Ever-Functioning Subsidiary Awarenesses

Now what are these mental factors? What are the most important ones here? If we follow Asanga’s version, which the Tibetans tend to favor, in terms of what are the fifty-one – what are these mental factors? – we have five that are ever functioning (kun-’gro). They’re functioning all the time. This is relevant to our discussion of the Buddha-nature factors because these are features, mental factors, features of our mental activity that we have now in a limited form, but we will continue to have this in a purified form as a Buddha. So we recognize that we have this mechanism of these mental factors that we can work with, even though they might be limited now. But the fact that we have them, that the mental activity works this way, is very, very significant. I’ll give it in a slightly different order from the way that it appears in the text, so that perhaps it’s a little bit more easy to understand. So we have, these are the five: 
 
 First of all, an urge (sems-pa, Skt. cetana). An urge causes the mental activity to face in the direction of an object, a focal object, or go in its direction. Obviously, we have that in every moment. That brings the mental activity in the direction of – and obviously the body as well, if you’re going to turn and look at something else – it brings it in the direction, and our mental activity goes out in that direction toward an object.
 
 Then there is distinguishing (’du-shes, Skt. samjna). And so it takes a special feature of the object, of the appearing object – so, the hologram – and it gives some significance to it, some conventional significance to it. In other words, within a sense field it distinguishes between, for instance, light and dark. I mean, we’re seeing a huge amount of information, and in order to deal with it we need to distinguish one little piece from everything else. That’s distinguishing. (It’s usually called “recognition,” but recognition is a misleading translation. Recognition implies comparing it to what we knew before and knowing what it is; this doesn’t necessarily mean knowing what it is.) This works both conceptually and nonconceptually, and this afternoon we’ll discuss that and explain that more fully.
 
 Then there is paying attention (yid-la byed-pa, Skt. manasi), which also can be translated as “taking to mind.” It engages the mental activity with an object in a certain way. So it can engage it in – like in terms of how much attention you pay to it: does it pay a lot of attention or not so much attention? And also it deals with how you take it to mind. Do you take it to mind – in other words, you consider it – in a way that accords with reality or which doesn’t? 
 
 I pay attention to this cup of water. When I’m looking at you, this cup of water is in my field of vision. I’m not really clearly distinguishing it because I’m paying attention to you. But now, with an urge to look more closely at the cup of water, I distinguish that and I pay attention to it. And I can consider it mine or I consider it yours. If it’s mine, that’s correct. If I consider it yours, then that’s incorrect. So, how we consider it.
 
 Then there’s contacting awareness (reg-pa, Skt. sparsha). I mean, all of these are an awareness, a way of knowing something. And with this, we differentiate the object as being pleasant, unpleasant, or neutral. So the way that the type of awareness that is contacting this object, that this mental factor is pleasant. Contacting this – the awareness that I have, that is how I’m contacting, how I’m connecting with this object; it’s as something pleasant. If I think in terms of the pain in my back, the contacting awareness of that is an unpleasant contacting awareness. So, everything that we engage with, we experience it, in a sense (“contacting” is the word, but it’s a difficult word to find another word for), but we’re coming in contact with it in a pleasant way, or an unpleasant way, or a neutral way. It’s going on all the time. 
 
 What does pleasant mean? We have to look at the Tibetan word, which I’m translating as “pleasant” because I can’t find a better word. The word literally means it “comes to mind” (yid-du’ong-ba, Skt. manapa). So it comes to your mind easily. It’s comfortable. “Unpleasant” is it doesn’t come to your mind (yid-du ma-’ong-ba, Skt. amanapa). So it doesn’t come to your mind easily. It’s unpleasant. My teacher, Serkong Rinpoche, always emphasized you really need to look very, very closely at the words. He used the image of a cow. You can milk from the words a lot of meaning. So that’s what it means, that the contacting of it, it comes easily to mind. It comes to your mind easily. Or it doesn’t come easily to your mind: you sort of don’t really want it, you don’t want to perceive that – like the pain in my back.
 
 And the type of contacting awareness that we have is going to be the basis for the fifth of these ever-functioning mental factors, which is feeling (tshor-ba, Skt. vedana) some level of happiness. When we hear the word “feeling” in a Buddhist context, it’s only referring to this: feeling some level of happy or unhappy, somewhere on the spectrum. So, on the basis of pleasant contacting awareness – it comes easily to mind – we feel happy. Happiness is: we would like it to continue. And, on the basis of unpleasant contacting awareness – it doesn’t come easily to the mind, we basically want to get rid of it – we feel unhappiness. “Unhappiness” is the same word as “suffering” (mi-bde-ba, Skt. duhkha). Unhappiness is: I don’t want to continue this; I want to be parted from this. 
 
 And neutral contacting awareness. We feel neutral about it – neither want to continue it nor to discontinue it. We feel neutral looking at the wall. Although eventually, after we’ve been looking at the wall long enough, we will want to turn our minds away. So there is an urge to turn the mind away to look at something because the contacting awareness of looking at the wall is no longer pleasant. We feel a little bit unhappy about it, so we’re dissatisfied, so you turn your head and you look at something else.
 
 So, as a Buddha, we’re still going to have these five all the time. The urges will be there to engage with everything. Buddha engages with everybody simultaneously and distinguishes everybody individually – is able to pay attention to everybody equally. And the contacting awareness is always super pleasant, and the feeling of happiness is super happiness. So the fact that we have these ever-functioning mental factors is going us to enable us, when we’ve purified all the limitations, to have these function in the fully pure way as a Buddha.


The Five Ascertaining Subsidiary Awarenesses

Then we have another five, which are called the five ascertaining factors (yul-nges lnga). They ascertain in the sense that they help us to become more certain about an object. 
 
 So we have intention (’dun-pa, Skt. chanda). The intention is the wish to obtain an object, or to achieve a goal, or to do something with it. It can be to meet with what we’ve previously met with, not to be parted with what we’re presently being aware of, or it can be keen interest to engage with something in the future. So Buddha has the intention to benefit everybody. I mean, we have intention all the time. I’m looking at this cup of water, paying attention to it, etc., and there’s the intention: What am I going to do with it? I’m going to pick it up and drink it. So, obviously, because we have intention we would like to make it pure and have a pure intention to benefit everybody – no matter what we’re doing, may it be of benefit to everyone. 
 
 The next one is called firm conviction (mos-pa, Skt. adhimukti). And this is focusing on some sort of fact – that we have validly become certain that it’s this and not that – and it makes our belief firm so that it won’t be swayed. So it can either be the firm conviction, or we can describe this in terms of the spectrum of how convinced are you of something. So, as a Buddha, when we have understood reality, we have to be firmly convinced of that. Nothing is going to sway us. We have to be firmly convinced when we are helping somebody, teaching them something, showing them something, that this is the best thing to teach them, this is the most appropriate one. Now sometimes we’re convinced of things, sometimes we’re not.
 
 Next one is mindfulness (dran-pa, Skt. smrti). This is a difficult word to translate. It is the mental factor of holding onto an object and not lose it, not let go, not forget it. This is a factor that we work with a great deal in concentration meditation. Hold onto the object of focus and not let go. That is the main activity in any sort of concentration meditation. It’s like a mental glue. And obviously it could be strong or weak. And it is the same word that is translated as “to remember.” When you remember you’re holding onto something similar to what we experienced in the past. So when we talk about memory in Buddhism, we’re not talking about the activity of “I remember it” – so you store the information in some sort of box, or bringing it back out of the box and recollecting it. We’re not talking about that activity. We’re talking about when you’re actually actively holding onto it and remembering it. 
 
 I don’t know if it works in Russian, but in English when you think in terms of remembering something: “This happened, now I’m going to remember it.” – so you put it in a box in your mind, in your memory box. “And now I remember it.” – so it comes back out of the box and now I’m actively remembering it, so I’m holding onto it. But, from the Buddhist analysis, there isn’t some box called “memory” sitting in our head that we throw things in then take it back out. But we’re just talking about that active thing of: when you hold onto something similar to the past, that’s remembering. So here “mindfulness” is the same word. It’s just to hold on and not let go. So a Buddha remains mindful and holds on absolutely fully to the needs of everybody and when it’s going to be appropriate to help them, and so on. So always one hundred percent mindful of everything.
 
 Then the next one is mentally fixating (ting-nge-’dzin, Skt. samadhi). That’s sometimes translated as “concentration.” When we’re talking about mindfulness, we’re talking about holding onto the object and not letting go. From another point of view, this mentally fixating (or concentrating) is just staying on the object. This is keeping you staying on the object, and mindfulness is holding on and not letting go. These are just two aspects of what’s going on. So a Buddha, of course, has perfect concentration – mentally fixating, always abides, the attention stays there, mindfulness – it doesn’t leave the situation of everybody and how to help them and what’s appropriate and what’s not appropriate.
 
 And then we have discriminating awareness (shes-rab, Skt. prajna). Sometimes translated as “wisdom,” but that really is an inadequate way of translating it. So it discriminates. It focuses on an object of analysis and it differentiates the strong points from the weak points – the good qualities from the faults. Differentiates what’s appropriate, what’s inappropriate. Is it correct? Is it incorrect? This is obviously something which can be either with faults – so we’re discriminating incorrectly – or it could be absolutely correct. The Buddha, absolutely correct, and is able to discriminate everything correctly, all the different aspects of things. And it helps us to overcome indecisiveness: Would this be good to do or not good to do? Should I do this, should I do that? In other versions of this, this is referred to as “intelligence.” Intelligence means the ability to discriminate or differentiate between what’s correct, what’s incorrect, what’s appropriate to do, what’s inappropriate to do. To put it into simple words, we can figure out what to do in a situation and what’s correct. That’s intelligence. This is discriminating awareness.
 
 So we have all of these features in our mental activity. According to Vasubandhu, in his version, all ten of these are there all the time. According to Asanga – another Indian text, the one that we’ve been following, this classification scheme – these ascertaining ones (this last five) are just there with constructive states of mind; so he defines them a little bit more specifically. 
 
 So, again, we can do certain types of meditation in which we try to distinguish these various mental factors, these ten. Here perhaps we can use the Western word to “recognize” them, because “recognize” implies comparing it to something that we have heard about or experienced before – now we have heard about these things, so we can recognize them, perhaps. And again, as we did with the basic Buddha-nature factors, to appreciate that we have these things; they’re there every moment; and although they might be limited, it’s possible to get rid of these limitations so that they’ll function fully as a Buddha, as a Buddha-mind. And also realize that it’s possible to change the levels of these things. When we speak about these mental factors, they cover a whole spectrum – like from not paying any attention at all to paying complete attention. Or feeling completely unhappy, all the way to feeling completely happy. Well, usually it’s somewhere not so strong. Or intention. Intention has a lot to do with interest. So how much interest, or what do you intend to do with something. I’m interested, I intend to do something. Or I’m not interested and I don’t intend to do anything. So the level of interest that we have in things – the level of intention of what we’re going to do with it – covers a huge spectrum. It’s very interesting because all of these network together and come together. They fit harmoniously.
 
 I’m distinguishing the pain in my back. There is an urge to be aware of this pain. And I’m distinguishing it. And it’s an unpleasant contacting awareness. And the more that I pay attention to it, the more unpleasant I am experiencing it, right? This is with the consciousness of a physical sensation. The physical sensation is one of pain. So it’s accompanied by all these factors: it’s an unpleasant contacting awareness, I’m paying a lot of attention to it, and I experience it with unhappiness, and so I really would like to be rid of it. And so I have the intention to somehow get a medical treatment, acupuncture, or change my posture, or sit with a certain type of seat that will relieve it. Am I firmly convinced that this treatment is going to help and get rid of it? Well, not really, but there’s some level of conviction, otherwise I wouldn’t do it. And because the pain is intense, I’m mindful of it, I’m holding onto it – stupid me – I’m holding onto it and my attention stays fixed on it, so it’s abiding, and I’m discriminating it as something which is really not good to continue. I really have to do something about it. Or distinguishing that there really is a problem here, discriminating that.
 
 So, you see, all of these factors are fitting harmoniously together in one moment of mental activity. And what’s quite interesting is that this doesn’t exist in some impossible way – remember, voidness – as some solid thing, fixed, and it’s going to last forever, because each of these factors is changing at a different rate. The combination is constantly changing each moment. So it’s still unpleasant, I still would like to get rid of it, but I’m paying less attention to it because I’m teaching now. So the intention is not to do something with it now, but to do something about it in the future.
 
 All these factors are changing all the time and at a different rate. There’s nothing solid about any moment of mental activity at all. So it’s very important when we are in a mood – a negative mood, a bad mood – to be able to analyze all the different parts of it and see that all of these are changing and it’s possible to change it. I don’t have to pay attention to the pain in my back. I can pay attention to something else, even if it’s just watching television or listening to music. We are capable of controlling these various factors. That’s another mental factor which is, in a sense, willpower, discipline. 
 
 And there’s no “me” separate from this, sitting in my head somewhere, saying, “Okay, now I’m going to change what I pay attention to,“ and then pressing a button. These things are changing just on the basis of habit – what we’ve built up through meditation or what we’ve built up through habit in our life, applying willpower or applying different intention, etc. If we ask, who’s doing this? Well, of course, me. Who’s experiencing this? Me. It’s not somebody else. But that “me” is not some solid little person sitting behind the control board in our head, either watching what’s going on or pressing the buttons that are controlling it, and living inside there like living in a house, and then when I die it’s going to move into another body and mind – into another house. Although it feels like that, unfortunately, because there’s this voice going on in our head, so we think this little me is sitting in there talking. So that’s what’s deceptive. That’s what we have to stop believing, even though it feels like that, it seems like that.
 
 In this discussion of all these various factors that we can work with to become a Buddha, you always have to remember that none of them exist in impossible ways. We have to remember the voidness of all of them. And because there isn’t some solid “me” separate from all of this, and “me” is just what we say is labeled onto all of it – that I’m doing it and nobody else is doing it – then because of that, if we can purify completely all the different aspects of this mental activity, get rid of all of its limitations, so it’s functioning at its optimal, perfect level, then we can still label “me” on top of that – for the reason it’s me, and that means I am a Buddha. It’s not that this little separate “me” sitting in my head now has a crown on it and is a Buddha, or it was sitting there and it was a Buddha all along but it never knew it. This is a myth. This is totally not referring to reality. So, very important to understand the reality of everything that is involved here. That is very crucial.


The Eleven Constructive Emotions

Now for some of these other mental factors, just very briefly. In this list from Asanga, this list of fifty-one mental factors, we have a list of eleven constructive mental factors (dge ba’i sems-byung bcu-gcig). And they don’t include love, and compassion, and patience, etc., as I said; so there are many more constructive ones than just these eleven. When we talk about good qualities as an aspect of these Buddha-nature factors – that we have good qualities that can be enhanced – we’re referring primarily to these, these constructive mental factors. So Buddha has these too. I’ll just give a few of them, not the whole list.
 
 One is believing a fact to be true (dad-pa, Skt. shraddha). We have moral self-dignity (ngo-tsha, Skt. hri), that you care about yourself. With this you wouldn’t act destructively or stupidly. Have more regard for myself: so, self-dignity. Care for how our actions reflect on others (khrel-yod, Skt. apatrapya). If I act really horribly, what is everybody going to think of my family? If I’m a woman, what are they going to think of women? If I’m Russian, what are they going to think of Russians? Etc. These two, moral self-dignity and care for how our actions reflect on others, are some of the most significant defining features of a constructive state of mind. 
 
 We also have a certain level of a mental factor which is absence of attachment. We call that detachment (ma-chags-pa, Skt. alobha). Detachment doesn’t mean that we’re not connected to anybody; it’s just that attachment – this is mine and I don’t want to let go. And lack of anger; we call that imperturbability (zhe-sdang med-pa, Skt. advesha). There’s nothing that can disturb me, some mental factor of that – nothing will make me angry. So is that really strong or is that weak? But this is a constructive factor. And joyful perseverance (brtson-’grus, Skt. virya): to persevere, to continue working to help others. So, like this, there’s many, many of these factors. So these are the ones, the good qualities that we want to increase. Caring concern (bag-yod, Skt. apramada): we care about the effect of our actions on others; we’re careful, etc.


The Six Root Disturbing Emotions and Attitudes

Then we have the disturbing emotions (nyon-mongs, Skt. klesha). This is talking about the things that we want to get rid of. We have certain ones which are known as the root disturbing emotions. We have longing desire (’dod-chags, Skt. raga), right? You overestimate the good qualities of something, and longing desire: if you don’t have it, I’ve got to get it! Attachment: I have it and I don’t want to let go. And greed: no matter how much I have, I want more. Then we have anger (khong-khro, Skt. pratigha) or hostility (zhe-sdang, Skt. dvesha) of either something that we don’t have – I don’t want to have it – or angry with it, or we have it and want to get rid of it. And arrogance (nga-rgyal, Skt. mana): I’m so wonderful. Unawareness (ma-rig-pa, Skt. avidya): I’m just unaware of cause and effect, or unaware of reality. When it’s associated with some destructive state of mind, that’s called naivety (gti-mug). We have indecisive wavering (the-tshoms, Skt. vicikitsa): can’t decide; that really cripples us from being able to do anything, so it’s a disturbing emotion. In addition to these five, we have what’s known as – a sixth one – deluded outlooks (lta-ba nyon-mongs-can, Skt. drishti). And there’s a whole list of five of those. These are sort of attitudes we have about ourselves and about life. I won’t go into the list.


The Twenty Auxiliary Disturbing Emotions

Then we have twenty auxiliary disturbing emotions (nye-nyon, Skt. upaklesha). These are subdivisions of these six root ones: things like hatred (khro-ba, Skt. krodha), resentment (kun-tu’dzin-pa, Skt. upanaha), jealousy (phrag-dog, Skt. irshya), miserliness (ser-sna, Skt. matsarya), laziness (le-lo, Skt. kausidya), etc. There’s a whole list of twenty of them, and I’m sure there are many, many more than twenty. These are the things that we want to get rid of that are not going to be there as a Buddha. They’re not part of the basic mechanism of mental activity.
 
 So it’s very important when we are following the Buddhist spiritual path to be able to analyze: what is going on now in my mental activity? This is the main Dharma activity. It says this in the Thirty-seven Bodhisattva Practices. Always examine the state of my mind. What’s going on? With mindfulness, hold onto understanding what’s going on, discriminating what’s going on. And alertness, being able to correct anything that’s out of order. Know what disturbing emotions are present, and there’s usually quite a cluster of different ones in any moment. 
 
 And each of the disturbing emotions or disturbing attitudes has various opponents that we can apply to overcome them. That’s what we learn in the Dharma. And so if we really are aware of all of this, then we apply: “Well, now I’m feeling anger and laziness. So I’m lazy to change anything there. So I have to apply the opponent for anger, and I have to apply the opponent for laziness that is preventing me from actually applying the opponent.” 
 
 So you analyze what’s going on, and you apply all the different opponents that you need, because everything can be changed. The opponent for anger is – that “I really don’t like this one, and I want to get rid of them, and even wish bad things for them” – is love, the wish for them to be happy. And patience, so you endure the difficult situation without freaking out. So these are the positive qualities. And we have methods for increasing each of them. You’ve got to learn the Dharma. How to increase love. And you just apply that. And do all of this without it being a dualistic type of thing of imagining that there’s a separate “me” from all of this that is controlling and doing all of this – you just do it. This is the actual practice of Dharma, not sitting and doing some ritual that you don’t understand – just going: “Blah blah blah” and ringing a bell. When we’re doing this as our actual practice – both in meditation and all the time during the day – then, on that basis, the ritual will help us to integrate all of these, to be able to do it simultaneously. But without this foundation of the basic Dharmic practice of working on ourselves, the ritual has hardly any effect at all.


The Four Changeable Subsidiary Awarenesses

Just for the sake of completeness, we also have four changeable types of mental factors (gzhan-’gyur bzhi), which can be used for positive things or negative things – be constructive or destructive – depending on how you apply it, motivation, etc. Sleep (gnyid, Skt. middha): either because we’re lazy and we don’t want to deal with things, or to refresh ourselves so that we can be of more help. Regret (’gyod-pa, Skt. kaukrtya): we can regret negative things that we did, or we could regret positive things we did. Then there’s gross detection (rtog-pa, Skt. vitarka) of the gross features of something, and subtle discernment (dpyod-pa, Skt. vicara) of the subtle features, the fine features of something, like proofreading a book. Gross detection: are all the pages there? Subtle discernment: are there any mistakes in the spelling of all the words? And that can be used for positive purposes or negative things.
 
 So this is the basic presentation of the primary consciousness and mental factors. We can see that working with them is actually a way to help us in terms of working with the Buddha-nature factors. It’s not contradictory. It’s part of the whole picture. Primary consciousness – you’re going to have that as a Buddha; it works slightly differently, but let’s not get into the details, but a Buddha can see, and hear, etc. And these ever-functioning factors and the ascertaining factors, as a Buddha we’re going to have them. The constructive factors, as a Buddha we’re going to have them. And the disturbing factors, the destructive factors – the root ones and the auxiliary ones – as a Buddha we will get rid of them. So, you remember what we said yesterday: to work with our Buddha-nature factors, to become a Buddha, we have to enhance the positive features – so the ones that we’ve mentioned here – and purify and get rid of the shortcomings, the negative features. So the discussion of these mental factors gives us an idea of what it is that actually we want to increase and what it is that we want to get rid of.
 
 That completes this lecture. Then this afternoon we’ll speak about conceptual and nonconceptual mental activity. As a Buddha we’ll only have nonconceptual mental activity, but we need to understand what that actually means. It’s not so simple.
 
 We end with a short dedication. Whatever positive force, whatever understanding has come from this, may it go deeper and deeper and act as a cause for everyone to achieve the enlightenment of a Buddha, to realize their Buddha-natures and become fully enlightened beings for the benefit of all.

 Session Three: Conceptual and Nonconceptual Cognition
Unedited Transcript
Listen to the audio version of this page (0:40 hours)I think it might be good at this point, having spoken about the basic Buddha-nature factors and
the mental factors that in one way can help us to broaden our idea of mental factors – that having
done that, that now, perhaps, if you have some questions we can take them.


Does a Buddha Only Have Pleasant Contacting Awareness?

But first I’d like to answer a question that was asked during the break, which is a very good
question. It was asked: if a Buddha has these ever-functioning mental factors, then does a Buddha
only have pleasant contacting awareness? The answer is yes, but we need to understand that when a
Buddha sees or knows of someone who is suffering very badly, it isn’t that a Buddha is, “Oh, I’m so
happy” and sees it joyfully. It’s not nice for a Buddha to see this. I mean, a Buddha doesn’t find
it nice to see others suffering.

But again we have to go back to what I explained is the actual meaning of this word that I’ve
been translating as “pleasant”: it comes to the mind. Meaning it comes easily and comfortably to
the mind. When many of us see people who are intensely suffering – like someone who is bleeding on
the street from an accident, or an old senile person with Alzheimer’s disease – that doesn’t come
easily or nicely to our minds. We don’t want to deal with it. We want to shut it out and run away;
it’s too difficult to deal with. Whereas, for a Buddha, when he sees someone like this it comes
easily to the mind, in the sense that, yes, he wants to be involved and wants to help. It’s not
that he feels delighted and happy. We see that there’s a difference here. In general, a Buddha’s
happy all the time, but he’s not happy that you’re suffering (if you can make that difference in
Russian). Okay?


Question on Impossible Ways of Existing

So what questions do you have?


Question: Yesterday we discussed the impossible ways of existence of our mind and the
voidness. Could you please explain how these two things correspond to each other?


Alex: Voidness is the absence of a real referent to these impossible ways of existing. I
often use a very simple example – Do you have here, in Russia, Father Christmas or Santa Claus?


Participant: Yes. We call it Father Frost. Grandfather Frost.


Alex: Grandfather Frost. And do you have a special costume that people wear?


Participant: Yes.


Alex: Okay. So Grandfather Frost. You see people on the street (maybe they have it here as
well) who are dressed as Grandfather Frost. And it appears as though they really are Grandfather
Frost, but that’s a deceptive appearance because, although it looks like Grandfather Frost, it
doesn’t correspond to anything real because there isn’t a real Grandfather Frost. But you still
have a man standing there. It’s not as though there’s nothing. So we’re not denying that there is a
man standing there who looks like Grandfather Frost. But he is devoid of existing in the way that
he appears. This is impossible. There is no Grandfather Frost. So it is impossible that he really
is Grandfather Frost. So that’s what voidness is all about. That absence of a real referent to
something which is just impossible. What it corresponds to doesn’t exist at all.

So you might appear as the most wonderful person in the world – or the most terrible person in the
world – to me. So that’s the mental hologram that’s there. I consider you, and it seems as though you
are established like that by – the technical term is it’s self-established like that by the power of
what you are. In other words, there is something wrong with you that by its own power makes you a
terrible person. Or there is something wonderful about you that makes it – by its own power makes you
wonderful. Independent of everything, you are terrible or you are wonderful. That’s it. So,
independent of causes and conditions, and your whole history, and your family, and all these
things, and independent of my concepts of what a terrible person is and what a wonderful person is.
So what’s impossible is that just because of something inside of you – from your own side, by its own
power, independent of absolutely everything – makes you wonderful, inherently wonderful, or terrible.
That doesn’t correspond to anything real. So you are devoid of existing in that impossible way.

But, because of the habit of confusion, my mental activity when I perceive you, when I look at
you, makes you appear like that: like you’re the most wonderful person or you’re the most horrible
person. And it’s deceptive, and I’m confused, and so I believe the appearance – that it corresponds
to reality. And on the basis of that – you appear to be wonderful and I really think you’re
fantastic, then I’m so attached, have such longing desire for you; or I think you’re horrible, and
I have this disturbing attitude of really disliking you, and repulsion – on the basis of that, we can
act in very destructive ways.

So, understanding voidness, deconstructing these deceptive appearances, is very, very essential
for gaining liberation from this unawareness, these disturbing emotions, this karma, etc.
Understanding that you appear like this to me because of all sorts of causes, circumstances, my
conceptual process, etc., helps to not get caught up in believing the appearance. This is what’s
unique about the Buddha’s teachings. You identify what’s the real confusion and what’s the real
understanding, true understanding: true confusion, true cause of suffering, the true pathway to get
out of that – p athway of thinking, understanding.


Categories

Okay, so now let’s get back to our main topic about Buddha-nature factors. What I’d like to
speak about this afternoon is conceptual and nonconceptual cognition. Whether it’s conceptual or
nonconceptual, the mental activity still has all these various primary consciousness and mental
factors that we’ve been talking about. But there’s something further which is part of the cognition
that can either be there or not there. So it has to do, here – what we’re analyzing here is the
variable of… it’s another dimension of how the mental activity engages with an object, with a
mental hologram. We saw that it can engage with it in terms of: by relying on the photosensitive
cells of the eyes, it can relate to it in terms or seeing it; or sound sensitive cells of the ears,
it can relate to it in terms of hearing it. And from the various tendencies of the disturbing
emotions and the positive constructive emotions, it can relate to it with love, it can relate to it
with hate, while seeing it or hearing it. And with more attention or less attention. With more
happiness, less happiness. All these factors are there.

Now when we have a conceptual cognition of something, there is a filter through which we are
engaging with the hologram; and when we are engaging cognitively with the object nonconceptually,
it’s without a filter, to put it in the most simple terms. Now a Buddha has only nonconceptual
cognition. However, to become a Buddha it’s necessary to rely on conceptual cognition because that
is how our mental activity works. Nonconceptual cognition is something that we have only for
nanoseconds at a time. It’s not something that we have all the time, not at all. But we need to
work with conceptual cognition in order to be able to eventually overcome conceptual cognition.

So what is this filter that we’re talking about? I think the closest word that I can find in our
Western way of thinking is “category” (spyi; universal). We had a whole presentation here a few years ago about mental
appearances, and I used an example – which I think is quite a good example – which is “dog.” So we see
something. What do we see? We see colored shapes. So that’s the main information that comes in
through the visual channel. But in the Gelugpa presentation – and the non-Gelugpa schools of Tibetan
Buddhism have a slightly different presentation – we also see a commonsense object: we see a dog.
Colored shapes is not a dog – a dog isn’t just a colored shape. And the sound of barking – a dog isn’t
just a sound. Nor is it a smell or a taste (you can eat a dog) or a physical sensation when you
touch it with your hand. A dog has all of these features. So a dog with all this different sense
information is what we would call the commonsense object dog. So, according to the Gelugpa
explanation, we see both colored shapes and the conventional object – the dog. Out there, there aren’t
 just colored shapes walking around – they’re dogs. Anyway, one can get into quite an interesting
philosophical discussion about this, but we will avoid that, refrain from that.

So, anyway, I see this colored shape and I see a dog. There’s a category “dog,” and in that
category many, many individual types of animal fit in, don’t they? There are a dachshund, a
terrier, a cocker spaniel, a Great Dane. There’s so many different kinds of dogs. But we see it and
we know, we conceptualize – I mean, through a conceptual process we see it through this filter of “
dog.” Now if we didn’t use that filter “dog,” we’d have no idea what this is. And we use other
filters as well – “animal.” And even from Western brain analysis there are different parts of the
brain that are involved with these categories. And these categories can be of two types. One would
be just a name or a word. One would be a meaning, the meaning of the word – what a “dog” is.

So when we see a dog, for the first nanosecond we have just without this filter. But almost
instantly after that – you couldn’t recognize the time interval – you know it through the filter “a
dog,” and you know what a dog is. So we have a mental hologram of not only a colored shape, but a
mental hologram of a dog that we call “dog.” And if we just think of a dog, without seeing it, each
one of us will have a different mental hologram that represents what a dog looks like, but we’re
all thinking through the filter “dog.” But how else could you think of a dog?


Conceptual Cognition in Animals and Babies

You had a question?


Question: So the first part of the question is: If I cognize a dog without conceptions,
does it mean that a dog is cognizing me without conceptions as well? The second part of the
question is if small children, babies, have some sort of nonconceptual cognition.


Alex: Okay, the first question: If we’re looking at the dog nonconceptually – then we’re
just talking now about the tiny nanosecond when we’re doing that – does the dog look at us
nonconceptually also for a nanosecond? A dog certainly has categories with which it perceives
things. It might not have words, but it certainly has categories of meaning. Category of food.
Category of a human being, as opposed to a cat. Category of my master. Category of my territory, so
you better not come into it – and so it barks.


Participant: Friend. Enemies.


Alex: Friend. Enemies. That’s categories.

Then the second one was: do babies have nonconceptual cognition before speaking? No. I mean,
they have it for nanoseconds. A baby might not know words for things, but a baby certainly has a
concept of mother, certainly a concept of hot, cold, hungry, not hungry. It might not know, if it
sees some object – like this object in my hand, what I consider a watch, a baby could put this into
quite a different category: It could be in the category of something that you put in your mouth,
like the mother’s breast. Or when it’s a little bit older, it could put it in the category of a
toy, even before it has words. So we shouldn’t idealize being an infant. Of course, as we get
educated, we learn more and more categories of things, but there’s nothing wrong with that. They’re
helpful. Without them you couldn’t communicate, you wouldn’t have language. We wouldn’t be able to
put things together and see that the various things belong in categories of something in common.
But what we have to understand is the voidness involved here:


Audio Categories (sgra-spyi) and Meaning Categories (don-spyi)

The category “dog,” the mental label of “dog”  – is there something on the side of this animal
that by its own power makes it a dog? And, upon analysis, we would say no. Right? It is a dog
because of convention. A group of people got together and they decided that all of these different
animals are going to fit into the category of dog. And they took some meaningless sounds. And said
these meaningless sounds, if you say it, is going to be the word that we’re going to use for this
category. Sounds by themselves don’t mean anything. We can say, “Oh, but wait a second, all these
animals have certain genetic features in the chromosomes, etc. that are in common, so that is what
makes it a dog.” And we would say “no, from a Buddhist point of view, no.” There is a group of
people who decided that if these certain factors genetically are the same that that is a dog. So it
was again decided by convention, by the mind.

But then the question is: Well, but is it a dog? Well, what is it? If I don’t call it a dog, is
it still a dog? Well, yeah. Of course. It could be called by many different names. But what’s
confusing is to think that with this category and this object, that somehow things fit into boxes
of categories, that the entire world is made up of boxes. The box of this category, that category,
and things belong in this box. Or they could belong, maybe, in a few boxes. Language and these
categories give the impression, the appearance, that things exist really in these boxes of good,
bad, red, orange, yellow, etc. But there aren’t boxes existing out there somewhere. People have
decided on definitions of what is good, what is bad, what part of the spectrum is yellow, what part
is orange. And some of these are accepted universally; some just by a group of people that say it
with one language; and some are private, just your own idea.


Question: You said that small children do have categories, but it seems to be
contradictory because small children are not able to come to some sort of convention – to gather in a
group and decide which categories we define in this way or in that way.


Alex: Well, let’s use the example of “mother.” Does a child have the category of mother?
It doesn’t have the word, but does it perceive this woman in terms of the category of mother, and
this other woman not in that category? And it does. Now we don’t have to make up the categories
ourselves. I mean, there is the general category “mother.” Quite universal. So now it becomes a
very interesting question. How does the infant know its mother? Mother is defined as the one that
gives birth to you, but the baby, the infant, might use a certain sense of smell, like an animal
does. It’s not so simple to say how does the baby identify the mother. The baby has this category “
mother,” and it didn’t have to make it up.


Question: Do you mean inborn?


Alex: Inborn. In fact, it’s good that you brought that up. There are different levels of
conceptual cognition. Different levels of category. There’s the whole mass – it’s called the mass of
personal, individual categories. Like, for instance, when we remember something, or remember
somebody that we met. This is a personal category that we use – my friend John. But then there is a
list of eighty – b ut, mind you, there could be many more when we have these lists – of impersonal
categories that everybody is born with. But, again, some will be more active in certain life forms
than in others, depending on what we’re born in. So, for instance, the category of “to suck” that
an infant would have – baby animal or any mammal would have – you don’t have to teach that animal. Just
when it’s born it will automatically crawl up the mother and go to the tit and drink. So there’s a
concept – an impersonal, innate concept – of “to suck,” to kiss – I mean there’s a whole long list of
them, as a way to show affection. So these are very subtle.

They’re also involved with things like a category of attachment or desire. In the sense that if
I exaggerate the good qualities of something, then I have this category or concept that somehow I
want to get it to me or hold onto it. So that’s a concept, that’s a category, that we apply to
many, many different things. Or with hostility, to get it away. That also there’s how do you
express these various emotions; it’s something which is quite common in various life forms. So
these are these subtle impersonal concepts or categories.

So when we have conceptual cognition of something, it is through the filter of a category. Now
it is deceptive because we mix the category with the appearing object – or the involved object, I
should say. I’m going to discuss this just in general; I’m not going to get too technical here. So
it is deceptive. You think, “Well, it really is a dog from its own side,” for example.
Conventionally it 
is a dog. It does have the characteristics of a dog, but these characteristics were agreed
upon by people. But it does have these characteristics. But the characteristics, by their own
power, don’t make it a dog. It also has the characteristics of an animal. It also has the
characteristics of food; you can eat a dog. But these characteristics, by their own power, don’t
make it an animal or a food. It’s by the power of the mind that has the mental construct of these
things. And the concept – the category – of a dog doesn’t create it as a dog, doesn’t make it a dog. It
just establishes that it is a dog rather than a table. But it doesn’t make it a dog. So there’s a
difference here. This word “establish” (sgrub) is not an easy word; it’s sort of like “prove” that it’s a dog.

Anyway, I didn’t really want to get into too much detail here. Let me continue with the
presentation and then we’ll have questions afterwards.

If we’re going to understand something, first it is with a conceptual cognition. This is just
the way that the mind works. Otherwise, we don’t know what anything is. If we want to understand
voidness, or impermanence, or family, or anything, it has to be conceptually to start with – through
a category. That’s the way the mind works. It’s deceptive because it appears as though things
actually fit in boxes, and the universe is divided into actual boxes of these categories, which it’s
 not. So eventually we have to not cognize things – not know things – mixed with these categories. But
that’s not so easy, to know how we do that and still know what something is.


Participant: Maybe like a constellation. Because we see a constellation and a star but, in
fact, it is independent stars.


Alex: The question is: is it like seeing constellations in the sky? That, of course, is a
mental construct. So eventually we see individual stars. I think that’s a slightly different type
of category, of a constellation of stars, because that’s quite arbitrary, isn’t it? I mean, in
terms of seeing the patterns. But I think that’s different from the category of dog. You’re
connecting points. Well, you could connect points of stars in many different ways.

I mean, it starts to get very, very complicated because also you have categories which are
collections. There’s the individual items, like trees, and then there’s the collection which is the
forest. So there’s individual stars; there’s the collection which are the constellations. Where do
you draw the boundary, etc.? So that gets into the whole further discussion. That has to do with
location, as opposed to having to do with defining characteristics. Where do you draw the dividing
line between a dog and a wolf? In any case, this is an enormous topic that you can’t just cover in
two hours.

[See: 
Fine Analysis of Objects of Cognition: Gelug Presentation.]


There are many different types of conceptual cognition through a category. There are some that
accord with fact and some that don’t accord with fact. There are various criteria that we can use
to ascertain does it accord with fact or not. Is this object in front of me a table or a dog? If I
think that it’s a dog, well, that doesn’t accord with fact – nobody would agree.

Then we pointed out there’s some that apply names, there’s some that apply meanings of names. It
could be a category of a name. There can be a category of a meaning. A baby doesn’t know the name “
mother,” but it has a meaning. A baby has a category of what physical sensations are comfortable
and which ones are not comfortable. In terms of hunger – I mean, it doesn’t have the word “hunger,”
but it certainly puts a certain number of physical sensations into this category of “not
comfortable” and it cries.

Then there’s some that apply a label and a basis for the label. So this is the label “dog,” and
this thing is an appropriate basis for being called a dog. We have a category of a label and a
category of a basis for a labeling. So I have a category of dog, and then I have a category of the
group of animals that are appropriate for being the basis for being labeled a dog.

Then we have categories that interpolate – that means to add something that wasn’t there – that adds
or interpolates extraneous meanings. I see you, and I’m aware of your good qualities, and I
exaggerate it. So I add onto it that it’s the most wonderful, fantastic thing, and you don’t have
any faults, and so on. So that’s adding things that are not there.

And there are having categories or concepts that involve obscure objects. Someone tells us that
there’s a man standing behind the house. We don’t see the man, but we know through a category of a
man – we can be aware of, well, yeah, there’s a man behind the house. That’s through a category. It’s
conceptual.

So we have categories and conceptual cognition of what things are and of how they exist. Gelugpa
makes a distinction here. Each of these two can be accurate or inaccurate. So, what it is: a dog or
a table? That could either be accurate or inaccurate. How it exists as a dog or a table can be
either accurate or inaccurate. Right? It exists isolated by itself, in a bubble, establishing
itself as a dog or a table. That’s impossible. That’s inaccurate. But it is a dog or a table
dependent on convention, and labels, and causes and conditions, etc. – that’s accurate.

We’ll discuss this tomorrow, what’s called inferential cognition. Where there’s smoke, there’s
fire. So you see smoke over there, and you know through a category – fire – that there’s fire there.
That, we need. And then what we know after making that inference – that, yes, there is a fire over
there – that’s also through this category; conceptual.

Now when we remember something, when you’re mindful of something that previously occurred, that’s
 through a category. The category of the argument that we had. And then you have some hologram that
represents it. Or I think, “My mother,” remember my mother. Well there’s a category – my mother – and
at different times I can have different holograms that represent my mother when I think of my
mother or remember my mother. I think you get the idea, that everybody’s mind works like this. All
mental activity works like that. Same thing: a conceptual cognition with a category of imagining
something that has not yet happened. Like what I’m going to eat tonight. Right? We can think of
that. And the category of “not yet eaten meal,” what I’m going to eat. Right? And then we can have
different things that represent it.

Okay, so we have conceptual cognition and it’s very useful. It allows us to function and allows
us to communicate. There’s nothing wrong with it, so long as it is accurate conventionally in terms
of what things are. The problem with it, and why a Buddha doesn’t have it, is that it gives the
deceptive appearance that things exist in boxes of these categories. That is going to come with it
automatically. You are always going to be inaccurate in terms of how things exist, the appearance
of how things exist.

When a Buddha sees nonconceptually a dog – I mean it’s a dog; it’s not a table. And a Buddha knows
that it’s a dog. A Buddha sees a dog and knows that it’s a dog. A Buddha would know that it could
be called by many, many different names. So when a Buddha communicates, a Buddha could communicate
with every name that it could possibly be called, so everybody could understand. But for the
Buddha, the Buddha doesn’t see it through this category which gives the impression or appearance
that things exist in boxes. This is a very subtle difference here. Buddha knows that it’s a dog.
Buddha knows what a dog is. But when a Buddha sees this animal, a Buddha doesn’t think of it in
terms of a category – like a box – of dog or what a dog is. Otherwise, if this weren’t the case – if a
Buddha didn’t know that it was a dog and know what names people call it – he couldn’t possibly
communicate with anybody. A Buddha couldn’t. So it’s very important to understand that
nonconceptual cognition doesn’t mean that we don’t understand anything, and we don’t know what
anything is, because we have no concepts, and that everything then is just in some big
undifferentiated One. Things still retain their individual identity. It’s just how a Buddha
perceives things: nonconceptually with understanding.

Because, remember, there are these other mental factors. Discriminating awareness – what it is,
what it isn’t – differentiates, distinguishes what it is, what it isn’t. Just because it can
differentiate between what it is and what it isn’t, doesn’t mean that it imagines that there are
boxes existing – w hat it is, what it isn’t – and it’s thrown into this box and not into that box.


Levels of Awareness

So there are levels of mind, levels of awareness that we have. We can speak about the grossest
level, that’s sense consciousness: seeing, hearing, etc. That by itself is nonconceptual – that’s not
with categories – but it’s very gross. And there’s a subtle level, which is mental cognition, and
that can be conceptual with categories or nonconceptual. For instance, we could in a dream – for also
a nanosecond – what we would call “mentally see” something or “mentally hear” something before we
have the conceptual cognition (in the dream) of what it is, of putting it into a category.

And we have the subtlest level of consciousness, subtlest level of mental activity, which is
known as “clear light.” And that is more subtle than the level at which these conceptual cognitions
can occur. That level is more subtle than any of the disturbing emotions or unawareness. That level
doesn’t make deceptive appearances of impossible ways of existing. But that level doesn’t
necessarily understand anything, because we have that at the moment of death as well. You don’t
necessarily understand anything at the moment of death. But, nevertheless, it’s only this level
that a Buddha has, and it’s only this level that is – what should we say – that we have underlying
every single moment, and that when we’re talking about what will become a Buddha, we’re talking
about this level. What will become the mind of a Buddha. We’re talking about that level. And
because it doesn’t make appearances, mental holograms, of things existing in impossible ways, it
doesn’t make mental holograms of categories. That’s a little bit inaccurate; we can’t say mental
hologram of a category. But it doesn’t have filters with it of categories; it’s without any
filters. So when we’re talking about Buddha-nature and what we want to achieve, that’s what we want
to achieve: is the subtlest level, without these categories. However, to get there, you’re going to
have to work with conceptual minds. There’s no other way.


Questions and Answers

So, now, what questions do you have?


Question: Is it possible to say that in this nonconceptual cognition we have these
categories, but these categories are not solid in a sense? They appear and they disappear because
everything is always changing?


Alex: No. Nonconceptual cognition by definition does not have categories as part of it.
There are no filters. When we talk about these filters, these categories, it’s important to
understand what type of phenomenon they are. Now this gets a little bit complicated. Not so easy.
It is something which is static; it doesn’t change. We can replace one category with another
category, but a category isn’t something that organically grows and changes over time. Alright? My
understanding of voidness through a category of voidness – that meaning could be replaced by
subsequent understandings, but it doesn’t organically change moment to moment. And, in and of
itself, it does not have any physical form. Alright?

The category “dog” – the meaning of “dog” – doesn’t have, as part of the category, a picture of what
a dog looks like. That’s a mental representation. That’s something else. And it’s not a way of
being aware of something, like anger or seeing. The word that sometimes I use is that it’s some
sort of “ abstraction” – but it’s not abstract in the sense of “vague,” it’s quite specific. So it’s
either there or not there – either the filter’s there or not there – but we shouldn’t think of the
filter as some piece of colored plastic that comes in and they – like a light that you would use in
the theatre. They don’t use the word “filter” in Buddhist texts, they use the word “veil.”

There was one thing that I wanted to mention in terms of this mental factor of distinguishing.
It can work either conceptually or nonconceptually. So we can distinguish that it’s in this
category and not in that category – it has this meaning, and not in that meaning – so that’s
conceptual. With words, when you hear language, it doesn’t matter what volume we hear it in or how
the person pronounces the word, we put it into the category of this word, with this meaning, don’t
we? The sound of you saying “dog” and me saying “dog” is quite different, but we understand it
through the category of “Oh, you’re saying ‘dog.’” If we didn’t have that, we couldn’t understand
anybody, could we?

But we could also have distinguishing on a nonconceptual level. Distinguishing between what
something is and what something isn’t, without putting it into a box. Normally, for our
nonconceptual cognition, we can distinguish light from dark, for example, without really knowing
what light and dark is. But a Buddha is different. A Buddha can distinguish light from dark, and
has discriminating awareness – understands what it is – without putting it into the box of a category.
I’m not being totally accurate here, I’m sorry. Distinguishing awareness by itself doesn’t
necessarily understand what something is. It’s just definite that it’s light and not dark. It’s
this and not that. We’d have to go to the system of the five types of deep awareness, actually, in
terms of the sphere of reality deep awareness – it’s with that, that a Buddha would know what it
is.

Question: When in Buddhism we are speaking about different realms – for instance, hell realms or
preta realms – how could we apply our understanding of voidness in order to understand these realms
correctly? Does it mean that there’s not these realms where we have beings, where there are
different kinds of sufferings because they were sinners in the past or because they performed
destructive actions in the past? Does it mean that these realms don’t exist independently of some
other causes and conditions? Or that they don’t exist at all? So how could we apply it?

Alex: Well, none of the realms exist independently. Everything exists arising dependently on
causes, conditions, labels, etc, in general. When we talk about these different realms, what we’re
talking about are the beings who are experiencing this – so the mental activity that is experiencing
this – and the environment within which it is occurring. And they’re related. On a very subtle causal
level, they’re related. It’s not irrelevant that a certain type of being, in a certain type of
experience, is in a certain type of environment.

We had the mental factor of feeling a level of happiness or unhappiness. And we have, in terms
of objects that we can know – we didn’t discuss this, but one will be a physical sensation, and that
physical sensation could be pain or pleasure. So we have a certain – if you want to use the image – h
ardware, like a computer. And the spectrum of pain-pleasure, the spectrum of unhappy-happy. These
are huge spectrums, and with the hardware of a human body we can only perceive a certain part of
that spectrum, say in the middle. But if we look at animals, some animals are able to experience
slightly different parts of these spectrums because they have a different type of hardware
(physical body).

So when we talk about these other realms – the hells, etc., or the god realms – it’s not
inconceivable that there could be a hardware, a physical basis, that would be a basis that was
capable of experiencing different, more extreme parts of the spectrum – of more pain and more
unhappiness, for example – than what we have. Because we just fall unconscious at a certain point.
Right? With our hardware and a certain level of pain, you fall unconscious. But with another type
of hardware, you wouldn’t fall unconscious; you would be able to experience much, much more
horrible pain, extreme pain. That’s reasonable. There’s no reason why that couldn’t be. And the
mental activity that is experiencing this could also produce, in association with the pain and the
unhappiness, certain images of an environment; it would experience an environment that is bringing
this pain and unhappiness.

Then the question is: do these things exist only as holograms in the minds of these beings or
are there actual places? And Buddhism would say, yes, there are actual places, but with the
hardware that we have as a human we’re not able to perceive them. Just as with the hardware of a
human that we have, we’re not able to perceive that amount of pain. That would be the Buddhist
explanation. Similarly, the god realms with extreme pleasure and happiness.

Last question.


Question: Is it possible to say that the environment is changing depending on which
categories and which disturbing emotions we have? So everything depends on our mind, on our
conceptions, and on our disturbing emotions?


Alex: I wouldn’t say directly. If we have disturbing emotions and confusion about cause
and effect, then we feel that we can pollute and use up resources, and so on, and it’ll have no
effect – no damaging effect – and that will indirectly affect what the environment will become.
Categories with which we think – concepts – will affect how we consider our environment. So today it’s
quite hot. It’s hot; the sun is out. And one person could perceive this through the category of “
comfortable, nice environment.” And someone could perceive it through the category of “unbearably
hot and uncomfortable.” So the way that we experience it will be quite different, depending on what
category we perceive it through. So, like that.

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

 Session Four: Working with the Buddha-Nature Factors 
Unedited Transcript
Listen to the audio version of this page (0:47 hours)Today we have our fourth session. We’ve been speaking about Buddha-nature and how, on the basis of this, we can develop ourselves, develop our minds. And although we could develop our minds and our abilities to just improve our ordinary samsaric life – in this lifetime, in future lifetimes – and we could improve to the point where we gain liberation, but here we’re emphasizing how we can improve ourselves in order to achieve the enlightened state of a Buddha. 
 
 And we spoke about the actual Buddha-nature factors, and we saw that there are many of these. They’re called the family-traits or the features – of everybody, since everybody belongs to the family of those who could become a Buddha. And, among those factors, we saw that we can include the nature of the mind itself. Remember, we’ve been talking about mental activity. And we speak in terms of the conventional nature of mental activity, that it’s giving rise to various mental holograms of objects, and that is what it means to cognize them. It’s a cognitive engagement without some separate “me” doing it or watching it. 
 
 And we also looked at the deepest nature of this mental activity, which is its voidness, its lack of existing in any sort of impossible way. So this mental activity doesn’t just exist isolated by itself, frozen in some sort of situation of being inadequate, but as it goes on from moment to moment to moment, then it can be involved with many, many different things – give rise to many different types of mental holograms and be cognitively engaged with them in many, many different ways.
 
 This mental activity has with it many features. It has primary consciousness, we saw, and many mental factors that go together with it. And among these mental factors there are some which are just part of the mechanism, in a sense, of how we engage with objects: Urges; so we could have urges toward something constructive. And intention; we could have intention to be of some benefit. Attention; we could pay very strict attention. We could be mindful and hold onto these constructive things. We could have mental stability with them. We can distinguish between what something is and what it isn’t; and with discriminating awareness we can gain more certainty about that, which leads us to understanding things. 
 
 These are part of the mechanism that we all have with our mental activity. So we can use this; we need to use these tools. Remember, this discriminating awareness in other systems is referred to as our intelligence. In fact, that’s one of the – the most important factor of having a precious human rebirth, or a human rebirth in general, is that we have intelligence, more intelligence than animals. We can use it; it’s important to use it.
 
 And we saw that there are all sorts of constructive mental factors that we all have, a sort of innate feature of this mental activity. So these are part of the good qualities, we would say, of our mental activity. It’s also an aspect of these family-traits, these Buddha factors – Buddha-nature. So: perseverance, and equilibrium, and patience, etc. There’s a huge list, besides just the standard eleven that we find in Asanga’s presentation – love, compassion, etc. So, on the basis of working with these more mechanical features and the constructive features of our mental activity, then we can engage in constructive activity. Because, together with this mental activity, we have energy. That energy goes out. We have, associated with that energy, grosser levels, like our body and the actual physical things that we do.
 
 So we can find a qualified spiritual teacher. We still live in an age where there are such beings. It might not be very easy to find, but we need to exert great effort to find one that suits us, that we have some connection with: someone who inspires us and who has the proper motivation and the proper skill to be able to lead us. This is very important because these features that we have can be uplifted – in the sense that what can give us more and more strength to be able to work on the spiritual path – and that inspiration from the Buddhas and their teachings comes to us through the teachers. So, relying on the spiritual teacher, we can listen to the teachings, receive them, learn them, and then think about them in order to understand them, and to become convinced that they are valid and there are things that we can actually apply to ourselves, and we can then engage in meditating on them.
 
 Meditation means to build up these various preventive measures – that’s what the word “dharma” means – these aspects that will help us to avoid suffering, avoid limitations. So we enhance these innate good qualities that we have, these Buddha-nature factors, by engaging ourselves in these Dharma practices over and over and over again so that the insight, the understanding, the transformation actually takes place, becomes integrated, part of us. So that, for example, our patience grows, and the limitations or obstacles that are preventing us from being patient get less and less and are eventually are eliminated. So it’s a two-fold process. Same thing with love, compassion, all these good qualities. And it’s possible to eliminate forever these limitations because of the basic purity of the mind. It’s not in its nature stained by these limitations, and these good qualities can be developed to the fullest point. That’s the whole idea of Buddha-nature factors. And on the basis of working with these positive qualities, these good qualities – love, compassion, etc. – we can act in constructive ways, which means act in a way that is motivated by these positive, constructive qualities, rather than motivated by disturbing emotions.
 
 When we act in these constructive ways, it builds up some positive force: it starts with the action, and continues afterwards as part of our mental continuum. And if we engage in these constructive types of activity with an intention, the motivation that: “May this positive force that comes from it contribute to my enlightenment” – and the enlightenment of everybody, actually – and at the conclusion of whatever action, that constructive action we’re doing, we dedicate that positive force yet again toward our enlightenment and everyone’s enlightenment, then we build up a network of positive force which is going to build up toward enlightenment. And it builds up not just to our own enlightenment but, through our ability to help others achieve enlightenment, it builds up to everybody’s enlightenment, contributes to it. 
 
 And through listening, and thinking about, and meditating on the teachings concerning the four noble truths and all the various deep points of the Dharma, and using our discriminating awareness to become more and more clear and convinced of the teachings and understand them more deeply and deeply, it is going to enhance our deep awareness, which is also a certain aspect of Buddha-nature factors. And as a result of enhancing this deep awareness, we build up again a network of, in a sense, tendencies of this deep awareness. It’s not that we’re always conscious of it, but it builds up a – it’s almost like a force of this deep awareness, also on the mental continuum. So it’s cumulative, and it interacts and grows like a network. 
 
 And this mental continuum goes on moment to moment to moment to moment – mental activity one moment after another – and the terminology here is that we can impute on it a network of positive force and a network of deep awareness. It’s not something that you can actually find – having some sort of form or something like that – in each moment. But it’s something which can be – it’s very difficult to understand – to be labeled onto this, and has it, in a sense.
 
 Let me give an analogy, so that perhaps we can understand it more easily, of what it means to have something imputed on a mental continuum. We have the mental continuum of this lifetime – from when I was born, until now – and it will continue until my death. And in each moment of that mental continuum, throughout my life, I can impute on it age, my age. And in each moment that age is changing; I’m getting older. But what is age? Can you find age somewhere in that moment-to-moment mental continuum? Does it have a shape? I mean, what is it? But it does have an age. So we can impute onto it, we can label onto it, we can – It’s hard to find another word for this. And it’s not just made up by somebody; it does have an age. So that’s something, obviously, we have to think about until we understand that – what it means to have something imputed on a continuum. But I think age is probably one of the easiest examples to work with.
 
 So these networks of positive force and deep awareness are like that – that type of phenomenon, something imputed on a continuum. So we have these networks that we’re building up. And the one of positive force we’ve had with no beginning, because it’s what produces ordinary happiness and we’ve always had some type of happiness.
 
 Now when we talk about these networks – these two networks: positive force and deep awareness – they can get stronger and stronger and stronger. Here we’re talking specifically about the ones that, because of the intention and the dedication, are acting, building up toward enlightenment. So what does that mean? A seed will grow and develop and eventually become a sprout, a plant. So there is an aspect, and we don’t here mean a physical aspect, but some aspect of this seed upon which we can impute that sprout which is not yet happened. There can be a sprout that will come, that will result from this seed, when the seed develops to a certain point. So, unless you burn the seed, or something like that, there is a sprout. It doesn’t exist now. It’s not happening now is more precise. That sprout which can happen is not happening now. But we can think of – and one can say that there is – a sprout that’s not yet happened, that can happen on the basis of this seed, when the seed develops far enough. So that sprout which is not yet happened is imputed on the aspect of the seed that will give rise to it.
 
 So we have these networks: positive force and deep awareness. They’re like seeds. And they grow and grow and grow and grow. And the inspiration from the spiritual teacher is like the sunshine that helps it to grow. And the more we work with our good qualities, and the more we work with our discriminating awareness, and our ability to act, and to meditate, to help others, etc., these networks get stronger and stronger and stronger. They build up more and more. They reinforce each other. 
 
 And just as the seed will eventually give rise to the sprout, and when it gives rise to the sprout the seed will no longer exist, and the whole physical form will change into that of a sprout rather than a seed – similarly, these networks can give rise to our enlightenment, our enlightened stage. And that is not yet happening, though, just like the sprout is not yet happening at the time of the seed, but it can happen if more and more positive force, more and more deep awareness, more and more inspiration from the guru is fed into the system. And when that enlightenment will actually be happening – when we’ve attained that enlightenment, we would say – then just as the physical basis of the sprout has changed completely from the physical basis of the seed, similarly our bodies will change completely. They will give rise to a body of light, in a sense. And connected with that mental continuum will no longer be this type of body that we have which is subject to sickness and limitations and so on. So it’s not so easy to understand what we mean here by the result arising from the cause. It’s not sort of a gradual transformation. It’s complex. I don’t think there’s really time to go into it. But it is something that we need to quite understand. It’s like a full change.
 
 Participant: Instant?
 
 Alex: Well, in a sense. In other words, what I’m saying here is that it’s not that there is an enlightened being sitting inside these networks, like a sprout sitting inside of the seed, just waiting to pop out. It’s not like that. So we have to understand the whole process of how Buddhahood actually arises. So it’s a little bit complex. I point this out because when you read texts concerning Buddha-nature – like there’s one text called Uttaratantra, which is the Furthest Everlasting Continuum, by Asanga (you might hear it referred to by its Tibetan name, Gyu-lama (rGyud bla-ma), a very important text, and it’s taught very, very frequently – we hear analogies of these Buddha-nature features of being like a treasure in a vase, or a treasure buried under the earth, and so on. We have to be careful not to misunderstand this by thinking that there’s actually a Buddha sitting inside me, although it might sound like that literally.
 
 There are two ways of describing this. One is that we have all these potentials; these Buddha-nature factors are potentials that we have. And so the emphasis is on working on these potentials to get them greater and greater. Of course, you have to purify away the limitations at the same time, but that’s not the emphasis. On the other hand, you can talk about this enlightened state which is not yet happened, which can be imputed on the potentials. So that’s a full enlightenment that can be imputed there. But the important point, which is sometimes not always clear in the texts, is that it’s not yet happening. 
 
 So in this presentation, this style of presentation, the main emphasis is on purifying away the limitations, so that the not-yet-happening enlightenment will no longer be the case and there will be a presently-happening enlightenment. So, of course, you have to build up the good qualities as well, but the emphasis is more on the purification – this is in one presentation. Or the other presentation is the emphasis is on building up the qualities. So the two ways of working with these Buddha-nature factors are, on the one hand, building up, on the other hand, purifying. But don’t be misled into thinking that that not-yet-happening enlightenment is like the treasure inside the vase and it’s actually happening now. Don’t fool yourself into thinking, “Oh I’m enlightened. I just have to realize it.”
 
 Now why am I mentioning all of this? I’m mentioning this because when we understand Buddha-nature and these Buddha-nature factors, and we understand them in terms of these networks and qualities and features that we all have – that mental activity has – and we understand that on the basis of these networks which are imputed on the mental continuum, there is an aspect of this potential that will – “ripen” is the technical term – that will ripen into an enlightenment. But what we can impute on it now is a not-yet-happening enlightenment. And it’s my individual enlightenment. It’s not your enlightenment. It’s my enlightenment, not Buddha Shakyamuni’s enlightenment. Right? Because it’s part of my mental continuum and I can also label “me” on that continuum. 
 
 So when we understand all of this and are convinced that this is in fact true – this is fact – then we have the perfect basis for bodhichitta. Because what is bodhichitta focused on? It’s our own individual enlightenment which is not yet happening, but which can happen on the basis of these Buddha-nature factors, specifically these networks, these two networks: positive force and deep awareness. And moved by love and compassion, which are good basic qualities that the mental continuum has. And then using another part of the mechanism that we have, which is intention, then the intention is to achieve that not-yet-happening enlightenment – in other words, to bring about a presently-happening enlightenment. And my intention is to help others as much as possible now – because that builds up more and more positive force – out of loving compassion, so that my intention is when I achieve that presently-happening enlightenment, I will benefit others and help others as fully as possible, because at that point I won’t have any limitations. In other words, the mental activity won’t have any limitations because it is basically pure, fundamentally. It’s not that originally it was pure and then there was a fall, like Adam and Eve leaving paradise. It’s not like that. So we can develop this bodhichitta, and that becomes another Buddha-nature factor. But it’s something which can be attained for the first time; it’s not that we had it with no beginning.
 
 Understanding Buddha-nature, and understanding all these factors, and all the aspects of the mind – these mental factors – and all these things, this is an enormous topic. Well, I’ve taken up more than half of the morning with this more general explanation, but what we’ll discuss later this morning and probably this afternoon as well: these different ways of knowing things. These are topics that, in the monasteries, the monks and nuns study for many, many years. They’re very full topics. So here, of course, we are condensing these topics into just a few hours, which is not very easy to deliver and not very easy to receive. So it is unreasonable to expect that we can cover all the material or that you can digest all this material. But, as an introduction, you get an idea of what’s involved here in the process of working toward enlightenment, and that’s what Buddhism is about. And overcoming suffering. And even if we can’t retain the details, we know – or hopefully at the end of this we know – that, well, yes, it’s possible. And if I really studied a lot, I would understand it more deeply, with all the details, because, in fact, there are a lot of details. It’s not just something very superficial.
 
 We also discussed, yesterday, the difference between conceptual and nonconceptual cognition. This is important to understand because – as part of the process of building up specifically this network of deep awareness, of the four noble truths, of voidness, etc. – the process is one of first having a conceptual cognition and then eventually a nonconceptual cognition. So we have to work through conceptual because, as we saw, that’s the way that our mental activity works. So even though we are aiming for, in Buddhahood, the state in which we have just nonconceptual cognition with – as I mentioned briefly yesterday – the subtlest level of mental activity, we’re not there yet. And in our present situation, our mental activity works with these – I’m a little bit hesitant to use the word “concepts” but, anyway, it works conceptually. But “concepts,” at least in English, doesn’t quite have the meaning that we’re talking about here. That’s why I tried to explain it a little bit more yesterday. A concept sounds like an idea that you just sort of made up. That might not be accurate. We’re not talking about that. What we’re talking about is categories. And we think we understand things through categories.
 
 And categories can be categories of – audio categories, I call them. So, audio category. So that no matter who pronounces a word, in whatever accent, and whatever volume, we understand it in the category of a particular word with a particular meaning. Otherwise, it’s impossible. Whether a man’s voice, a woman’s voice, a child’s voice, computer generated voice, we understand it through a category, an audio category. 
 
 And the same thing with a meaning category. Meaning category – the word is also “object category.” It has two meanings to it, the same word. The word that I’m translating here can be translated in two different ways according to the context. It’s both a meaning category and an object category. We see various animals and we understand them in terms of the category “dog.” Well, we’re not just thinking here now of an audio category. We’re thinking in terms of the meaning of the word “dog” and the object dog – it’s a dog. Because words have meanings and they refer to things. Usually. At least many words do. The word “in” doesn’t refer to a thing. Anyway, let’s not get into language theory here; that also is a very complex topic.
 
 So the point is that we hear about voidness, the absence of impossible ways of existing. They don’t refer to anything real. So we can have an audio category, the word “voidness.” No matter who says it, we understand that they’re talking about voidness. And, of course, we could have no idea of what it means. So either we associate zero meaning categories with it, or we could associate with it an incorrect meaning category. So when we hear the word, we could associate with it a wrong meaning category. Or, slowly, we can replace that wrong meaning category with the correct meaning category. 
 
 What I’m leading to are the different ways of knowing things. Eventually, we get thinking about it and working with inference and logic, and so on, and through our experience we can have a correct meaning category of voidness. Accurate. Eventually, through a great deal of, again, building up more and more deep awareness, a network of deep awareness – we’ve been thinking about it, working on it – and positive force. Remember, the deep awareness isn’t going to work by itself; you need positive force as well. So, as a result of this, we can replace our inaccurate meaning category with a more accurate one and, eventually, we’ll get hundred percent accurate meaning category. 
 
 So now we’re meditating on voidness conceptually, accurately, but it’s through the filter of the category “voidness.” And we’re not just talking about the audio category; we’re talking about the meaning category and the object category – voidness as a thing. And of course, as we saw, when you meditate or think through a category, like “dog,” there’s some mental representation of a dog. Likewise, there’s a mental representation of a total absence, which would be just blank – empty space. 
 
 So we’re sidetracked here into worrying about the mental representation, right? The main point here is not that we have to get rid of a mental representation. The main point is the category. That’s what’s causing the obscuration, the deception. So what’s happening? I’m meditating over and over again on voidness, this absence. Meditation: it means I work myself up to an understanding. So I generate the understanding, and then I just focus on it, and try to discern it, and then let it settle. Eventually, I don’t have to work through a line of reasoning to be able to just instantly generate that understanding. That takes an awful lot of time before we can get to that stage.
 
 Every time that I focus on voidness is slightly different, in terms of my experience. Even if we say, “Well it’s the same thing: voidness is voidness.” But there’s the voidness of my body, and my body is changing all the time. That’s why, in more advanced practice, we meditate on the voidness of one of these meditational figures, these yidams, because they don’t change and grow old like our physical body does, so you have a more stable object, a more stable basis for voidness. The voidness stays the same; the basis of the voidness is more stable with these Buddha-figures, these yidams. Nevertheless, every experience or session that we have, focusing on voidness, is going to be slightly different because the mind is going to be slightly different. It’s another moment. Remember, we had this mechanism, so there will be a little bit more attention, a little bit less attention; a little bit more abiding, a little bit less abiding. It’s going to be slightly different. The mental activity, remember, is this composite, this network of so many different factors.
 
 Now, through the filter of the category, the meaning category “voidness,” each experience is experienced through the mental activities working through the filter of the meaning category, which is voidness, the category of voidness. So, we don’t have to say the mental word “voidness” each time that we’re meditating on voidness. And from our Western point of view we’re not even so necessarily conscious of the category – it’s the meaning category. However, we understand that I’m meditating on voidness – each time I’m meditating on voidness – that’s a category. There’s a meaning category, like every time I see these different animals, I’m seeing a dog. So every meditation experience focusing on voidness, I’m focusing on voidness. 
 
 Here’s the deception. Here’s the confusion. Because we are confusing the category, the static category of voidness, with each slightly different experience. So this is the limitation of the conceptual cognition. It’s accurate, but there’s something slightly deceptive there. I’m meditating on voidness. This category of voidness is – it’s a category, so it’s always the same. It’s static. Of course it’s complicated because voidness itself is static; it’s just a fact about something. But this analysis works as well in terms of meditating on impermanence or meditating on anything. And of course we understand it: today I’m going to meditate on voidness, and every day I’m going to meditate on voidness. It’s a category. 
 
 So, nonconceptual cognition of voidness – what’s that like? One just is meditating, focusing, on the voidness of some particular basis. Whether it’s the meditational deity, whether it’s me, whether it’s the mandala, whether it’s an apple in front of me, it doesn’t matter. Of course we understand voidness. There’s the deep awareness, there’s understanding there – don’t think that there’s no understanding – but it is without a category. So what does that mean? Now we’re not talking on such a gross level of thinking self-consciously, “Now I’m meditating on voidness.” That’s a very superficial level of what we’re talking about. It’s just that one doesn’t have to label – one doesn’t have to understand this – in terms of a general category, the voidness. One just perceives voidness and understands it. Perceives it, and doesn’t understand it in terms of, well, the category of voidness – one just perceives it and knows it. That can only come from tremendous familiarity with the category of voidness.
 
 Now, meditating further and further conceptually, you would think that that would just reinforce the habit of meditating conceptually. That’s why it says that you have to have, as a simultaneously acting condition, this positive force, this network of positive force. Because it’s the effect of this network of positive force which is also imputable on the mental activity that’s meditating on voidness. From the force of that, if you build up enough force – the first zillion eons of positive force, in the sutra explanation – then that focus on voidness will, in a sense, cease being conceptual, and you’ll have nonconceptual. 
 
 In our meditation, in our life, we see objects, we see – in English, the word “see” here means understand – we see, we understand voidness of it, without it being through the filter of, “Well, yes, that’s voidness. And yes, that’s appearance.” So we just know it by itself. We know that it could be in a category, but that’s beside the point. We know that voidness is established by mental labeling. There’s nothing on the side of voidness that makes it voidness, that establishes it as voidness. But at that time of nonconceptual cognition, we do not have to impute onto it a name or even a meaning; so we just perceive it, we cognize it, without any filter – “straightforwardly” is the term. Okay?
 
 So why don’t we take a few moments to digest that?
 
 [silence]
 
 Let me give an example, since this whole thing is not so easy to digest. Category “dog.” We see a dog. Now we could see this animal through the filter of a category, “dog.” I understand it, the meaning of the word “dog.” So it’s the meaning of the word “dog” and an object: dog. So it’s a dog. And I could have all sorts of associations of dog – dogs bite – all sorts of associations. I’m mixing this dog, this individual beast in front of me – animal – with the whole category “dog,” and I understand it in terms of this category. So I’m mixing the characteristics of this whole category with this particular individual. Now, of course, this animal fits into the category of dog, so it has the characteristics of a dog as is defined by some convention that people decided upon. But we’re mixing being aware of both this individual and the whole category, and all the different things that go with dog, and then this poor, individual thing sitting there, wagging its tail. 
 
 Now if we no longer cognize this dog conceptually – if it was just nonconceptual – would it still be a dog? Yes, it’s still a dog. Whether we label it as “dog” or not, it could be labeled as a dog, correctly, because there’s a convention that we’ve all decided upon that it fits in the category of dog. And when I saw it nonconceptually, would I know that it was a dog? Yes. I would know it’s an individual dog, but I don’t have to think in terms of the whole category of dog. This is maybe an approximation, at least, of what I understand now. I’m sure that in a few years I’ll understand it differently. But that’s my understanding now of what it actually means to have a nonconceptual understanding of something. And it’s described in meditation texts as being – that perception, at that time when it’s nonconceptual, is more vivid.
 
 Question: When we perceive a dog nonconceptually, and we understand that it’s a dog, and we label it as a dog, do we label it as a dog in a conceptual way?
 
 Alex: Mental labeling is a conceptual process. It’s applying a category: either an audio category or a meaning or object category.
 
 Question: The question is: when we, with nonconceptual cognition, we perceive this dog, we understand that this is a dog, don’t we?
 
 Alex: We can understand. We don’t necessarily understand.
 
 Question: But does it mean that we label this dog with the label “dog”?
 
 Alex: If we could understand it to be a dog nonconceptually? No, we wouldn’t be labeling it. 
 
 Now of course what’s very difficult, and I can’t pretend to understand it or explain it, is how a Buddha communicates and uses words without that being conceptual. And the only way that I can begin to understand that is to look at the qualities of enlightening speech, a Buddha’s speech. When a Buddha speaks, everybody understands it in their own language. Regardless of how far away they are, or how close, they can all hear it with appropriate volume. So then the question is: what actual sound is the Buddha making? Think about that. 
 
 [silence]
 
 On which side is the language, and on which side is the volume? Is it on the side of the listener or on the side of Buddha speaking? It’s on the side of the listener. So the listener is hearing it through a category. Buddha is not speaking it through a category, whatever that means. It’s very interesting. We always hear and read that Buddha’s speech, Buddha’s mind, Buddha’s body – all these things are beyond words, beyond concepts. So what Buddha speaks, it’s not with concepts and it’s not saying a specific word in a specific language. So when you say beyond words, beyond speech, that doesn’t mean just, “Well, shut up and don’t ask: it’s something transcendent and you couldn’t possibly understand it.” It actually has a meaning.
 
 Question: It is said that the glass of water – different beings in different realms cognize it differently. To the beings in the god realm it is like nectar, and to the beings in the human realm it is like water. For beings in the preta realm it is like pus, and for beings in the hells it is like hot metal. When Buddha perceives a glass of water, how does he perceive it, when we are speaking about nonconceptual perception of this glass of water – what it actually is?
 
 Alex: Okay. A very important question. I’m sure that there are many different types of answers. I’ll just give the explanation that you get in Tsongkhapa’s texts, the Gelugpa version. Okay.
 
 You can’t even say that there is an object in front of us that is like a blank cassette, and each of these beings are labeling onto it “water,” “pus,” etc. – “nectar” – with a solid sort of plastic coating around it, separating it from everything. Nevertheless, conventionally there’s an object and it has defining characteristics on its own side. So it has the defining characteristics of water, defining characteristics of – I mean first, it has defining characteristics of being a knowable object, not just part of an undifferentiated soup. A validly knowable object. And it has defining characteristics of water, and of pus, and of nectar. It does not have the defining characteristics of a dog. 
 
 Now there is a big difference (and this is not always so obvious), there is a big difference between [1] having defining characteristics – so, the defining characteristics exist – and [2] its being established as water, or as nectar, or pus, or as a validly knowable phenomenon, object: it’s being established by the power of those defining characteristics on its own side. This is the confusion that comes in translation, because “exist” and “established as” – very often what should be translated as “established as” is translated as “exist,” and that’s confusing.
 
 What establishes it as water? Well, there’s a convention that if something has such-and-such defining characteristics, there’s a convention that it’s water. And we will decide what those defining characteristics are – the minds that make this convention – and we will consider that an object. So it is established as water purely by the power of the mental label, this convention that people have decided we’re going to call this “water.” And it actually functions like that for that group of people. And another group of beings are going to focus more on the defining characteristics of pus – on the side of the object. But they have a connection. What establishes it as pus is that we’re going to take these defining characteristics and we’re going to choose them – it’s a mental operation – and we’re going to make, out of that category, pus, and an object: pus. And, in fact, it does function like that for them. It would function like that for them even if they didn’t mentally label it. So when we talk about not being able to find anything on the side of the object, that doesn’t mean that we can’t find the object – that you can never find your keys.
 
 So what is it talking about? From the deepest point of view, we can’t find an existence established by the power of the defining characteristics on the side of the object. That you can’t find, because there is no such thing. That’s its voidness. But not only can you not find existence established by defining characteristics on its own side, but even on the conventional – in terms of conventional truth – you can’t find an object, an appearance of an object, that is established by the power of the defining characteristics, despite the fact that on its side it has defining characteristics. Those defining characteristics cannot by their own power establish either the deepest truth – the existence of the thing – or its conventional truth: how it appears, what it appears to be. 
 
 So, of course, on a less deep level you could say, well, if you look for it, where are the defining characteristics? Is it in the genes? Well if you go deeper in the genes – I mean, if we’re talking about an animal – or the atoms, then you know, well, there are the sub-particles and the sub-sub-particles, and you can’t find anything. That is a gross level of not being able to find something. There are much deeper levels, like what I was just indicating.
 
 [For a more detailed explanation, see: Brief Discussion of the Kalachakra Presentation of Cosmology.]
 
 So let’s end here for the morning. And although we haven’t really spoken about these seven ways of knowing – we’ll deal with that this afternoon – but everything that I’ve explained is necessary for understanding these seven ways. And actually we have mostly covered the topic for the afternoon, which is how to work with the Buddha-nature factors.
 
 Whatever positive force, whatever deep awareness has come from all of this, may it get stronger and stronger, go deeper and deeper, act as a cause to reach enlightenment for the benefit of all. 
 
 And now I think maybe we can understand a little bit what that means.

 Session Five: The Seven Ways of Knowing
Unedited Transcript
Listen to the audio version of this page (0:53 hours)Okay. Up to our fifth session about Buddha-nature.
 
 We were speaking, this morning, about conceptual and nonconceptual cognition in order to gain some background for being able to understand how we develop our Buddha-nature factors. As we saw we need to develop further and further this network of deep awareness, the so-called collection of wisdom. And it’s not enough to just continue to meditate, meditate, meditate because we need to build up at the same time, and strengthen, this network of positive force, the so-called collection of merit. And that’s done by actually working to help others, and developing and meditating more and more on love and compassion, and so on. 
 
 And so when we’re having difficulty understanding something, it’s very, very important and very helpful to then not just push and push and push, but to try to involve ourselves in more action of helping others, working more on love and compassion side. You’ll find from experience that if you do that, build up a little bit more positive force, that it often helps to cut through the obstacle that we’re having for understanding something. And building up positive force can also include doing things like Manjushri mantra with the proper motivation. And so we always need to follow a two-fold approach. You always hear this with the common expression “compassion and wisdom.” They need to be combined. And that’s very, very true. So we saw to build up this network of deep awareness, we need to have deeper and deeper understanding or cognition of four noble truths, in general, and voidness, more specifically. And that brings us to the topic of the seven ways of knowing.
 
 We have discussed, a bit, the conventional nature of mental activity. We’ve mentioned that quite a few times. And we have the process described from two different angles. One is giving rise to mental holograms, often just called appearances. And another way of describing it is that is what the cognitive engagement is with an object, without a separate “me” observing or controlling this.
 
 Now the mental hologram that arises could either be accurate or inaccurate. And our way of engaging with it can be either accurately or not. And there can be different degrees of certainty about it. There’s a presentation of these ways of knowing in the various Indian Buddhist tenet systems or schools of philosophy. And when this topic is studied among the Tibetans, it’s studied in terms of the Sautrantika system. That’s one system. And then it can be later refined to what the Prasangika Madhyamaka system says about it. And so, in the Sautrantika system, there is another variable besides accuracy and certainty, which is the variable of being fresh – generated freshly in each moment – or it can be stale, like stale bread, old bread.
 
 So we have different ways of knowing which are going to be differentiated according to these variables: accuracy, decisiveness, freshness. And a fourth one, in some cases, which is whether or not it depends on a line of reasoning. So let’s go through these because it’s actually quite important to be able to recognize, to analyze, when we are perceiving something: is it accurate, is there certainty, we’re not certain about it, is it valid, etc.
 
 Now we have different categories – pardon the word because that was involved with conceptual thought, but it is a conceptual scheme – we have different categories of how we classify these ways of knowing. So I should warn you beforehand that these logical categories are going to overlap, and so a lot of the study of this is to try to understand which categories these various ways of knowing fall into. But there’s usefulness to this. 
 
 We shouldn’t think this is just some dry academic exercise. The point is we want to gain this nonconceptual cognition of voidness and deepen it, get it more and more ingrained, so that it eliminates forever our unawareness of the reality of how things exist – of voidness – so that we overcome suffering and, on the deepest level, overcome the causes that perpetuate our samsaric rebirth. On an even deeper level, to overcome the obscurations that are making us – the mental activity – produce these appearances that don’t accord with how things exist: the appearances of things just existing independently, encapsulated in plastic, by themselves. So we need to be able to evaluate our understanding of voidness – our understanding of anything – to know is this valid, is it not valid? Is it accurate, is it not accurate? How certain am I of it? Or uncertain? Is it fresh or stale? So it’s very useful for being able to evaluate what is our level of understanding. Otherwise, it’s very hard to have confidence in our practice because, in fact, we may be sitting there with an understanding which is really not correct, or really vague, or we’re really not certain about.
 
 And what this is describing is how this mental activity is engaging with an object and how is it making the appearance. So let’s go through these seven briefly, just to give us an idea, because, in fact, in the monasteries they study this for one or two years, depending on the monastery. So this is difficult to condense in a half hour. But so many of the great Indian Buddhist masters have said, no matter what our activity might be, always examine the state of your mind. Meaning not only the motivation, not only are there disturbing emotions, and so on, but also in terms of how valid is it – what you’re perceiving, what you’re understanding. Always examine: Am I confused? Am I filled with all sorts of crazy ideas? Or am I actually viewing things and acting in a way which is accurate and proper, correct? So although the scheme is perhaps, when we learn it, is conceptual and we’ll think in terms of these categories, it’s useful, it’s helpful.


Bare Cognition

So, first of all, we have what’s known as bare cognition (mngon-sum, Skt.  pratyaksha). And “bare” here – this is the Sautrantika way of describing it – “bare” means without the filter of categories. So, nonconceptual. Remember I told you the way that it’s the filter is described in the original languages is like a veil, a piece of cloth over the eyes. So this is bare: it’s taken off, not there. So we have four kinds:
 
 (1) Sensory cognition. That’s relying on the sensors, these tiny little cells, photosensitive cells of the eyes, or sound sensitive of the ears, etc. And that occurs normally just for a tiny nanosecond, because it will very quickly go to a tiny nanosecond of mental bare cognition. That’s not so unreasonable if you think in terms of even the Western description: that first there’s some level that’s occurring based on the eyes, and then based on the brain. So it’s a very fast sequence, isn’t it?
 
 (2) And, immediately after that, it’s going to be followed by some conceptual cognition in which we somehow understand what we’re perceiving in terms of categories. It’s a very fast sequence [first a moment of bare nonconceptual sensory cognition, then a moment of bare nonconceptual mental cognition, and then conceptual cognition]. It’s very interesting if you try to sit and analyze and observe, as we look around the room and we see various people, bodies, clothing, floor, mat, wall, etc. – can you differentiate the steps between seeing it and we would describe it as seeing it and knowing what it is? I don’t have to say “human being” in my head in order to see you as a human being. And I don’t have to go through: “Well, is it a dog? Is it a cat? No, it’s a human being.” I don’t have to go through that whole process, do I, to figure out what it is that I’m seeing. And I don’t think in terms of what is the genome of a human being – or what other defining characteristics there will be of a human being – in order to, almost instantly as I see you, I see you as a human being, with understanding that this is a human being. 
 
 So let’s take a moment to just look around the room and see, can we in fact recognize these steps of the bare, nonconceptual sense cognition – that moment where the bare mental cognition, and then the conceptual. Or is it happening so quickly that we couldn’t possibly distinguish each of these nanoseconds? Just take a moment to observe.
 
 [silence]
 
 Okay. So, pretty difficult to distinguish, isn’t it? We look over there and I see a wall. I mean, I know that’s a wall. Of course there are some situations in which there’s a certain way of knowing, which is that I’m going to have to get a better look in order to know what it is. If I take my glasses off and look at my watch to try to see what time it is, I know very well that I’m going to have to put on my glasses in order to really see what time it is, but I also know that what I’m seeing is a blur.
 
 So, anyway, this bare mental cognition also occurs – also for just a nanosecond – in our dreams when for that first instant we mentally see an image, a dream image, or mentally hear a dream sound. But we usually know what that is – what we’re seeing and what we’re hearing, so-called seeing and hearing in our mind.
 
 (3) Then we have a third kind, which is just mentioned in this particular Sautrantika system and a few other systems, but not in the Prasangika system – found in many other systems, but not in the Prasangika system. Mind you, we’re talking about the Gelugpa version of all of this. This is called reflexive awareness (rang-rig). It’s one little aspect of the mental activity which is focused, sort of reflexively, back on the primary consciousness and mental factors in that cognition.
 
 Question: In the past?
 
 Alex: At the same moment, simultaneously. 
 
 And it is responsible for how we can remember something, according to this system. In Prasangika, they don’t accept this; there are a lot of logical inconsistencies in terms of asserting this, and they describe a different mechanism for how you remember something. It’s quite a difficult topic, to know: how do I know that I’m knowing anything? And how do I remember it? How do I know that I saw you yesterday? So, as you can see, if you think about it, how you would explain that is not so simple. So there are different ways of explaining it.
 
 (4) Then there’s something called yogic bare cognition. And this is arising on the power of combined shamatha and vipashyana. So we’re talking about the perfected state of these two. Full state. 
 
 Shamatha, a stilled and settled state of mind able to stay focused on an object, whatever it is, for four hours with absolutely no mental dullness, absolutely no mental wandering or flightiness of mind, effortlessly, accompanied by an exhilarating sense of physical and mental fitness. There’s a sense of fitness, of being able to feel fit, like an athlete is fit. So we have this exhilarating feeling that the mind is fit, to be able to stay focused on anything for as long as we want. It’s not very easy to attain at all, but our mental activity is perfectly capable of that.
 
 And vipashyana means an exceptionally perceptive state of mind which is – in addition to perfect shamatha, it has a second sense of fitness. It is the exhilarating fitness, physical and mental, that the mental activity is able to understand, to deeply perceive and understand anything. 
 
 So we mentioned before that there are methods to achieve both of these, and combine them, that we find in many Indian traditions; that’s not exclusively Buddhist. What would make it Buddhist is if we’re focusing it on voidness and we’re doing it with a motivation of renunciation and bodhichitta.
 
 Question: Vipashyana is also in other Indian traditions?
 
 Alex: Vipashyana is found in other Indian traditions.


Impossible Ways of Existing

So, here, yogic bare cognition, there’s three types of objects that it can be focused on which you wouldn’t find in the non-Buddhist traditions. 
 
 Now we get into some technical terms, which I suppose I have to explain a little bit. When we talk about voidness, that’s an absence of impossible ways of existing. So that can also be described with a term that’s sometimes called “selflessness,” or “identitylessness” (bdag-med), the Indian term anatma. Atman (bdag) is like a soul, and this is the absence of some impossible “soul.” So we can talk about a soul of a person, we can talk about a soul of just things. A very figurative way of speaking, but basically it’s just another way of talking about voidness, so let’s not complicate it with the actual term. 
 
 So there’s impossible ways in which persons (gang-zag, Skt. pudgala) exist, and impossible ways in which everything exists (including persons). “Person” refers to all limited beings (sentient beings). An animal is a person, by this way of using the word. And there are different impossible ways that we imagine this person exists; there are grosser levels and more subtle levels. Without going into what they are, one object that this bare yogic perception would focus on is that absence of a grosser impossible way of existing; and the second one would be a more subtle impossible way of existing. Because, as we go into the other Indian Buddhist philosophical systems, they’re going to define something even more subtle than what was in the other systems. It’s basically focused on the absence of various levels of something impossible. And in the more sophisticated Indian Buddhist systems, it’s not only the different levels of voidness of persons, but also of all things.
 
 So the first two of these three are these two levels – gross and subtle – of impossible ways of existing that don’t refer to anything. Or, to make it more accurate, the voidness; they’re the absence of a real referent of any of these two levels – gross and subtle – of impossible ways of existing. And the third thing that it can be focused on is what’s called subtle impermanence. Gross impermanence would be: the computer breaks; it breaks, so then it’s impermanent. Subtle impermanence is that from its moment of production, every moment it’s getting closer and closer to its final end. And the actual reason why it broke was because it was made in the first place. If it was made, it’s going to definitely break at some point. So, if we understand this, then we understand that the cause of our death is our birth. If we weren’t born, we wouldn’t die, would we? So whatever sickness, or old age, or whatever – that’s just the circumstance. The actual cause is the birth. So, moment to moment, the subtle impermanence is getting closer to its end.
 
 So yogic bare cognition is focused on one of these three. And it is (in this system) nonconceptual. And it’s fresh in each moment. But it can be followed by a sequence (according to this system) of what’s called subsequent cognition (rjes-shes). So that moment of bare sense cognition, for instance, could be followed by a sequence of subsequent sense cognition before we get our moment of mental bare cognition. So subsequent cognition is not fresh, which means it doesn’t have as much force – it’s like stale bread – but, nevertheless, it can be accurate. 
 
 In the Prasangika system, they don’t accept that there is such a thing as subsequent cognition because, if you analyze it, every moment is actually fresh. But, in any case, with this formulation of subsequent cognition, it makes an emphasis – or it helps us to check – to see how fresh my understanding or my perception of something is. If it has gotten stale. I mean, this happens all the time when you do, for instance, a sadhana – one of these tantric rituals. You might generate a motivation to start with, but it starts to get very stale very quickly because it’s not fresh in your mind. And so it becomes weak, although it might still be there. Described from another point of view, what has entered into that mental activity is what’s called subtle mental dullness that’s making it not fresh. That subtle mental dullness is considered the biggest obstacle to gaining single-minded absorbed concentration because you don’t recognize it and you’re just focusing. There is no mental wandering, but your mind isn’t fresh; it’s stale, slightly dull.


Inferential Cognition

And then there is inferential cognition (rjes-dpag, Skt. anumana). This is a way of knowing something that relies on some sort of line of reasoning. It relies on something that is similar to a line of reasoning. It can be either a line of reasoning or something similar to it. There’s a few ways of understanding it. But there are three kinds. If we look at the three kinds, then I think we can understand what we’re talking about here.
 
 One is based on the force of an actual line of reasoning. So, logic. We see smoke coming out of the windows of a house on the other side of the valley. There’s a line of reasoning: where there’s smoke, there’s fire. Over there, there’s smoke; therefore over there, there must be fire. So how do we know that there’s a fire over there? It’s inference, inferential cognition, based on a line of reasoning. We use this all the time. Think about it. If you have a certain physical sensation in your stomach, how do you know that eating is going to make it go away? When there is this physical sensation, there is hunger. When there is hunger, to get rid of the hunger, you eat. I have this physical sensation; therefore, if I want to get rid of it, I have to eat. It’s a line of reasoning. That’s inference. We don’t have to be a great intellectual logician to figure out when we have this physical sensation that we need to eat something – that we’re hungry.
 
 The second kind is based on renown. Renown is what is well known, what is well known by convention. That’s how we understand language. You hear a sound; and if it’s this sound, it means this. And so, therefore, I’m hearing the sound, therefore it means this. It’s a type of line of reasoning, isn’t it? Otherwise, how in the world do you get any understanding from just a sound of language? It’s just sound.
 
 And then the third kind is based on conviction. This is by relying on a valid source of information for knowing something that is obscure to you, that you couldn’t possibly know obviously. For example, when is my birthday? When was I born? How could you possibly know that yourself? You have to rely on a valid source of information. My mother was there. She knows when my birthday was, when I was born. Therefore, if my mother tells me my birthday was on such-and-such a day, it is correct. That’s inference. So we have this inferential understanding. 
 
 And these three ways of knowing – bare (which is nonconceptual) cognition, and subsequent cognition, subsequent cognition and inferential understanding – they are valid ways of knowing. I should mention that inferential understanding is always conceptual because it’s always through these categories of lines of reasoning. And subsequent cognition of bare cognition – subsequent bare cognition – is nonconceptual. And subsequent inferential cognition is conceptual. We’re just talking about a sequence of moments of knowing something inferentially or knowing something nonconceptually. I don’t know if I said that correctly, so maybe I have to correct what I said. The bare cognition and the inferential cognition – those nanoseconds – those are valid ways of knowing.
 
 Question: Inferential cognition is also for a nanosecond?
 
 Alex: Inferential cognition is also for a nanosecond. Because the second moment of it, you’re going to have subsequent inferential cognition. Those first two moments are valid ways of knowing. The first moment of each of these two – bare cognition, inferential understanding – that is valid. “Valid” (tshad-ma, Skt. pramana) is defined in this system as fresh and nonfallacious. In other words, correct, not incorrect. Accurate. Subsequent cognition is not a valid way of knowing because it’s not fresh, even though it’s accurate. So, ultimately, what we want is to have valid ways of knowing, fresh in each moment – that is, accurate. However, all three of these – the bare cognition, inferential cognition, and subsequent cognition of both – they’re all decisive (nges-pa). Right? There’s no doubt. Decisive: this is what it is, not anything else; it’s this.
 
 So we have this term “apprehension” (rtogs-pa). Apprehension (which is a funny term, but I can’t think of any better way of translating it) is the same word that is translated as understanding. So maybe for our purposes we can use the word “understanding.” I think it’s a little bit easier to work with. So with bare cognition, with inferential cognition, and the subsequent forms of both of them, we understand the object. It’s an understanding. It’s correct understanding. But the subsequent cognition is not valid, because it’s not fresh.


Presumption and Nondetermining Cognition

Now this requires a lot of analysis, a lot of thought. What does it mean to understand something? That’s the real question, isn’t it? That’s hard to say, isn’t it? So, here, the way that it’s being defined is that it is a cognition which is accurate and decisive. Then you’ve understood something. That’s why a Buddha can nonconceptually understand voidness without having to bring in a category to understand it. How do I know that I’ve understood something? That’s a very difficult question, isn’t it? And have I understood it correctly? And am I sure about it? So it has to be correct and we have to be sure about it. Because we have something called presumption (yid-dpyod) – another way of knowing something – in which I presume something is true, but I don’t really know why. There’s no decisiveness. I mean, there are various forms of it, I should say. Basically it’s a guess. So we could either guess correctly or incorrectly; but when we guess something here, either we’ve guessed correctly, but it’s not decisive.
 
 So we’ve used a line of reasoning (this is always conceptual): all phenomena that arise dependent on causes and conditions are nonstatic, are impermanent. So I see, well, this computer was made from causes and circumstances, so it is going to break, inevitably. So it’s correct, but I’m not really convinced of that because I really don’t understand this reasoning. So this is presumption. It’s the correct guess. There’s no certainty. We haven’t really understood it. But it could be presumption based on no reason: It’s going to break just for no reason, no reason at all. Just because that happened. Bad luck. Or we could think that it breaks for some contradictory reason: With our example of a computer, that would be – I can’t think of an example, what a contradictory reason would be here. The food got cooked. Why did the food get cooked? Because I put it in the refrigerator. That’s a contradictory reason. Put the food on the stove, put the food in heat, it gets cooked. Put it in cold, it doesn’t. So to think that it got cooked because I put it in cold is a contradictory reason; it’s clearly stupid. Or we can come to a conclusion based on an irrelevant reason: The computer broke because I bought it at a certain store. Or the computer broke because I got a black one rather than a silver one. All these are presumption. So it’s important to have certainty. This certainty factor is very essential. 
 
 So we can have what’s called nondetermining cognition (snang-la ma-nges-pa), which is a similar type of phenomenon as presumption but it’s in terms of nonconceptual cognition. Presumption is conceptual, with lines of reasoning. 
 
 When we are looking at something, first you have bare sensory cognition. Then you’re going to have some subsequent bare sensory cognition. Then a little moment of bare mental cognition of it – like I’m looking at this person in front of me. And then we would have conceptual cognition, which is also known as seemingly bare cognition – it seems to be like that, but it’s not really. Then that last moment, right before I look away at somebody else, that’s nondetermining. In other words, it’s no longer decisive. My attention isn’t there anymore, basically. The last moment in the sequence before I turn my head to stop looking at you and look at somebody else.


Indecisive Wavering

Then we have indecisive wavering (the-tshoms). Is it like this, or is it like that? So there’s really no certainty here. Even less certainty, because we can’t decide. “I think it’s like this, but maybe it’s a different way.” So we can either tend more toward the correct answer, more toward the incorrect answer, or in-between. Is sound permanent? Is it impermanent? It could be involved with some inferential understanding: Does this prove it? Does it not prove it? Could be conceptual, this indecisive wavering. Sound is impermanent because of this or because of that? I’m not sure which one, what the reason is. So we’re wavering. Or it could be in terms of our sensory cognition. I see somebody in the distance and I’m not sure who it is. Is it Zhenya, is it Boris? We’re wavering back and forth. Not decisive. Who is it?


Distorted Cognition

And then we have distorted cognition (log-shes). “Distorted” is deceived with respect to what exists. If it’s distorted, it is deceived (or wrong) in terms of what exists. It’s not just deceived in terms of the appearance, alright? Something that’s deceptive in terms of an appearance would be like in conceptual cognition. Conceptual cognition is deceptive about the appearance: I see this individual, and it’s deceptive because it appears like the category “dog.” Right? Distorted cognition is just completely wrong. I mean, it could be nonconceptual, like seeing a blur because of some defect in my eyes. It doesn’t correspond to what exists; there isn’t a blur sitting out in front of me. Or it can be distorted in terms of some inferential type of thing, something more abstract. Like thinking that – in English we say, for children, the moon is made out of green cheese. To think that and to believe that, that’s completely distorted; that doesn’t correspond to any reality.


Summary

Okay. So let’s wind this up. What’s the point of all of this, besides having to introduce you to what these seven are? What are the stages of our meditation on voidness? First we start off with a distorted cognition. We think that things actually exist the way they appear. Right? I think that everything exists just sort of isolated the way it is. You look to me like a horrible person. You look to me like the most wonderful person in the universe. And I believe that you exist that way. That’s distorted. Nobody exists like that. So I think that things exist just establishing themselves. Just there – there it is.
 
 Give you a good example. You look at my website on the computer and it seems as though there it is, just there, establishing itself, making itself. Finished. There it is. Just, as it were, encapsulated in plastic on the screen. Totally unaware – and it doesn’t even appear this way – that this arose dependent on tens of thousands of hours of work by over eighty people over a period of nine years. It doesn’t appear like that at all. It appears as though: Bam! There it is! Instantly. And then, like that, then we criticize, “Oh, it’s not like this. And there’s this little mistake…” and so on. We don’t really consider all the various things that it depended on in order to be like that. And of course there might be little mistakes. So that’s an impossible way of existing. Nothing just instantly is there in this finished form, establishing itself there and not being established from all the causes and conditions and the people who worked on it, etc. Just by itself it’s come.
 
 If you think about it, everything appears in this deceptive way to us. This building – who ever thinks of how many people were involved in building this building, and in getting the materials that the building is made of, and so on? You just use the building. You just see it as: Pop! There it is, by itself. You see a person, and we think: Pop! There they are. Like that. We never think of, well, they were a baby, and then grew up, and then all the influences from their family and their education, and so on. Never think of that. It doesn’t appear like that. They just appear exactly what comes in front of our eyes, isolated, by itself, just establishing itself independently of anything else, its history.
 
 So now we can be quite convinced of that, that it exists just the way that it appears to me. That’s distorted: distorted cognition. Then, the next step, we have indecisive wavering: “Maybe it’s not like that.” And that goes from, well, probably it’s only – we just have a little bit of doubt here, a little bit indecisive, but we still think more on the side of it just is establishing itself. And slowly – we still can’t decide, back and forth – but slowly we’re heading toward: “Well, maybe it’s not like that.” So we’re heading more toward the correct decision; it’s the correct answer.
 
 So then we hear lines of reasoning – we learn lines of reasoning – logical reasons why it’s impossible, that’s an impossible way of existing: that it just pops up by itself, by its own power, finished product, just like that. So we hear a line of reasoning that this is impossible for this and that reason. But I don’t really understand the reason, but I will presume that it’s true. It seems reasonable. I don’t understand it. I’m not completely convinced. Or maybe I am convinced, but I really don’t understand it. So I’m just presuming it to be true. 
 
 But then we can have inferential cognition of it, then relying on the line of reasoning, and I understand it. So I have accuracy and decisiveness, but only one moment of that is fresh, and the rest of it I’m slightly dull with subsequent cognition of that. But if we can somehow sustain that fresh inferential cognition, then our understanding would be valid, okay, but still conceptual.
 
 Now, the Prasangika Madhyamaka system differentiates, here, this category of bare cognition differently and it defines it differently. And that’s very helpful in terms of our meditation, because what it defines, then, as now – rather than translating it as “bare cognition,” it’s “straightforward cognition.” And this has to do with whether or not it relies on a line of reasoning. So this can be either conceptual or nonconceptual.
 
 We’re going through the line of reasoning. I understand it, but I need to rely on the line of reasoning in order to generate – just focusing conceptually on – voidness. We’re talking about straightforwardly cognizing voidness. Straightforwardly – not relying on a line of reasoning. To get to this straightforward cognition, I am relying on a line of reasoning to work up to it. And now I focus on voidness, but it’s conceptual. So that would be inferential cognition.
 
 Now I reach a point where I’m so familiar with voidness that I don’t have to rely on the line of reasoning. I can just instantly, without having to work through the logic, just cognize voidness – straightforwardly – but that’s still conceptual through the category “voidness.” But eventually it could become nonconceptual.
 
 What we’re differentiating here are further steps that happen in the meditation process as we progress along the path. First we have completely wrong understanding. Then we start to doubt that – so, we’re indecisive. Then I hear the logic, but I’m not really sure. I’m not decisive about it. I presume that it’s true, but I really don’t understand it. But then I work through the line of reasoning. And on one level it could be because my teacher told me that it was true: I believe my teacher, so it must be true. But how much do we understand it? That’s a question. 
 
 But the next step, I go through the logic, the line of reasoning, and through inferential cognition I can focus on voidness through the category “voidness” – conceptual. So I have to work through the line of reasoning. The first moment I come to the conclusion, it’s fresh, but then it gets subsequent, it gets a little bit stale, as I continue to focus on it. So the real thing is to keep it fresh each moment. And then, eventually, I’m so familiar with this line of reasoning that I can just immediately focus on voidness without having to work through all the steps of the logic. And I understand it. It’s accurate and decisive, but it’s still conceptual – through the category. Each time, each different meditation experience, I understand it in the category of “this is voidness meditation,” so it’s still mixed with the category. It’s conceptual. But eventually it can be nonconceptual, so we’re able to get to it immediately without relying on a line of reasoning, and we are understanding completely, but not in terms of the category of voidness, not mixing it with just general what is meditation on voidness.
 
 These steps are there regardless of whether we are meditating on voidness, we’re doing dzogchen meditation on rigpa (pure awareness), we’re doing meditation on compassion – whatever it is, we’ll go through these stages. So it’s important to be able to recognize them as we are practicing meditation. Otherwise it’s very hard to correct what’s going on, and to make progress, and to know what it is that we have to correct. To just sit there and hope that it’s going to happen – that we get nonconceptual cognition of voidness or rigpa – is like an example that we find in one of the ancient Chinese classics, which I like so much:
 
 There was a very foolish farmer in a certain part of China, and in his field there was a tree stump. He cut down the tree, but the stump of the tree was sitting there, maybe just a meter high. And one day he went out to his field and he saw that a rabbit had run into this stump in the middle of the night and got killed. So there it was, lying dead in front of the tree stump. It just smacked into the tree. This foolish farmer then gave up farming and spent the rest of his days just sitting next to the tree stump. And the people asked him, “What are you doing?” And he said, “I’m catching rabbits.”
 
 So it’s like that. We are just sitting there and hoping that another rabbit is going to smack into the tree stump. Or that we’re going to get, all of a sudden, the insight and understanding of voidness or rigpa. It is hardly likely that it will happen. So we have to go through these various stages. And everybody goes through them, pretty much. It might be faster, it might be slower – everything depends on how much positive force we’ve built up in previous lives, as we’ve discussed, and in this life.
 
 So in this way we’ve been talking about how we develop this network of deep awareness through this process of meditation – these various ways of knowing – supplemented with building up the network of positive force, these two networks as sort of the main type of what’s called evolving Buddha-traits, evolving Buddha-nature traits, by using all these various mental factors and other things that we have as part of our mental activity, these other features, together with inspiration from the teacher. And then, because the mental activity is making mental holograms and being aware of them, and because that is happening and not existing in some impossible ways, then all the temporary obscurations can be removed, all the potentials can grow to become the full operating good qualities and become a Buddha.
 
 That is our discussion and presentation of Buddha-nature and how to develop our minds on the basis of Buddha-nature. An enormous, enormous topic as I think you have understood. But if we have understood at least the general idea and we have seen that, if I want to understand it deeper, these are the various areas that I’m going to need to learn about: the nature of the mind; the mental factors; the ways of knowing; conceptual, nonconceptual work – all of these sort of things. Then, if we really have a strong motivation and are able to make the time and put in the effort, we can go deeper and deeper. So it’s a little bit of a look – a peek, we say – at what is involved with this very, very important topic.


Questions and Answers

So what questions do you have?
 
 Question: In many traditions – in the first place, in theistic traditions – it is said that we can achieve love and compassion because of God’s blessing or grace. And in Buddhism we’re more speaking about: do we need to go through the long spiritual path of working on ourselves in order to achieve it. Could you please say something about it?
 
 Alex: Receiving the grace of God. In Buddhism, what the analogous thing would be is gaining inspiration from the Buddhas and the great spiritual masters. It’s an uplifting. But Buddhism says that you have to do something as well. So if we speak in terms of the theistic religion, you can have the grace of God, but also you have to follow God’s will – you have the ten commandments, these sort of things – there is something that you have to do. Just a different way of describing what we need to do on a spiritual path. Different words.
 
 Question: It is said that in order to achieve better understanding of voidness, we need to accumulate merit. What is the mechanism for how accumulation of merit can influence our understanding of voidness?
 
 Alex: Well, we’ve spoken about this in great detail. The collection of merit is what I’m translating as the network of positive force. And that positive force can help us to overcome the confusion – the mental blocks – that we might have, in terms of our understanding of voidness or of anything. How that actually happens is not so simple.
 
 When we speak about cause and effect, now we start to get very, very complex. A result arises as dependent on many, many causes and conditions. So not just from one cause, not from an irrelevant cause, etc. And so each result that we want to achieve arises from a different cluster, or network, of causes and conditions. So you remember, earlier in our discussion, I said that our network of deep awareness is the obtaining cause for the omniscient mind of a Buddha, the deep awareness Dharmakaya. But the simultaneously acting condition is this network of positive force. How do we build up the network of deep awareness? From valid cognition of voidness. So that’s why we looked at these seven ways of knowing. So, correct inferential understanding, that inferential understanding – valid, straightforward cognition of voidness – but with the proper motivation and dedication. So from that we talked about cause, then that meditation – that those moments of valid cognition of voidness are going to be the cause for having the potential from that, this network of deep awareness. But the simultaneously acting condition that we need with that is some positive force from doing some positive things.
 
 So if we talk about bodhichitta as our motivation for doing that meditation, that’s going to influence that this becomes a network of deep awareness that’s going to build up to enlightenment. But also our meditation on bodhichitta – and having, on some level, a bodhichitta motivation while meditating – is also building up a lot of positive force. Now can you build up positive force and deep awareness in the same moment, etc.? That’s a very complex question. I have a very long, complicated article about that on the website, so let’s not go into that. But the positive force from that bodhichitta motivation and meditation, it’s a contributing condition, the simultaneously acting condition. 
 
 [See: The Union of Method and Wisdom in Sutra and Tantra: Gelug and Non-Gelug Presentations.]
 
 In other words, like water for the plant to grow. You need it. The plant doesn’t grow from the water, but you need the water in order for it to grow from the seed. So, similarly, you need the positive force for the deep awareness to grow from the valid cognition. Why do you need water for the seed to grow? How does the water help the seed to grow? I’m not a botanist. I’m sure you can give a chemical, biological analysis. So, similarly, why do you need the positive force? I don’t really know the very, very complex mechanism of why. But it works. Positive force, by definition, is something that ripens into happiness. So, by analogy, you could say it also ripens into success in what we’re doing. That’s the first explanation that comes to my mind.
 
 Any more questions? Last question.
 
 Question: In Theravada tradition it is said about anicca – impermanence. In Mahayana, they make more emphasis on voidness, which is interdependent arising. If we cognize these things – sunnata and anicca – nonconceptually, will we achieve the same result? Because for me it is easier to understand anicca (impermanence) than sunnata.
 
 Alex: Remember we spoke about bare yogic cognition, and it took as its object either one of two levels of voidness, to put it into simple language, or subtle impermanence – not the gross impermanence – subtle impermanence. This comes from the Sautrantika system, which is a Hinayana system. Theravada is also a Hinayana system. Theravada also speaks of not only anicca (impermanence), but also anatta – no impossible self. So you have the equivalent of voidness, but it’s not in terms of all phenomena, just in terms of the self. And in Theravada system, through understanding this subtle impermanence – moment-to-moment change – then one can understand that there is no solid “soul” or “me” that is behind all of this. 
 
 So the ultimate thing that you need to understand in the Theravada system, as well, is what would be the equivalent of voidness of the self. So in Mahayana, also, it’s important to understand subtle impermanence, which is part of the whole meditations of overcoming the – it’s called the four incorrect types of consideration. So there’s one which is to consider impermanent things to be permanent. But a great deal of emphasis on voidness, naturally. But in both systems, whether Hinayana systems like Theravada, or Mahayana systems, ultimately you’re going to need some understanding of voidness – a lack of impossible self, or voidness of all phenomena, whatever it is – to achieve the liberation according to that system.
 
 So I think we need to end here. Final dedication: whatever positive force, whatever deep awareness, whatever understanding has come from this, may it grow more and more, get deeper and deeper, stronger and stronger, and act as a cause for enlightenment for all beings including myself.
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