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 Session One: Balancing Intellectual, Emotional, and Devotional Approaches
Unedited Transcript
Listen to the audio version of this page (0:59 hours)Thank you very much. I’m really very delighted and happy and honored to be back with you once more.

This evening I have been asked to speak about different approaches to the Dharma as a general introduction  –  how we approach our Dharma practice. And what I’d like to do is speak about three different types of approaches that people have and the need for balance. Balance, I think, is very important in all of life in general, of course, but also in Dharma practice.

When we come to a Dharma center, we find in the West that people come with various interests and various motivations. Some people of course are very serious in terms of seeking some type of spiritual path, but there are others that come just to satisfy their wish for exotica, or to find some sort of miracle cure if they’re suffering from either some emotional or physical difficulty, or to be trendy, or to get high like a Dharma junkie on the charisma of an entertaining teacher.

But even if people start that way, they find that eventually they develop sincere interest in what Dharma has to offer. And when we come to a Dharma center in the beginning, the first thing that we try to do, many of us, is to learn some information, in other words, find out “What’s this all about?” We might have read a little bit, but it’s always better to get it from a live person, a teacher, or from a peer group.

Then, as people get into the Dharma, you find that there are three general types of approaches that people have: the intellectual approach, the emotional approach, and the devotional approach. A lot, of course, depends on the teacher, the way that the teacher presents the material, and also on each person’s inclination. And each of these approaches can be followed in either a mature or an immature point of view from a Dharma standpoint. So what I’d like to do is to look at these two possibilities, the immature and the mature ways of intellectually, emotionally, and devotionally approaching the Dharma and see what they look like.


The Intellectual Approach

An immature intellectual approach would be one that is just fascinated with beauty of the system. This is very true. The Dharma teachings are incredibly intricate, complex, and very beautiful in that intricacy. One can get completely fascinated by that and then just want to learn more and more facts, learn more and more ways in which the philosophy and the psychology and all these things come together. And then we don’t really integrate that. We don’t really digest that or feel anything. That is one type of extreme that tends to go to the extreme of insensitivity in terms of blockage of feelings.

The mind of course is very, very tricky, especially if you have a clever mind. A clever mind is very good at putting together information and finding all sorts of theories. In fact, one of the signs of intelligence is actually that ability to see patterns, like a scientist coming up with new theories. If we’re able to see the patterns, from a Buddhist point of view that’s called the equalizing type of deep awareness of the five types of deep awareness or “Buddha-wisdoms,” they’re sometimes called, to be able to see the equality of things and how they fit together.

But the problem with that, of course, is that you can find all sorts of patterns, many of which are fairly meaningless. The mind makes up all types of things and we can come up with all sorts of nonsense theories and beautiful ways in which the teachings fit together. And they may not at all have a benefit; they may lead us astray. And we can also get a little bit arrogant about that. As I say, you can become a little bit intoxicated almost by the beauty of these patterns or schemes that we see. So, that would be the immature intellectual approach, to just gather more and more facts and fit it together and then getting more into that.

There is of course the mature intellectual approach. The mature intellectual approach is to try to learn all the various aspects of the teachings in terms of facts, materials, systems, and so on, so that we can actually understand the teachings and integrate them and apply them. Because, as everybody always emphasizes, one needs to learn the teachings. The teachings are rather complex. That sometimes puts people off, actually, with Buddhism, particularly the Tibetan form of Buddhism, I should say, because it is so complex.

But that complexity, I like to see it in terms of a network theory  –  one of my pet things that I like very much are networks. When we study the Dharma, it’s very much like getting pieces of a puzzle. You get various pieces of it and it’s not so obvious how they fit together and they’re taken from like different parts of the puzzle and sometimes they’re actually taken from different puzzles, it seems to us. And this is the great challenge. The great challenge is to try to fit them together. And they always fit together in a multidimensional type of way.

It’s like when you study lam-rim, the graded stages of the path. First you go through it straight in order, in the sequence. And learning it in the sequence is very important. But that’s just the first step in the process. Then what one tries to do is to go back and try to look at how the more advanced teachings network and fit in to the basic level teachings. And the more other topics within the Dharma that we learn, we try also to fit these pieces in. And they’re fitting in in many, many different ways.

As I say, the danger, of course, is doing that just because it’s so beautiful; we get fascinated by how things fit together. But if we do that in a more mature way, then at each level as we progress, the network gets larger and larger. And that’s very important to remember is that all the disparate pieces that we receive are all part of a larger puzzle. Even though it might not seem like that to us, they all fit together in some sort of way.

Like the study of the tenet systems, the four schools of Indian Buddhist tenets. Sometimes they seem really very weird, in a sense, because it’s so complex and almost contradictory in the ways in which different theories are explained, different topics are explained. But that as well fits in, in a network. Whether or not it was originally intended that way in the historical development is something else, but the way the Tibetans approach these Indian tenet systems is that they are progressive stages of understanding and ideas, that one narrows in on a more and more sophisticated and subtle explanation of things.

As one progresses, what’s very important in that type of study is to realize that, as my teacher Serkong Rinpoche said, that these people are not stupid  –  the ones that think in terms of the Chittamatra (Mind-Only) or the Vaibhashika or the Sautrantika, any of these systems  –  but to realize that each of them is an extremely viable and beneficial system and they were all taught by Buddha in one form or another. Of course that depends on how you define Buddha, whether you look at Buddha in terms of a historical figure or you look in terms of a Mahayana view of a Buddha manifesting zillions of forms in zillions of places all over the universe and over time. But in any case they were all taught for a benefit.

And what one tries to do is to understand the world, see the world through each of these pictures, these world-views, to understand really how it’s functioning and why one would need this type of insight into reality  –  if we just limit our topic to reality. For instance with the Vaibhashika, what’s considered the most basic school, you get into the understanding that things seem really solid, but they’re made of atoms, they’re made of particles, they’re made of moments. And so we deconstruct our solid view of reality and that’s something which is very profound.

If we can understand that and really work with that, then that provides a basis then for going on to the Sautrantika view. That starts to differentiate mental projections from reality, from what’s called “objective reality,” “OK, I understand that my body is just made up of atoms and energy fields and so is everything around me, but what about all the fantasies that we have? We project that.” And so you start to see that “OK, there’s an objective reality.” That brings us back down to earth. That’s a second step.

Then you get into the Chittamatra, which brings in the relationship with the mind. It’s not just that the mind is projecting conceptual thoughts, but actually everything is associated with the mind. You can’t really speak in terms of an objective reality out there, independent from karma. It’s each person’s karmic impulses, karmic forces that create the appearances that we perceive. Once you get that relationship with mind to everything, then you can modify that. And in Chittamatra they start that with just forms, but then you can modify that and apply it to “Well, how does the mind itself exist?”

Then you start to get into Madhyamaka. And then in terms of a relationship of mind to appearances, to what we experience, then you get into this whole mental labeling thing. So it forms a progression and they network together. Because in fact all of these insights, all of these views are valid and helpful and beneficial. And the more that we see the whole process of development in this, the more we can apply it to ourselves, the more we can actually integrate it. Then it’s not just learning about these beautiful complex systems and we try to get more pieces of information about it and are just fascinated by its intricacy.

Like that, a more mature intellectual approach looks to these very complex teachings that we find in Buddhism and tries to network them all together, not just for the beauty of it, but for the sake of integrating it, for the sake of seeing: how does it actually apply? How can it apply? That I think is an important consequence of refuge actually. “Refuge,” I don’t like that term very much, because it’s too passive. But it’s more a process of going in a “safe direction” in life, as exemplified by the Buddha, Dharma, and Sangha.

If we sincerely take our direction from the Dharma, what is the Dharma? That direction is the third and fourth noble truths, basically, true cessation and the true path that leads to that true state, the state in which the suffering and its causes are gone forever. Not just that one moment of it has disappeared, because one moment of it is going to end anyway, or one little chunk of it is going to end anyway, because of impermanence. But the point is that it stops forever, so that it doesn’t recur, because the causes of it are gone; they’re not going to recur.

So that state plus the understanding that will bring that about, plus the resulting understanding that comes from that stopping  –  that’s our actual direction; that’s what we’re aiming for  –  to get a true stopping of this confusion and all the suffering that it brings and to gain a true stable state of mind that has the deep awareness of reality and is able to sustain that all the time. And if that’s what we’re aiming for, then that’s our safe direction. Buddhas are the ones who have achieved that in full; the Sangha are those who have achieved it in part.

Buddhas are the ones who indicate it by their verbal teachings, their own realizations; the Sangha are those who help us by giving us their “enlightening influence” is what it’s called. They influence us in a positive type of way to also go in that direction. If we take that direction seriously, then we would look at everything that is taught by Buddha as being intended for that. No matter how weird any of the teachings might seem, and sometimes they seem pretty weird, if we have really this very strong confidence in this safe direction, then we look at it in terms of, “Well, what is it that this actually means?” and not take it literally.

From a Mahayana point of view, you have interpretable and definitive meanings. If something is interpretable, that needs to be interpreted, not taken literally; it’s something which is intended to take us deeper. So we look for the deeper meaning. We try to see, “Where is this leading to?” And with total confidence that it has to be leading to... where? True stopping and a true path that will bring that about, a true path of mind. That’s very, very important, because sometimes if we approach things in an intellectual type of way, then we lose sight of where it’s supposed to be going.

But if you can keep in mind that anything that we approach, even if it’s from an intellectual point of view, that it’s intended to lead toward that true stopping and a true path that will lead to that, and not just abstractly or in Buddha, but in our own mind-streams, in our own mental continuums and those of others that we would try to help in some sort of way  –  then we look for that deeper meaning. No matter how weird the teaching might seem, we don’t ignore it. Buddha must have taught it for some reason. And we try to fit it together with everything else that we’ve studied and learned. Looking at it in that way is a mature intellectual approach to the Dharma, it’s not dry.


The Emotional Approach

That’s one way of approaching the Dharma. And another way of approaching the Dharma is the emotional way. That also has both an immature and a mature way of dealing with the Dharma. The immature way would be to do meditation and various practices basically just to calm down and to feel good. People who meditate on love to everybody, “Oh, how wonderful it is,” and “May everybody be happy,” and just filled with all this love and emotion and so on. But they don’t actually apply any of this development of emotion to overcoming their disturbing emotions or disturbing attitudes. It’s just sort of an indulgence in feeling good by loving everybody, “Everything is so beautiful. Everything is so wonderful.”

So if the immature intellectual approach can degenerate into a sort of a Dharma insensitivity, this immature emotional approach can degenerate into an oversensitivity type of way of dealing with the teachings. And so that type of person only wants to hear about the nice things in the Dharma; they don’t want to hear about the hells and the ghosts and all this sort of stuff, because that’s just too terrible, that’s not nice. They only want the nice bits that’ll make them feel good. That type of approach, if you take it to an extreme, also is not really understanding very much of what’s going on; it’s just a strong emotion.

The mature way of approaching Dharma from an emotional point of view is to work with our emotions, to get rid of disturbing ones and develop positive ones. This is, I think, very essential. If we work with emotions, we have to deal with all of them and sort out which are the positive ones, which are the negative ones, which are helpful, which are detrimental and apply various methods for increasing the positive ones and decreasing the negative ones, rather than just indulging in those that make us feel good.

In terms of that emotional approach, one of the things that I find very helpful, which can help us to anchor our emotions in reality, is to extend our meditation beyond just the realm of visualization. Restricting ourselves to visualization opens us up to not really connecting to people, not really connecting to situations. We sit and we imagine love to all sentient beings, which is so vague, it doesn’t actually mean anything. Or we’re working with love for the hell creatures and if we can deal with the hell creatures, love with the hell creatures and the ghosts and all these sort of things  –  but it’s not applied to anybody. We’re sort of in our little dream world, feeling good.

Whereas what I find is very effective is doing these type of meditations, first of all with your eyes open, sitting in a circle with other people, as I do with sensitivity training, this program that I worked on and developed in this book called Developing Balanced Sensitivity, in which you actually sit in a circle with a group of people and try to develop these positive attitudes towards them, towards real people. And actually in that program what we do is we work with three levels. First we work with people who aren’t there, but rather than visualizing, which for many of us is not so highly developed as a skill, we work with photos  –  there’s nothing wrong with photos.

So, we work with photos of people that we have a warm relationship with and try to see them as  –  like one of the exercises that we do in this program is developing a caring attitude, “You’re a human being and have feelings just as I do. The mood that you’re in is going to affect your feelings, just as the mood that I’m in is going to affect my feelings. The way that I treat you is going to affect your mood and affect your feelings, just as the way that you treat me affects my feelings. So I respect you as a human being, I take seriously your feelings and in that sense I care about you. I care about how I treat you.”

[See: Developing Balanced Sensitivity, chapter 2.]

This is very important as a basis for ethical discipline. It’s the name of a whole chapter that Shantideva has and he has two chapters on ethical self-discipline, this is the first chapter, and the title of it, the Tibetan word means this caring attitude. On that basis, then, we restrain from hurting others because we take seriously them, their feelings, and the fact that our behavior has an effect on them and we try to treat them nicely as much as possible.

[See: Engaging in Bodhisattva Behavior, chapter 4.]

So first you look at people that you have a warm relationship with, a picture of them, somebody, “You’re a human being, you have feelings just as I do,” this type of thing. And then we look at photos from a magazine, of strangers, “You’re a human being too and you have feelings just as I do.” This is very important if we’re doing any type of work with customers, either in a store or in some sort of profession in which we’re dealing with people. And everybody who comes to us, “They’re a human being, they have feelings that can get hurt depending on how we treat them, just as the way they treat me is going to affect my feelings.” And so we work with pictures of strangers.

Then we work with somebody that we have a difficult relationship with, somebody that we dislike, “They’re a human being too; they also have feelings just as I do.” Then we work with a circle and look at each other, “You’re a human being, you’re a human being, you’re a human being, you’re a human being,” look at everybody seriously in terms of a human being with feelings, “and how I treat you, if I ignore you, if I am abrupt with you, if I’m rude with you, that’s going to make you feel not so good, make you feel bad, just as it would make me feel very uncomfortable.”

Then we work with one to one, which is even more powerful. That’s the second phase. The third phase is working with ourselves. We look in a mirror, “I’m a human being, I have feelings just as anybody else does and the way that I treat myself is going to affect how I feel. If I overwork, if I don’t know when to take a rest, that’s going to affect my mood, that’s going to affect my interaction with others, just as it would anybody else.” In this way we take ourselves seriously and we take the effect of our behavior on ourselves seriously.

Then we try that without a mirror; and then we work with pictures of ourself from the past, especially from difficult periods in the past, “I was a human being then and I had feelings, I was trying my best. And just as if the person that I will become ten years from now looks back at me now and is ashamed of me and thinks, ‘Oh, I was a terrible person then,’ that would really hurt me, I’m trying my best. So similarly that person that I was ten years ago wouldn’t want me to be ashamed of them now either, or uncomfortable, or unable to deal with who I was then.”

In this way we apply this type of meditation that deals with emotions, that deals with our attitude toward ourselves, toward others in a more connected way to actual people. Then that’s a constructive way of working with emotions, rather than just sitting and indulging, “Ah, everything is so nice, may everybody be happy, la-di-da,” this type of thing.

Or people who like to work with pure lands, “Ah, I’d like to go to a pure land,” and “Everything is going to be so wonderful,” and “It’s paradise,” and “It’s so nice,” “Bambi and everybody is around there,” and it sort of makes you feel good to think about that and to imagine that, and so you do all these complex practices to go to a pure land. That can be a very immature way of dealing with the whole pure land teachings, looking at it as some sort of paradise, an ideal fairyland or something like that.

But again, a more mature way of dealing with that is to look, “Well, what do you actually do in a pure land?” You don’t just hang out by the swimming pool in the pure land and play cards with your friends. But the whole point of a pure land is that you don’t have to deal with all the drags of our usual samsara and samsaric body and samsaric lives. You don’t have to worry about food and a place to stay and working and paying taxes and getting sick and all this sort of stuff that occupies so much of our time and prevents us from engaging full time in Dharma activity.

It’s pure of all of that, and so the only thing that you do there is practice all the time and work really very hard in practice without having to deal with any of these other distractions. And so you think, “Wow, that would be really fantastic, how wonderful it would be; not just out of laziness that I don’t have to work and I don’t have to cook and clean the house and that sort of stuff. But how wonderful that would be to be able to devote all my time and energy without having to deal with all this samsaric stuff that we have to do all the time  –  taking care of this body and taking care of all the things that that entails.”

And so one develops a more emotional approach  –  that gets into the devotional approach as well, I suppose  –  toward these pure land practices. So like that, rather than the “La-di-da, how wonderful it’ll be in paradise,” like that, all the various aspects of dealing with emotions in the Dharma can be done in a much more mature type of way.

The word emotion, it’s a funny word  –  there’s feeling there as well, and feeling, when we talk about feelings, in English at least, that includes both the spectrum of feeling happy or sad, as well as our emotional feelings. And I think that aspect of feeling which deals with feeling happy or sad, that also is something which can be approached in a mature or immature type of way. The immature type of way is that you just want to feel happy. You come to the center and you feel happy and you chant and you meditate on love and everybody loves each other and it’s so wonderful and we’ll all be happy.

But often we have blocks in terms of feeling sad or feeling suffering. Especially I’m thinking of the tonglen practice, the giving and taking practice. That giving and taking practice could be done in a very blocked sort of way, in which our feelings are blocked. You may be able to develop compassion and you may be able to develop love, “May you be free of the problem and may you have happiness”  –  that might be sincere and that we might actually feel on an emotional level, but how about feeling the suffering when we take on the suffering of somebody else?

And how about actually feeling joy when we give joy to somebody else? That’s more challenging and that is very important to feel. Otherwise again it just becomes a bit of a visualization exercise, rather than a full emotional and feeling involvement in the whole process.

I teach this in the sensitivity training, by the way, that to work with feelings and emotions without them being blocked or overwhelming requires a certain container  –  and I’m talking about an attitude of mind that is a container. And that container is suggested by the word “equanimity,” as is defined in Theravada and as is defined in Mahayana. In the Theravada sense, it’s described as the state of mind that is free of agitation or dullness.

If our minds are very agitated with a lot of mental wandering, with a lot of flightiness to things that either we’re attracted to, or not only that, but wandering with aversions, with worries, with tension, with busyness, anxiety, overprotectiveness, fear, these type of things, if the mind is just wandering all over the place, then we can’t really be relaxed and open enough to feel. In a sense, it makes some sort of screen; it busies our minds, so that we don’t have to feel anything.

The other aspect is dullness. If you relax too much, then you become dull, and then you don’t feel anything either, we tend off to the direction of sleepiness. But if we have the mind which is quiet and the mind which is relaxed and fresh, that acts as the container, one part of the container, for being able to actually feel something. I call that “serenity” for want of a better word.

The other aspect is, from the Mahayana definition of the word, an equanimity which is free of attachment, aversion, and indifference. If we are attached  –  you want something from the other person; or in dealing with our own problems, if we’re obsessed with it, obsessed with something, then it’s very difficult to feel, because we’re just involved with the emotion of attachment or the emotion of obsession with a problem of ourselves that we haven’t really dealt with and that we’re blocked in working with.

And aversion, “I don’t want to deal with it, it’s too difficult,” or “I’m afraid of it,” this type of aversion. And the indifference thing is “I’m too busy,” or “I don’t care.” So that also has to be dropped. And if one can be open and caring in that context as well, that combination of the serenity and equanimity allows for the emotions to flow. In that way we can work with emotions, like feeling happy or feeling sad.

[See: Developing Balanced Sensitivity, chapter 15.]

So you imagine the problem of the other person and then you have to have what’s called “sympathy.” Sympathy is a combination of things: empathy is there  –  you have to be able to empathize with what the other person is feeling, which means you have to be interested in what the other person is feeling. If you’re not interested, you don’t care. You have to be interested for being able to empathize. Even if we can’t really imagine what the pain of a cancer would be like, we’ve had some intense pain in our lives, most of us, so it gives us some idea of what it might be like.

Then compassion, “May you be free of it,” and then a willingness to actually get involved, to actually feel it. Then you imagine taking it on and actually feel what the other person is feeling, or try to imagine what the other person is feeling. And when we feel that, then you sort of let that settle. It’s like we are a great ocean and the fear, the pain, and so on is like a ripple on the top of the ocean, a little wave in the middle of the ocean and it doesn’t disturb the depths of the ocean, but we feel it.

And then, once we feel it a little bit, then you let that slowly, naturally quiet down. When you’re able to let it quiet down, then as you go deeper and deeper and deeper, you’re able to access  –  especially in terms of having this container attitude  –  able to access a very, very deep level of the subtle joy of the mind, which is open, which is relaxed. It’s not a “whoopee, jump up in the air and dance” type of joy, but that quiet calm joy. And that’s the basis for feeling happiness and giving that to others.

It’s that inner joy of peace of mind that wasn’t afraid to feel the suffering, but is not destroyed by that suffering. And then, when you have the wish for the other person to be happy, in thinking of “May they be happy,” you think in terms of happiness. You try to feel happiness and that enhances that inner quiet type of joy. And then there is a natural feeling of happiness which arises, and that we give to others, not just an imaginary happiness.

I think this is a good example, an illustration of how we put together many, many different facets of the teachings and apply them in one practice like tonglen that we might have learned in a very introductory level, which is fine for the introductory level. But one needs to go deeper and deeper, so that if we’re really an emotional type of person and this is something which is going to be a path that’s very conducive for our development, we can work with it in a mature type of way, not just indulging the feeling, but actually working with it in a structured type of manner. So, that’s the emotional approach.


The Devotional Approach

So we have the intellectual approach, we have the emotional approach, and then there’s the devotional approach. And a devotional approach can also be followed in an immature or a mature manner. An immature manner would be, “Oh, how wonderful the Buddha is, how wonderful the Buddha-figures, the yidams, the Tara. Oh, how wonderful the teacher is. And how lowly I am in comparison.” We’re this little worm down here, and there are the Buddhas and the gurus and all these various figures up there and we’re just going to worship them, ask for their help, like asking for help from saints, “Saint Tara, Holy Mother, help me!”

And the immature aspect of that is that we don’t take responsibility ourselves, but we just pray to the various Buddhas and do our rituals. And if we can do our rituals perfectly and know when to ring the bell and when to play the drum and how to make this mudra and that mudra and so on and set up the altar perfectly and have each water bowl exactly one rice grain apart  –  because if it’s two rice grains apart, we go to hell, but one rice grain apart  –  that we followed all this in a very devotional, devout type of way, then we’re going to be saved. That is a fairly immature way of approaching the Dharma if we’re a devotional type.

The mature way of following a devotional approach would be to gain inspiration from the ritual. Rituals can be very uplifting, very inspiring if they’re done with some understanding of what we’re doing. We might follow a ritual type of practice every day and we can get a great deal of benefit from that in the sense that it gives a certain stability to our lives. Because each day, no matter how chaotic our day might be, our schedule, we’re so busy and so many things to do, but there’s one part of the day which is sacred, in a sense. And that part of the day is there as a stabilizing factor, it provides continuity through the ups and downs of our daily lives and that can be very inspiring.

Also it can be very inspiring to follow rituals that we know have been done over the centuries, so we have the feeling of connectedness with a tradition  –  this we find in all religions. When you follow some type of ritual, you feel part of a community of other people who are doing the same thing. There is nothing to be pooh-poohed about that. These are definite benefits that one gains from the devotional, ritualistic type of practice. The point is, however, that one looks at it as an instrument; it’s not an end in itself.

The whole purpose of the ritual is to gain inspiration from it. It’s to use it as a context within which we do various meditation practices. It’s not just being done to show how good we are, because our teacher told us to do it every day and so we do it every day in a very devoted type of way, but just in a mechanical sort of way, keeping the tradition because in a sense it’s our duty or something like that, or even worse, because we feel that if we didn’t do it, we would be guilty, we would be bad students, bad people. So that devotional side also has these two aspects, immature and mature.


Balancing the Three Approaches

Although we can speak about these three types of approaches and also we can recognize within ourselves which one might be dominant or predominant, whatever the word is, nevertheless I think it’s very important to try to follow some sort of combination and balance of the three. Again that goes back to this networking principle that I was speaking of earlier, that all the different aspects of the teachings fit together, so likewise all the different approaches fit together.

And if we just follow one, without really trying to integrate to a certain extent the others, then our practice is deficient in certain ways; we’re missing out on benefits that we can gain. So we need to understand, this is the intellectual side, we need to feel on an emotional level, and we also need to get inspiration and feel inspired, so that gives us the energy  –  that’s what inspiration is, it’s the energy that propels us and uplifts us along the path.

Now we could ask, “Well, what is the necessity for this? Can you explain a little bit more clearly?” For an emotional person it is important to learn intellectually, because sometimes you don’t feel like loving, you don’t feel like it. So if you don’t feel like it, you don’t do any type of practice, like for instance on love. Whereas if we have an intellectual approach as well, then we can use a line of reasoning.

It’s sort of like an intellectual approach and an intuitive approach, there are these two approaches in meditation. The intellectual one is to build things up by a line of reasoning, like the seven-part cause and effect thing of “equanimity; and everybody’s been my mother in previous lives; and everybody’s been kind to me...” and you build up, so that you try to feel something. The other way is to quiet down. That’s the more intuitive thing, that if we can just quiet down sufficiently  –  and this is more like a mahamudra approach or a Zen approach  –  quiet down, then we’ll get in touch with the love that is there as part of Buddha-nature or whatever.

So we have these two type of approaches. But sometimes you can’t quiet down, or you don’t feel like it, so you need to build up with some sort of line of reasoning, “You’re a human being just like me, you have feelings just as I do...” that’s an intellectual type of process, a line of reasoning. And that is important to be able to supplement what we have. Also from the other side, it’s very easy to build up a line of reasoning but not feel anything. And that also, one has to be careful to supplement the quieting down type of meditations to that, so that one starts to experience something a little bit more naturally arising, that isn’t sort of artificially created.

Also I think it’s important for the emotional person to realize that even if something is artificially created, so-called, that doesn’t mean that it is not helpful. It’s very unrealistic to imagine that feelings of love, compassion, all these things are going to be a hundred percent sincere. It’s not. It’s very interesting, if you analyze it, as His Holiness says, our motivation is always going to be mixed. There’s always going to be some sort of ego-grasping, some sort of selfishness that’s there.

So if you ask, from a Dharma point of view, “Well, what’s the boundary? When does that go away? When is it pure?” Well, it’s only when you achieve liberation from samsara, become an arhat, reaching the eighth bhumi bodhisattva stage, that you’re rid of self-grasping. So always the motivation is going to be mixed with that to a certain degree before that. Now, that’s a very helpful realization to have, because then we can be more realistic, not beating ourselves, “I have to be perfect now,” when that really is beyond our abilities, beyond our levels.

And so we work with a line of reasoning, “Why should I feel love toward anyone?” “OK, so here is a reason,” so we work with that. And then in the beginning you work it up and you don’t actually feel anything. That happens. So again, there’s a block in the feelings. You have to quiet down, like I was explaining with the serenity and equanimity, get rid of the agitation, get rid of the dullness, get rid of the attraction and aversion and indifference and being too busy and the fear. So you combine that quieting down type of approach with the line of reasoning. So, we work like that. For the intellectual one, as I said, one needs that emotional side, because that tightness of the mind, the tightness on the emotions needs to be loosened.

And for the non-devotional type  –  well, sometimes you need that energy to pick you up, to inspire you when that energy is feeling low in terms of practice. Even if we tend to be predominately intellectual and say, “Ah, rituals, that’s just ritual and nothing more, that’s not the real profound stuff. I don’t want to just spend all my time ringing a bell and waving a dorje and singing. I’m not coming to a Dharma center for choir practice, but I want to do the real stuff.” And then of course the other extreme is thinking that the ritual is the real stuff, and the learning, the actual working with emotions is not. But for the non-devotional type we need very much a source of inspiration.

That source of inspiration, on the one hand, is the spiritual teacher. The main purpose of the relation with a spiritual teacher is to gain inspiration. A regular teacher can answer questions, for example, and a therapist can work with your emotions, but inspiration from a living example, that’s something that you get from a spiritual teacher. That’s what gives you the energy.

It’s the root of the path, as they say in the lam-rim. People often get confused with the image, because a plant doesn’t start from the root; a plant starts with a seed. It comes from a seed, but the root of the plant is the thing that anchors it in the ground and through which the plant receives its sustenance. So likewise the relation with a spiritual teacher, that deep relation with a spiritual teacher, isn’t what starts you on the path, but it’s what roots you and gives you the inspiration to grow, like a plant grows.

And we can also receive that type of inspiration from the rituals, if we do it with a proper state of mind, obviously. So that’s one way of balancing.

Also for the emotional type, ritual is important, because it gives expression and form to the feeling. Sometimes we have all this emotion of love and so on, but it just becomes sloppy. You don’t know what to do with it, it just sort of gushes. And that needs to have a form of expression, so that it can actually be channeled and used in terms of, for instance, lights going out and actually benefiting others and bringing them happiness and so on. Well, that gives a form in a ritual that the emotion can take.

Or likewise we may feel tremendous love and appreciation for the spiritual teacher, but when you actually do the Lama Chopa, the Guru Puja, then you go through verse by verse thinking of the qualities, thinking of the benefits that we gain from the teacher, and so on. So it gives a form in which we can actually work with these feelings in a positive and constructive type of way, rather than just feeling them and nothing else.

And for a devotional type, when we can’t understand what’s happening in life, then you need more than just comfort and uplifting from a ritual. We need to understand what’s going on, and so that intellectual approach is very helpful there.

For the intellectual person, as I was saying before, the ritual gives regularity, gives a sense of continuity. And also doing a ritual before we do intensive study helps to lower our arrogance. And that’s very important in terms of our minds being more open for understanding and understanding clearly, rather than, “I know everything,” or “I have to know everything,” “I paid my money, so give me all the information as much as you can.”

I know I found that very helpful. When I first went to India back in 1969, I was coming from a super-intellectual background at Harvard Graduate School. And I became involved with tantra practice after a while; I took some initiations, some empowerments and then was doing a daily practice of recitation of certain sadhanas in Tibetan. Nothing was translated at the time, nothing was available and it was beyond my level of Tibetan and my experience to be able to really translate them and get any meaning out of the sadhanas. And I found that extremely, extremely helpful for lowering my arrogance.

Because I came with quite a lot of baggage of arrogance to India and here it was where I have this attitude, “I’m not going to do something that I don’t understand.” That could be a big obstacle, a big obstacle, because what level of understanding does it have to be before I will deign to practice this primitive ritual? But doing it, and just doing it with a certain confidence, “Eventually I’ll understand what’s going on; and eventually when I’m ready and when I have the language skills, then I’ll be able to understand. When I have the skills from a little bit of experience with Dharma, then my teachers will explain it to me.”

That was very important, very important in my own development. Because then you really start to work with patience, you really start to work with perseverance. Because even if we have some sort of translation, usually they’re quite puzzling, “What does it actually mean?” And even if we get some explanation of it, that also is a bit puzzling. In fact that actually is the method. The method is to explain things vaguely on purpose.

It’s very funny, when you read the root texts, the texts by Nagarjuna and various great masters, they’re completely vague. They’re filled with pronouns that don’t seem to have any reference  –  this’s and that’s  –  my university English professor would really put a big fuss about, “It’s not clear what your reference is.” So they’re filled with this’s and that’s. And Serkong Rinpoche used to say, “Don’t think that Nagarjuna was incapable of writing a clear text, that he was a bad writer. He and the other great masters wrote the texts in this manner on purpose.”

There are several purposes here. One is that when the text is filled with this’s and that’s, well that means that each of these this’s and that’s has many, many different levels of meaning and interpretation, and so as you learn it, then you can add on to this framework. That’s why it’s a root, it’s called a root text, because it’s a root from which everything grows. On that, all your understanding is going to fit, in a sense, so as you recite it, you fill in all the meaning.

This is one of the big problems of being a translator from a Western background, we feel very uncomfortable, at least some of us feel very uncomfortable writing texts that are filled with this’s and that’s; you want to fill it in with what it means. And then you fill it in just according to one commentary tradition, and then it doesn’t act as a root text anymore, because it doesn’t fit with any other commentary. And the commentaries and their interpretations are extremely different. And then you get a text that could be understood on a Chittamatra level, it could be understood on a Svatantrika level, it could be understood on a Prasangika level  –  these different Indian tenet systems  –  and that becomes really problematic if you don’t leave it vague and open.

So that’s one reason for it being like that. The other reason is that, this is particularly true in tantra, that in a sense it is an automatic screening system. You don’t want to explain things too clearly, because then people will not value the teachings. And for those for whom it’s enough, it’s enough. But those who are really, really interested, they’re going to come back and they’re going to say, “Could you explain this more?” And then you explain it a little bit more. And for some people that’ll be enough... Like this that method develops patience and perseverance.

The whole training in Dharma is not just a training in information, transferring information, and then we have that information. But the process is one of developing ourselves emotionally as well in terms of our whole personality. And doing a ritual or reciting a text or something like that without really understanding the meaning, or only having a very general idea of the meaning, can be very helpful in that process of developing our personalities. So we need to understand that.

Also, if we’re mature, then a relationship with a spiritual teacher can help us to develop all three of these areas. A teacher would be intellectually challenging, a teacher would also be emotionally moving, it moves our emotions to be with the teacher, and also is inspiring. So a teacher, a spiritual teacher, I’m speaking specifically about a well-qualified teacher, can be a source that helps us to develop all three approaches in a balanced way.

But we have to watch out for it just being an intellectual dueling, arguing with the teacher, that you just get into debating. That would be the immature intellectual approach, that you’re just constantly dueling. Or you fall in love with the teacher; that would be the immature emotional approach. Or you become mindlessly devotional, “Oh guru, guru, tell me what to do.” We lose all responsibility. That we have to avoid with the spiritual teacher.

And of course this also has to be guided by the teacher as well; it’s always an interaction, that the teacher doesn’t allow for this mindless devotion by putting themselves up on a throne, especially Western gurus, I find, playing the whole “great white guru” trip. This is very dangerous. That encourages a mindless devotionalism. Or flirting with students, that encourages love. Or just being aggressively intellectual and cold, not having any personal relation with the students, just sort of coming in, lecture, and “bye-bye” and go to your room. That tends to lead toward just that intellectual dueling type of relationship.

But if the teacher is able to handle it properly, then we can gain from a healthy relationship with a spiritual teacher a balance of all these three approaches.

So that’s what I had to say about these three approaches to the Dharma.

 Session Two: Dharma-Lite vs. Hard-Core Dharma
Unedited Transcript
Listen to the audio version of this page (0:36 hours)There’s something else that I thought would be helpful to speak about here in our first meeting,
sort of introductory things, is a distinction that I make between Dharma-Lite and Hard-Core Dharma.
Dharma-Lite is like Coca-Cola Lite  –  it’s not “The Real Thing,” but it tastes nice and it’s not
fattening, so there’s not so much harm from it. And then there’s Hard-Core Dharma, The Real Thing.
And it’s very important, I think, to recognize the difference between these two and to have a
realistic evaluation of where we’re at and what actually we’re doing with the Dharma and not to
confuse Dharma-Lite for The Real Thing.

So let me talk about this a little bit, define what I mean here by Dharma-Lite and Hard-Core
Dharma. One issue is rebirth. Now, rebirth is absolutely central to Dharma and there’s no denying
that. If we look in terms of the three levels of motivation that we find in the lam-rim, the graded
stages of the path, what’s the first level? Working to improve our future lives. How can you
possibly do that if you don’t believe in future lives? Then it’s a farce. Then gaining liberation.
What do we mean by liberation? Liberation from uncontrollably recurring rebirth. If you don’t
believe that rebirth exists, why in the world would you want to get liberated from it?

And then enlightenment is the state in which we can help others to achieve liberation from
rebirth. So again rebirth is essential. And recognizing everybody as having been your mother. Well,
that’s rebirths. If you think in terms of the highest class of tantra, anuttarayoga, the whole
process there is one of transforming the process of death, bardo, and rebirth. Well, if you don’t
believe in rebirth, what are you doing with a sadhana, with a tantra practice, trying to transform
that? Then it becomes almost a game that we’re playing, a fantasy that we don’t really believe in  – 
it’s not so much that we don’t believe in it, we don’t even take seriously what it’s talking
about.

And so Hard-Core Dharma is based on understanding and conviction in rebirth. To be convinced of
rebirth is based on correct understanding of it. It’s not that we’re believing in something that
Buddhism would refute, and so it’s very important to get a correct understanding of rebirth. When
we talk about beginningless and endless mental continuum, that means rebirth, doesn’t it? And that’s
 absolutely essential for karma, because in almost all cases, except for very rare, the effects of
our actions we experience in future lives. And what we experience in this life is the result of
what we did in past lives.

Without that, then it makes very little sense of why a great practitioner dies a horrible cancer
type of death, or why Tibetan lamas were thrown in concentration camps in Tibet. The whole thing
falls apart. So there’s no way around this rebirth issue. And as I say, that depends on a correct
understanding of rebirth  –  what do we mean by that? What is it that goes on from lifetime to
lifetime? Of course that gets very profound, because then one has to get into the whole thing of
the self and how that goes on and what is that. To understand what is meant by rebirth in Buddhism
is not a simple task, not by any means; it’s a very complex, deep topic.

Dharma-Lite is saying that rebirth doesn’t matter and we can sort of forget about that and just
do Dharma in terms of this lifetime.

If we look at ourselves honestly, at our motivation, what’s called “motivation”  –  “motivation”
is an incorrect translation, by the way  –  but what they’re talking about in Buddhism is our aim,
what are we aiming for? It’s not talking about the reason why you aim for it; it’s talking about
the aim  –  aim to improve future lives, to gain liberation, to gain enlightenment  –  it’s the aim.
And then of course there would be  –  what we in the West say  – the motivation for that, the emotion
behind that, whether it’s renunciation, compassion, whatever.

But the 
aim that most of us have, if we look at ourselves honestly, is to improve our current
samsaric life of this lifetime, to have healthier relations with others, to have less problems with
work or with our family, or whatever, but it’s basically to improve our samsaric existence of this
lifetime. And my point here of making this difference between Dharma-Lite and Hard-Core Dharma is
that Dharma-Lite is perfectly OK. We can start there. In fact, for most of us we need to start
there.

But what makes it Dharma-Lite is to think that this is The Real Thing  –  that’s the problem  –  and
that that is the extent of Dharma and that’s all that we need. Then Dharma degenerates into a form
of therapy, it’s a Buddhist therapy, which is really shortchanging the Dharma. It’s much, much more
there than that. However it can function very adequately to help us improve things in this
lifetime. What would make it a Buddhist practice is to do that as a stepping-stone  –  to say:

"I acknowledge that rebirth is very, very important, very essential. I acknowledge that I really
don’t understand the Buddha’s teachings on it, but I have a full intention to try to understand it.
Now it’s not something that I can really deal with, so I’ll be kind to everybody, and not that
everybody literally was my mother in a previous lifetime, but anybody could take me home and make a
nice meal for me and give me a place to stay. And so everybody could be kind to me like a
mother."

Of course that leaves out the mosquitoes; it would be difficult to imagine the mosquito taking
us home and taking care of us. So we become quite limited there. But nevertheless, we could work
with people and we could gain great benefit from that. But within the context that, “This is a
stepping-stone and I fully intend to try to understand rebirth and will work with that,” and maybe “
 Provisionally I will accept it without really understanding it”  –  that’s called presumption in
terms of ways of knowing.

So that’s one dimension of the difference between Dharma-Lite and Hard-Core Dharma. And that
fits into what we’ve been speaking about here, because as we approach Dharma in terms of a balance
between intellectual, emotional, and devotional, it’s also important that we approach it honestly
in terms of what really is our aim and not pretend to be aiming for something that we really aren’t
. Especially when we think in terms of all sentient beings, “I’m working to liberate all sentient
beings,” that’s such a farce for most of us. If you take that literally, “Am I really, really
working to liberate every mosquito, every cockroach?” Hardly. But that’s the scope.

So it’s important not to use these words lightly, because then we trivialize them. All sentient
beings is an awful lot of beings and it’s not just humans, so, “OK, I’m working to try to benefit
as many people as possible, with the aim eventually to be able to extend that to all beings in all
life forms and all places. And my practice now on a limited scope is a stepping-stone toward that.”
Then our practice on this sort of preliminary stage  –  before the traditional presentation of Dharma
begins with wanting to benefit future lives  –  that becomes perfectly OK. In fact, it is not only
reasonable, but necessary for most of us. You’re not going to walk in the door of a Dharma center
and aim to improve your future lives  –  for most people.

The other aspect that I think is relevant here, or 
one other aspect, I’m sure there are many others, in terms of the difference between
Dharma-Lite and Hard-Core Dharma, is the whole point concerning liberation and enlightenment, “Do I
really believe that that’s possible?” That’s a very deep question and an important question to ask
ourselves, “Do I really, really think that it’s possible, not in theory, not somebody else, but for
me to gain true stopping, a total stopping of all confusion, all disturbing emotions, all
disturbing attitudes, so that they never ever arise again and thus eliminate suffering?”

“Do I really think that’s possible? Do I really think it’s possible to become omniscient, to get
rid of the obscurations that prevent me from knowing all things?” In other words, is it possible to
become a Buddha? And that’s very, very difficult to understand. It’s difficult to even conceive of
what that means, to be liberated from disturbing emotions and disturbing attitudes and all traces
of it. It’s hard to conceive what it means, a Buddha’s omniscience. A Buddha is able to know
without obstruction and without attachment the past, present, and future. What in the world does
that mean? And it surely doesn’t mean that the past and future exist somewhere out there still
happening.

And if we don’t have some sort of idea of what it is that we’re aiming for and if we don’t have
any conviction that it’s actually possible to achieve it and if we don’t have any conviction that
it’s possible 
for us to achieve it, then what are we doing? And what does it mean that, “I’m trying to
bring everybody else to that state?” Compassion becomes a farce. “I want to liberate all beings,” “
What in the world does that mean if I don’t even believe that liberation is possible, if I don’t
even understand what it is?”

So that gets around to the whole understanding of the third and fourth noble truths, basically.
What is a true stopping and what is a true path of mind that will bring that about? And how does it
work so that suffering and its causes, the first two noble truths, never recur ever? So it’s a very
profound topic. If you understand that, you become an arya, basically, according to the Hinayana
tenets. So, how do we deal with it now? What’s the Dharma-Lite version of it? The Dharma-Lite
version of it is:

“Well, I’m just going to try to minimize as much as possible my disturbing emotions and
attitudes, it’s too much to think that I can actually get rid of them all. I’ll try to minimize
them so it’s not so terrible. Not so difficult. I don’t get so angry; I don’t get so nervous, so
upset. And whether or not there are actually Buddhas who are omniscient, I don’t know. I find that
hard to accept. OK, I will accept that there are great beings who are much more highly developed
than I am and if I could become like them that would be pretty good, I’d be satisfied.”

That’s a much more realistic level of aim. And if we examine ourselves honestly, that’s probably
what we’re aiming for in conjunction with improving samsara of this lifetime. What does it mean to
improve samsara of this lifetime? Make it a bit better; minimize the troublemakers in our minds and
hearts. And again I would say that that Dharma-Lite version is not really the negative type of
Dharma-Lite, if it is acknowledged and pursued within the context of it being a stepping-stone:

“A stepping-stone on the path toward liberation and enlightenment  –  which I really don’t
understand yet. And if I don’t understand it, how can I be convinced that it’s possible to achieve?
But it’s sort of the direction that I’m going in; it’s sort of like a curve that’s approaching
infinity or a limit or something like that in mathematics. And I’m going to try and understand it
and try to work toward that understanding.”

That I think is a perfectly acceptable way of practicing on that Dharma-Lite level. The negative
Dharma-Lite is to think, “That’s all that is possible; it’s not really possible to get rid of the
confusion forever and the anger forever, but you can minimize it pretty much and that would be
enough.”

So I think these are issues that are very important to examine and take seriously when we enter
into Dharma practice. How are we approaching it? Are we approaching it intellectually, emotionally,
devotionally, or some sort of combination of that? And with each of these approaches, are we
following it in an immature way or a mature way? And in terms of our aim, in terms of our general
way of pursing the path, are we doing it in a Dharma-Lite fashion, which would be either mature or
immature, or are we doing it in a Hard-Core Dharma way, The Real Thing?

And The Real Thing is important not to trivialize. And that’s really sad when it does become
trivialized because it’s beyond what we can conceive of and so we don’t really want to deal with
it.

These are my thoughts for this evening. What questions do you have?


Question: [inaudible]


Answer: When we speak in terms of taking refuge  –  I was using the word put a “safe
direction”< in our lives and the question was: can’t we also think of it more in terms of taking
comfort in something?

I think again it can be analyzed in terms of the three approaches  –  the intellectual, the
emotional, and the devotional. The devotional side is finding comfort and inspiration. The
intellectual side is based on understanding what are the sources of safe direction. The sources of
safe direction are the third and fourth noble truths on the deepest level.

It’s very complex, the presentation of the Three Gems, the Three Rare and Precious Gems they’re
called. But if we look on the deepest level of those three as is presented in 
Abhisamayalamkara  –  that’s 
A Filigree of Realizations by Maitreya, it’s the major text that the Tibetans study, they
study it for five years as part of the Geshe training  –  on the deepest level the Three Gems are all
the third and fourth noble truths  –  true stopping and the true path that leads to that. As a source
of inspiration the Buddhas, as the source of actual attainments, what you practice, it’s the
Dharma, and as a source of enlightening influence it’s the Sangha. That’s the presentation
there.

And there’s an apparent level of what we actually encounter. That apparent level would be the
physical bodies of the Buddha, the teachings, the realizations, and the aryas, those who have had
nonconceptual cognition of voidness. That’s the apparent level of what we see. And then there’s a
representation, what represents it, but that isn’t really a source of direction. That would be the
Buddha statues and the texts and the actual monks and nuns. So it’s important intellectually to
know what is it that’s the actual source of direction, in other words, what are we aiming for.

The expression is in Sanskrit “ 
sharanam gacchami,” I go for 
sharanam. 
Sharanam has a sense of protection to it, but the fact that they use the word “go” implies
that it’s active, it’s not passive. It’s not “I receive protection,” it’s “I go, do something
active.” And so going in that direction, “I understand what it is and I understand that going in
that direction is going to provide the protection.” Gaining a true stopping and the true paths that
bring it about  –  that’s what protects you from suffering and its causes; it gets rid of them. And
so “by going in that direction, I gain that protection.”

So you have that intellectual understanding. You also have an emotional component of it in terms
of the motivating emotions that bring that about: 
dread, I really don’t want to continue with all the suffering in samsara, 
confidence that this direction is going to lead me out of it, and if you do it in a
Mahayana way, 
compassion to be able to bring everybody else out of it as well; so there’s an emotional
component. And that devotional component is what you’re speaking of, that you derive comfort from
that and inspiration.

So it’s really a complex of all these aspects. And again, it’s so sad when refuge is
trivialized, just sort of, “Yeah, I take refuge,” and you just sort of recite some formula, or you
get a Dharma name, join the club. But it really is a huge difference in our lives when we actually
put a direction in it. For so many of us our lives are meaningless, there’s no direction  –  it’s not
going anywhere or it’s going downhill, it’s getting worse, more depressed, more hassled. We don’t
know really what we’re doing in life.

Whereas when we put this meaning in life and again this direction  –  working for the true
stopping and the true path that brings that about  –  then that gives a meaning. But as I was
mentioning with this difference between Dharma-Lite and the Hard-Core Dharma, it has to be based on
confidence that it’s possible to reach that. Otherwise what are we doing? How can that give you any
comfort if you don’t actually have confidence that you can reach that goal? “Well,” you might say, “
 but I can go pretty far.” But pretty far within the context of eventually being able to reach that
goal  –  then it becomes a true refuge, true safe direction.

Same thing in terms of bodhichitta. Do you know what bodhichitta is? Bodhicitta is a mind, the
mental activity, which is aimed at, or focused at, our own enlightenment. Often people just hear, “
Well, it’s aimed at enlightenment.” And what in the world does that mean? We’re not talking about
aimed at the enlightenment of Buddha Shakyamuni; we’re not talking about enlightenment in general;
we’re talking very specifically about our own enlightenment that will exist on our own mental
continuum sometime in the future.

That’s our aim, our own specific enlightenment, based of course on the conviction that we have
Buddha-nature, all the potentials that will allow it, and that it’s possible to achieve that state.
Then it’s accompanied by the intention to achieve it and the intention to benefit everybody by
means of that  –  actually, it goes the other way around: the intention to benefit everybody, which
is why we want to reach it, and 
then the intention to reach it in order to be able to do that.

It’s very important to understand that and to understand when you talk about the future
enlightenment  –  now we get into philosophy a little bit here  –  what we mean by the past and the
future from a Prasangika point of view, let’s talk about it from that, what a Buddha sees. He sees
the time passed, not past, he sees the passed, that state of being passed. So it’s like if we think
in terms of a person, let’s say myself, Alex  –  Baby Alex doesn’t exist anymore, but that state of
being passed away of that baby, that one can see. A Buddha would be able to see that in terms of
the effects that have come from that, the passed-away situation of that baby Alex no longer there,
that state itself.

And if you talk about the future, the future is actually the time not-yet-come, literally. When
we talk about past and future, our way of looking at it, in our terms it sounds as though the past
is existing somewhere there and the future is existing somewhere there and they’re all existing at
the same time. It’s not like that. So it’s not-yet-come. What has not yet come doesn’t exist [now].
What’s passed away doesn’t exist [now]. But that state of it being passed away exists and the
collection of causes that will bring about what has not yet come, that’s what a Buddha sees when a
Buddha sees what’s called the future.

And so when we’re looking at our own future enlightenment, then we’re looking at the collection
of causes that will bring that about, with a definite understanding that it can bring that about,
given the proper effort and the proper methods. Also it’s not a myth then in terms of bodhichitta
talking about that future enlightenment, which will exist, not-yet-come, further down the line on
my own mental continuum. And in tantra, then you imagine that you’re there already, in terms of
imagining that you’re a Buddha-figure. That’s why you can’t do tantra without bodhichitta  –  it is
bodhichitta.

Any other questions?


Question: [inaudible]


Answer: If rebirth is so central to Buddhism, what made me convinced of rebirth?

OK, I’ll tell you. I’ve been working with it for a long time. I’ve been involved with Buddhism
about forty years now. And what really convinced me of it was my close relationship with Serkong
Rinpoche in two lifetimes. I was very, very close to the old one; I’m very, very close to the new
one.

The new one is eighteen; he’ll be nineteen next month. And when he was found, basically he
recognized himself. He died and was reborn in Spiti, this valley in India on the border of Tibet
that the old Serkong Rinpoche had done a great deal of work in to reform and revive Buddhism. So he
was sort of like the local saint of the valley; everybody has a picture of him in their house. He
died in that valley; he was reborn in that valley. And as soon as this little boy could speak, he
would point to the picture and say, “That’s me.” And so it was always very clear.

When the attendants came looking in that valley, because His Holiness indicated that that’s
where they would find him, they went to the house and the little boy ran into the arms of the
attendant and knew him by name. And Rinpoche told me that all he wanted was to go to Dharamsala  – 
he was four years old!  –  and he felt that there was somebody very, very important there for him to
meet, meaning His Holiness the Dalai Lama. He wanted immediately to go away with these monks.

And so his parents gave permission and he went away. He never ever cried, asked for his parents,
took any interest whatsoever in returning to them. Never. That’s pretty unusual for a
four-year-old. And he has nice parents; it’s not that they were abusing him or anything like that.
And when I met him a few months after that, I went into the room  –  I was away when he came to
Dharamsala  –  the attendant asked, “Do you who this is?” And Rinpoche said, “Don’t be stupid, of
course I know who this is.”

And from the very moment that he laid eyes on me, he was totally comfortable, familiar, relaxed
with me, like I was a member of his family. Now, of course I was a little bit skeptical in the
beginning, but as time has progressed and I’ve seen how he’s developed...

I haven’t had so much contact with him during the formative years and I did that on purpose; I
didn’t want him to become infected with Western ways. I made sure that he learned English and
Western subjects all from Tibetans with the same textbooks that the Tibetans learn it in school, so
that he’d feel totally comfortable with his people in his society. It doesn’t need to learn Sesame
Street English, cookie monster English, it doesn’t need that. But later on, even though I didn’t
have much contact with him during those years, the same thing coming from his side of total
familiarity with me, total trust in me, and I feel that about him as well.

So having that experience, that, “Yes, this is the reincarnation.” “Yes, this is not the same
person, in a sense,” it gives you a little bit of an insight into what is it that continues: basic
mental activity with the various instincts. Of course, there’s lots of different karmic factors
which are there, different instincts are there, so slightly different personality things will
manifest in each lifetime. But there are so many things that are remarkably similar with the
previous one.

The old one had these deep, deep wrinkles on his forehead; it was the model for Yoda in Star
Wars. It was. Honest injun, it was; they came to Dharamsala. But the young one, at about the age of
about fourteen or fifteen, he already had these deep wrinkles in his forehead. Nobody has that at
that age; his hair is already, parts of it, white. The way that his fingers and toes... it’s really
very eerie, very eerie. And that’s not a usual thing; usually the body will be quite different. But
there are so many things.

He loves debating; he was the best debate person  –  loves it. And the use of humor and these sort
of things. But it’s basically the connections that make me so convinced and my own feeling in terms
of him, these instincts that continue. So, that very much has been what has convinced me. It really
took me over the border. I was understanding it intellectually and accepting it intellectually, but
this has made me really accept it on a gut level. And it’s only then that one can start seriously
being a person of initial level motivation in lam-rim  –  it’s very important.

I’m doing this website, berzinarchives.com. I have a huge amount of unpublished manuscripts: all
the work that I did in India, everything I studied I translated, and all the teachings that I
translated, and all my own writings and lectures and stuff like that. There’s about thirty thousand
pages of unpublished manuscripts. And so I decided that I wanted to devote the rest of my life to
making that available. Because otherwise it’ll just be thrown in the garbage when I die. And I must
say a great deal of my motivation is that 
I want to be able to connect with this material in my next lifetime.

I’m preparing it for myself. If other people benefit from it, that’s great. I mean I start to
understand Shantideva’s line, “I write this for my own benefit. If other people benefit as well,
great.” But I want to have access to this in my next lifetime. And nobody is going to go looking
for 
me, so in terms of instincts  –  what’s going to be the big instinct is going to be
connection with this website and this material. So I have confidence, if I’m reborn as a human,
that my instincts will lead me to this website. And then 
BAM! everything should click. So it’s only now that I can think on a more serious level of
being initial scope  –  really doing something very specific for your next lifetime. This is very
specific.

So as I say, rebirth is very important, otherwise we just say “benefit rebirths”  –  we usually
skip over that one, “liberation or enlightenment.” I sincerely believe that rebirth is very
important for really the Hard-Core stuff on a sincere level.

Any other questions?

Well, then let’s end for this evening with a dedication. I know you have a dedication here, but
let me say something about the dedication. When we do something positive... and I don’t like the
word “merit” either, merit sounds as though you’re getting points and if you collect enough points
then you win a toaster oven or something like that, a merit badge. And then I used to translate it
as “positive potential,” but then I learned a little bit more deeply that it’s not really a
potential if we look at all the different schools of tenets how they explain karma, so that only
works for one of the schools. So now I use “positive force.”

So, it builds up a positive force when we do something constructive. Now, if we use the analogy
of a computer, the default setting of our internal computer is that you do something positive and
the positive force gets saved in the good karma folder to improve samsara. That’s the default
setting, you build up good karma. What does good karma do, positive karma? It improves samsara. So
we’ll be able to make nice coffee table conversation about a talk that we heard and people will
find us clever and interesting and so on. That’s improving samsara.

So if we want that positive force to be saved in the enlightenment-building folder, you have to
consciously press the save button and save it there  –  that’s the dedication. “Whatever positive
force has built up, I don’t want that to just contribute to improving my samsara. May that
contribute to reaching enlightenment and benefiting everyone by means of that.” Then it gets saved
in the enlightenment folder. That’s the dedication, it’s very important. Otherwise all we do is
build up good karma to improve samsara and that’s it. So please try to remember that.
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