
        
            [image: cover]
        

    
Main Points of Self-Voidness and Other-Voidness
Alexander Berzin
Moscow, Russia, June 2007

Contents
	Session One: Voidness and the Four Noble Truths	Mental and Emotional Blocks Preventing Understanding
	Building Up Positive Force through Helping Other People
	Inspiration from a Spiritual Teacher
	Overcoming Suffering through Understanding Voidness
	Conceptual and Nonconceptual Cognition
	The First Noble Truth
	The Second Noble Truth
	The Third Noble Truth
	The Fourth Noble Truth
	Self-Voidness and Other-Voidness
	Dedication


	Session Two: Self-Voidness and Other-Voidness in Different Tenet Systems	Review
	Voidness in the Different Tenet Systems
	Voidness
	Self-Voidness
	An Aside about Hinayana
	Lack of an Impossible Soul of Persons and Phenomena
	Two Types of Disturbing Emotions and Grasping


	Session Three: Conventional “Me” and Impossible “Me”	Review
	Doctrinally Based Impossible “Soul” of Persons
	Automatically Arising Impossible “Soul” of Persons
	Questions and Answers


	Session Four: Other-Voidness: Clear Light Mind	Review
	Seeing the Interdependent Nature of Things
	Getting Rid of Emotional and Cognitive Obscurations
	Levels of Mind
	Other-Voidness: Focusing with Clear Light Mind
	Methods for Cognizing Voidness with the Clear Light Mind


	Session Five: Truly Established Existence in Different Tenet Systems 	Review
	Truly Established Existence in Vaibhashika and Sautrantika
	Truly Established Existence in Chittamatra
	Defining Characteristic Marks
	Dependent, Totally Conceptional, and Thoroughly Established Phenomena
	Truly Established Existence in Madhyamaka Svatantrika
	Truly Established Existence in Madhyamaka Prasangika
	Conceptual and Nonconceptual Cognition of Voidness
	Two Views of Self-Voidness
	Other-Voidness
	Negation Phenomena
	Common Ground between the Different Views
	Questions and Answers
	Summary





 Session One: Voidness and the Four Noble Truths
Unedited Transcript
Listen to the audio version of this page (0:58 hours)This weekend I’ve been asked to speak about self-voidness and other-voidness, what is called in Tibetan rangtong (rang-stong) and zhentong (gzhan-stong). This is a very advanced topic, and very complicated, and also a very important topic. Therefore, it requires a great deal of patience and a great deal of time to be able to even just get access into these types of teachings.

So this weekend what I plan to do is to give you some of the working materials that are necessary and hopefully helpful for being able to go deeper into the topic. But you need to realize that it will take a great deal of time and effort in order to be able to really start to understand what all of this is talking about; but we all have to start somewhere, and one way of starting is to get an overview of what’s involved.


Mental and Emotional Blocks Preventing Understanding

And something that goes with that and is really indispensable is building up enough positive force, so that our minds are open enough, so that we are receptive to try to understand it. This word that I’m translating as positive force (bsod-nams, Skt. punya) is usually translated as merit, but I think that’s a very misleading term, because it’s not that we have to somehow earn, like in a business deal, or get enough points so that then we’d be able to understand voidness as a reward; this is not at all the idea here.

But the problem is that this type of material, as I said, is very difficult to understand. And for many of us, our minds are quite closed; we have a lot of mental blocks that prevent us from understanding it. The mental blocks can take the form of just very simple things, like feeling “I can’t understand this. This is much too difficult. Why is it so complicated? Why did they have to make it so complicated? Why can’t it be easier?” Or it could be, after you understand a little bit, to say, “That’s enough. I don’t really want to go any further. This is too intellectual. This is too boring,” or whatever. Or we feel very frustrated that we can’t understand, and then we get emotionally upset about all of this. And we can get angry if anybody tries to convince us that this would be very helpful to understand. We could have some confused understanding of voidness and then become very attached to that and, again, be very close-minded to anyone who tries to correct our understanding, and very angry; hostile. And particularly with this topic of self-voidness and other-voidness, which is indicating that there are several ways to understand and work with voidness, if we don’t understand that, we become very attached and sectarian about our own particular understanding or what we have studied, and then become very hostile toward any of the other views – which would be equally valid views.

These are very serious mental and emotional blocks that will prevent us from understanding not only voidness, but anything in the Buddhist teachings. And not just in the Buddhist teachings, it could prevent us from understanding anything. So building up some positive force to open our minds and become more receptive is really quite essential. And it’s important not to trivialize that aspect of the teachings, and not to limit this type of endeavor merely to doing things like 100,000 prostrations, which one could do at a fitness club as an exercise or as a method to lose weight – and in addition, well, it’s a Buddhist practice as well, so we get two for the price of one.


Building Up Positive Force through Helping Other People

What is the most effective way of building up positive force is to actually meditate on compassion, on love, on bodhichitta, and actually go out and physically help other people. And thinking very seriously about our own lives, and the sufferings, the various difficulties that we have in life, and recognizing – through actually working with other people – that they have the same problems, the same suffering. And realizing that their suffering and their problems hurt them just as much as our sufferings and problems hurt us. And realizing that if we have anger and greed and selfishness and laziness, and all these things, how can we possibly help anybody else? This you learn especially in the process of helping others, because you have to overcome not wanting to help them and not feeling like helping them.

When our minds – and not just our minds, but our hearts – open up to our own suffering, and we actually feel it and the suffering of others, that opening of our minds and hearts helps us to then look at what are the causes, is it possible to stop them, and how do we go about stopping them. The four noble truths. As we think and work more and more deeply with these four noble truths, based on our experience in helping others, then we start to understand the importance and the necessity of understanding voidness. With the positive force that’s built up through this process then we become more and more receptive to understanding, because we understand that I have to understand this in order to be able to overcome my laziness, and selfishness, and all this other garbage that’s preventing me from helping others.

With our minds and hearts being open in this way, what will eventually arise is that we absolutely love this topic of voidness in all its intricacies and complexities. This is what the great Indian masters have all said, that the most receptive vessel – in other words, the mind that is the most receptive for understanding voidness – is the one that absolutely loves voidness: loves to hear about it, loves to think about it, loves to meditate on it, not just because it’s intellectually interesting, but because that person understands the absolute necessity and importance of it. I think we can understand this. If you don’t love what you’re doing, then you get tired of it; you don’t want to continue with it, you get frustrated, you get annoyed; and this is what we were calling mental and emotional blocks. Especially if we don’t see the necessity and importance of what we’re doing – if it just seems pointless, meaningless and trivial – then again, it’s very hard to put any energy into it. We become closed, don’t we?

This whole discussion that we’ve had now about building up positive force is often summarized with just the phrase “Well, strengthen your motivation.” But just putting it in those simple words, sometimes we lose the significance of what that really means. All of this is very, very crucial for being able to understand voidness and to understand anything in the teachings.


Inspiration from a Spiritual Teacher

Now an interesting question, of course, is if these are methods for overcoming mental blocks and being closed, then how do you overcome the mental blocks and being closed about hearing about how to overcome the mental blocks and being closed? Well, in general, what usually is pointed out as the most helpful is a healthy relationship with the spiritual teacher. Healthy means that it is not based on some sort of neurotic dependency or hero worship. But the importance of the relation with a spiritual teacher is that we gain inspiration.

This word that is usually translated as devotion (bsten-pa), as in the phrase guru-devotion, is actually a word that is used not only in relation to a spiritual teacher, but is used also to characterize the proper relationship with a doctor. It is related to the Tibetan word meaning to rely on someone (brten-pa) but it has, in addition to that, a more causative connotation, which means what causes us to rely on somebody, and that is basically trust and confidence. So, because we have examined the person, either the doctor or the spiritual teacher, and we’ve seen that they are qualified, and we’ve seen their kindness, we’ve witnessed their kindness – so we’re convinced that they just want to help us, they’re not going to hurt us – then we can trust them, and we entrust ourselves to them. Entrusting ourselves to them means that we are open and receptive to them, particularly to what’s called their influence, their positive influence, which means that we are open to inspiration from them.

And we think about how did they become like this. Again, we look at the texts of the great Indian masters, and they say – Aryadeva said this – that how do they become a Buddha? They became a Buddha (if we’re talking about Buddha) or they became a great master (even if they’re not a Buddha, but a great spiritual master) by understanding voidness. Those who just were completely confused about reality and just imagined that things existed in impossible ways, what have they accomplished? They’ve accomplished just more and more suffering and problems.

How did they come to realize and understand voidness? Because they were spending a tremendous amount of time, lifetime after lifetime, building up positive force of helping others; and listening to the teachings, thinking about them, and meditating on them. So through the influence and inspiration of a qualified – not an unqualified, but a qualified – spiritual teacher and the supporting circumstances of others who are similarly interested, other students who are pursuing or at least interested in investigating these type of spiritual things – so through that support (the teacher and community of others) then we start to become more open to building up the causes for being able to understand voidness the way that the teacher has done. In other words, by building up positive force through actually helping others; developing concern.

If we look at the biography of Tsongkhapa, founder of the Gelug tradition, there is an enumeration of his four great deeds. Among those four, that doesn’t include all the things that he wrote, and all the retreats that he did, and all the teachings and writings that he produced – it doesn’t include all of that. But what does it include?


	
The fact that he taught vinaya (the monks’ vows of discipline), emphasizing the importance of that, the importance of keeping them pure.



	
He repaired and restored a huge statue of Maitreya, the next Buddha.



	
He put a crown on top of the Jowo – the most holy statue of Buddha – in Lhasa, signifying that it wasn’t just a Nirmanakaya but it was a Sambhogakaya Buddha, which means that it’s going to stay and teach forever, till everybody is liberated from samsara.



	
And he started the Monlam festival, the great prayer festival in Lhasa where all the monks came together from all the various monasteries and traditions and recited all sorts of prayers and did a lot of positive practices together.





So what does that indicate, that these are called the great deeds of Tsongkhapa, not that he did three-and-a-half million prostrations and so on? What it indicates is the importance of building up positive force: of keeping ethical discipline, and furthering the teachings (like Maitreya, for the future), and Sambhogakaya living forever, and a prayer festival so that there was almost like an institutionalized period of time devoted just to building up positive force.

And what did Tsongkhapa himself do in order to gain nonconceptual cognition of voidness? He was the most learned person of his day. He had studied with all the great masters from all the other Tibetan Buddhist traditions of his time, and had repeated and repeated teachings on voidness and done retreats concerning this. And he wasn’t satisfied with his understanding, and he certainly did not have a nonconceptual correct understanding of voidness. So what did he do? He was already a very, very advanced practitioner – he’d done so many tantric retreats as well – way, way beyond any level that we could even imagine. He took a group of his disciples and he went into a long retreat – I forget exactly how long it was; it was a couple years, I believe – and they did prostrations. They made 100,000 prostrations to each of the 35 confession Buddhas, that’s three-and-a-half million prostrations, and they made 1,800,000 mandala offerings. Why? Obviously, to build up more and more positive force. Now he had been working tremendously to help others already, but this he saw was necessary to go further.

Plus every evening of this retreat they all did the self-initiation of Yamantaka, which is no small thing to do; it’s rather a long, complicated practice. Why do you do self-initiation? It is because it is a method for restoring and purifying your broken bodhisattva and tantric vows. And doing this in conjunction with Yamantaka is significant. Yamantaka is the forceful form of Manjushri – the embodiment of the wisdom or discriminating awareness of all the Buddhas – and so he represents very forceful energy to cut through mental blocks, obscurations, and so on, that would prevent us from understanding voidness, for example. And why do you want to keep pure ethical discipline? Well, ethical discipline means to refrain from acting in a destructive manner. You act destructively and it builds up negative karmic force. You refrain from acting destructively and act constructively instead, it builds up positive force. So we come back to the same point – the necessity to build up positive force to break through mental and emotional obstacles.

So even if we don’t have so much access to actual living spiritual teachers who are highly qualified and can inspire us, you can also look at the examples of the great masters of the past, such as Tsongkhapa, in order to gain inspiration from their examples – what they did – to convince us what we have to do. What makes us so special that we don’t need to do this and Tsongkhapa needed to do this?

When my own teacher, Serkong Rinpoche, was approached by a young hippie – this was back in the hippie days – who was probably stoned on some drug when he came to see him, and he asked Serkong Rinpoche to teach him the six yogas of Naropa, Serkong Rinpoche took him very seriously. Rather than chasing him away and saying “Don’t be ridiculous. This is far too advanced,” what he said was “This is very wonderful that you have an interest in learning this. If you really want to learn this and practice this, this is how you begin…” Then he indicated to him the very first steps to take in order to build up all the necessary background and positive force to be able to actually practice these six yogas.

Now of course you’re not a group of stoned hippies, and some of you – or many of you – may be already very advanced practitioners; I don’t know each person here individually. But if Tsongkhapa at his level of attainment needed to build up more positive force to really understand voidness, I’m sure all of us need the same thing, including myself. So, therefore, as an introduction to this weekend, I have been explaining to you if we really want to understand self-voidness and other-voidness – which is, as I said, very advanced, very complicated, very difficult to understand – this is where we need to begin: being open to being inspired by a spiritual teacher (or the examples of spiritual teachers from the past), keeping ethical discipline, and building up some sort of positive force – especially by thinking of or meditating on love, compassion, and actually going out and helping others.


Overcoming Suffering through Understanding Voidness

Now what I mentioned very briefly was that in the process of actually helping others and seeing how we’re not really able to help them so effectively – particularly because we get upset, and are selfish, and don’t want to, and so on – I mentioned that this leads us to thinking in terms of the four noble truths with respect to our own experience and with respect to what we experience with others (as what they experience). Now we may be able to list the four noble truths. And don’t worry, I’m not going to give you a quiz on that. But, as just a self-examination, I would suggest, in your minds, can you in fact list the four noble truths? I’ll give you a few moments for that. In any case, even if you can list them, what is important is to not just simply be able to list them like answering a quiz, but how deeply do we actually understand them.

The reason for my mentioning this is because voidness and the understanding of voidness are very, very much encapsulated within the understanding and explanation of the four noble truths. That’s its context. Without a context, and without the proper context, then the teachings on voidness and the attempts that we might make to understand them just become an intellectual exercise that, at best, is interesting. But, as Aryadeva said, Buddha taught voidness to help us to overcome suffering. That’s the only reason for Buddha to teach about it and the only reason for us to try to understand it. We need, therefore, to understand what really are we talking about here in terms of suffering, and how does the understanding of voidness get rid of it. And we have to be convinced that the understanding of voidness will actually remove all our suffering so that it never comes again. Then we’re really convinced that I really have to understand this to overcome my own suffering and to help others overcome their suffering. That brings you your motivation.

It really is very interesting, because it is a circle here: you need the motivation in order to understand, and you need some understanding in order to develop the motivation. The more you understand, the more you realize that you really need to understand voidness; so it increases your motivation. The two feed on each other in this way.

Perhaps you’ve heard this point explained in different words, particularly in terms of the discussion of what’s usually called building up the two collections. I don’t particularly like the word collections, because that implies just gathering things, like a stamp collection. It’s not something trivial that is a bit like a game of collecting points. But, rather, I prefer to translate the term here as two networks. It is an interactive, very dynamic system that we’re talking about here – or dual system – of building up positive force and building up deep awareness, that all the aspects of it feed on and increase each other, and the two interface with each other and fortify and strengthen both. Right? So we’re not just collecting, in a little book that we paste them, points of merit and insights. It’s not like that. It’s much more sophisticated than that. And, as I said, the motivation that comes in terms of this network of positive force and the understanding that comes in terms of this network of deep awareness – they reinforce each other.


Conceptual and Nonconceptual Cognition

So let’s look a little bit more deeply at the four noble truths, also as a way of introduction. These four points that Buddha taught are usually translated as the noble truths. This word noble that is being used is the usual translation for an arya. An arya is a highly realized being who has had nonconceptual cognition of the four noble truths. So they’ve had nonconceptual cognition of the four noble truths and, in more specific explanation, they’ve had this nonconceptual cognition of the sixteen aspects of the four noble truths: four for each.

[See: The Sixteen Aspects and Sixteen Distorted Ways of Embracing the Four Noble Truths.]

When we talk about nonconceptual cognition here, we’re not talking about – like seeing, that’s nonconceptual; we’re not talking about that kind of nonconceptual cognition. But, rather, it is nonconceptual yogic cognition. This is the term, which means that it is based on having perfect attainment of shamatha and vipashyana – those are the Sanskrit words – or in Tibetan zhiney (zhi-gnas, calm abiding) and lhagtong (lhag mthong, special insight).

Shamatha means a stilled and settled state of mind. It is completely stilled of all mental dullness and flightiness of mind and mental wandering; and it’s settled on an object with perfect concentration; plus a sense of fitness, which is an exhilarating sense of body and mind, of being able to concentrate on anything for as long as you want. Vipashyana is literally an exceptionally perceptive state of mind. It is a state of mind attained on top of shamatha. So you already have shamatha and then, in addition, you have this sense of fitness, a second sense of fitness – that the mind is able to not only stay fixed perfectly on any object for as long as it wants, but to be able to understand and comprehend deeply and fully what anything is or how it exists.

This yogic cognition, on the basis of shamatha and vipashyana, could be either conceptual or nonconceptual, and it could be focused on almost anything. Here it’s focused on – for the aryas – these sixteen aspects of four general facts. And it’s focused nonconceptually; that means not through the medium of a category. Category. This is important to understand, what we mean here by category. It’s the clue – or the key, I should say – for being able to understand the difference between conceptual and nonconceptual cognition.

A category can be (but does not have to be) [specified in terms of] a word. It could also be [in terms of] a mental image, for example. Like, for instance, apple. Right? That’s a word; it’s a category, and many individual items, individual fruits, would fit into that category. So when we think of an apple – and here we’re talking about always mental cognition, not a sense cognition – we might think of a specific apple, but we think of it in terms of a category apple – “This is an apple.” Or it could just be a picture that we have in our minds of what an apple looks like. It doesn’t have to be the actual word. It could be a mental picture of a taste. It could be many different types of mental pictures. By picture I don’t mean necessarily visual, but a mental hologram. So we’re always, with conceptual cognition, thinking of things through categories.

Nonconceptual cognition is without a category. Now I must say that this is quite difficult to understand. How do you think of an apple without the category apple? You think of an object, an individual specific object, you know what it is – it’s not that you don’t know what it is; it’s not that “Duhhhh,” you’re in a daze – you know what it is, but not mixed with a general category. That’s very, very difficult to even imagine what that would be like, because imagine of course implies categories and concepts. So, please, when we are talking about nonconceptual cognition of an arya, don’t think of it in terms of some mystical experience. Mystical experience, that’s a category which actually is pretty vague what that actually means. We’re talking about something very, very specific here.

And what is it that the aryas understand when they focus on these sixteen aspects of these four facts? What they understand – it’s vipashyana now, the shamatha and vipashyana – is that these are true; correct. Ordinary people would not think that they were true, but aryas focusing on them understand they are true. That is what a noble truth is. So although we can – for instance, in terms of the first noble truth – focus on all sorts of different examples of suffering, and we could actually put them all together under the category suffering or true sufferings, aryas would focus on any individual example of suffering and understand it for what it is, without having to mix it with some category. As I say, that’s really quite difficult to imagine – what that really is like.


The First Noble Truth

True sufferings. There’s three types of sufferings. The first two types of sufferings – many, many other religious systems recognize them as sufferings; they’re not really the deepest suffering that is spoken about here.

There’s first of all the suffering of suffering, it’s called. That’s referring to the suffering of, basically, unhappiness. Unhappiness can be on many different levels of intensity, and it can accompany either sense cognition of something – seeing something with unhappiness, or feeling pain with unhappiness – or it can accompany mental cognition – like thinking of something, or the unhappiness that would accompany an emotion. So even animals can recognize that and work to avoid it.

Then there’s the suffering of change. This is basically referring to our ordinary happiness. This ordinary happiness is something that doesn’t last, and it’s never satisfying – we always want more – and when it ends we never know what’s going to come next. So it’s insecure. Also, if ordinary happiness were true happiness – ultimate happiness – then the more we had of it, the happier we would become. So, for example, the happiness that we experience with eating our favorite food – for instance, ice cream – the more that we ate it, the happier we should become. So if we ate two liters of ice cream, five liters of ice cream, ten liters of ice cream – the more we ate, the happier we would become. But obviously after a certain point that happiness changes into great unhappiness and discomfort, doesn’t it? Obviously we’re talking about eating ten liters of ice cream all in one sitting. That’s very funny, because on the one hand we can never have enough – because the next day we’re going to want more – but at one sitting you can in fact have enough. Wanting to overcome that is not exclusively Buddhist; there are many religions that talk about giving up worldly, ephemeral happiness and achieving the eternal happiness of heaven, for example.

So although the suffering of suffering and the suffering of change are true sufferings, that’s not the main thing that Buddha was talking about and that aryas see are really suffering – what’s the true suffering – it’s not the deepest one. But there’s the third form of suffering, and this is quite exclusive to what Buddhism is asserting, and this is called literally the all-pervasive affecting type of suffering. First of all, it’s referring to our usual aggregates – body and mind, if we put it simply – and it’s all-pervasive because it pervades every moment of our experience, whether it’s happiness or unhappiness. And it affects it; it’s what is the basis that affects the fact that we’re going to experience the first two types of suffering. That’s why it’s called all-pervasive affecting suffering: kyab-par duchey-gyi dug-ngel (khyab-par ’du-byed-kyi sdug-bsngal).

So the fact that we have uncontrollably recurring tainted aggregates… That’s a little bit technical jargon here. Tainted – sometimes translated as contaminated – but tainted aggregates; in other words, we have a body and mind that is received – we get it – because of confusion, unawareness of reality, and it’s mixed with this confusion and unawareness, and it generates more. So we have a body and mind that’s mixed with all this confusion, if we want to put it very simply. Tainted. And it’s uncontrollably recurring – that’s the concept of samsara – it continues on and on and on, not under our control, whether we want it or not. And that type of body and mind – with all this confusion, goes on and on and on and on – is the basis, then, for experiencing the suffering of unhappiness and the suffering of ordinary happiness that changes all the time. That’s the real problem.


The Second Noble Truth

What is the cause – true cause – of having these uncontrollably recurring tainted aggregates that pervade every moment of our experience and affect (bring about) our experience of unhappiness and ordinary happiness? What’s the cause of it? That brings us to the second noble truth: the true cause of it.

To understand this point, we need to understand that both happiness and unhappiness are feelings; feeling a level of happiness, this is. When we talk about the aggregate of feelings, it’s talking about this. And happiness and feeling is defined as that which is how we experience the ripening of our karma. So happiness is how one experiences the ripening of positive karma or constructive karma, and unhappiness is how we experience the ripening of negative or destructive karma.

Now, to be more specific, we experience unhappiness as the ripening of karmic aftermath, what’s left over after we do something – something destructive. And here we’re talking about unhappiness being what ripens – and how we experience what ripens – from negative karmic force (sdig-pa, Skt. papa) and negative karmic tendencies (sa-bon). We talk about karmic force and karmic tendencies, and I won’t go into the differences between them. And happiness is – ordinary happiness – is how we experience the ripening of positive karmic force (bsod-nams, Skt. punya) and positive karmic tendencies. [Karmic aftermath] is what’s left over on the mental continuum after the completion – to put it very, very simply – of a karmic action. It may, according to some theories, start during the action, but let’s not get into the different opinions here.

Now for these karmic forces and karmic tendencies – which are part of our mental continuum – to ripen, to produce the experience of unhappiness or ordinary happiness, they have to be activated. They are – if we put it in very simple terms – like potentials, and this mechanism is what is described with the twelve links of dependent arising.

In brief, what will activate it is, first of all, craving (sred-pa, Skt. trshna). So what does craving mean? We experience ordinary happiness and we crave to not be separated from it. And we experience unhappiness and we crave to be parted from it. We crave. That’s a very strong desire; a disturbing emotion. We crave not to be parted from the happiness and we crave to be parted from the unhappiness. The word craving, by the way, literally from Sanskrit is thirsty (trshna). You’re incredibly thirsty for something. You have to satisfy your thirst. It’s almost a physical compulsion. I don’t want to be parted from this happiness and I really want to get rid of this unhappiness.

The other factor is called an obtainer (nyer-len, Skt. upadana). It’s an attitude or disturbing emotion that will obtain for us, basically, a future rebirth. To put it very simply – because there is a long list of these – it is identifying with what’s going on here. Me, solid me – I have to not be parted from this happiness. Me, solid me – I have to be parted from this unhappiness.

So this craving and this obtainer attitude, these are disturbing emotions that will activate the karma – the karmic force and karmic tendencies. And then that combination – disturbing emotions and activated karma – will then bring about or ripen into the first two forms of suffering: unhappiness or ordinary happiness. So this is the true cause here. It’s the true cause of rebirth. This is called throwing karma. It will bring about the aggregates (body and mind) of the next rebirth – and the body and mind of the next moment, even – which will be the basis for experiencing unhappiness or ordinary happiness. That’s the true cause or true origin of suffering. That’s what we want to get rid of. And that’s the big question: Can we get rid of uncontrollably recurring tainted aggregates, a body and mind that is the basis for the suffering of suffering and the suffering of change? Which means: Can we get rid of this karmic force and what activates the karmic force – the disturbing emotions?

Now what is the foundation for the true suffering and the true origins of suffering? It is the mental continuum. It’s the mental continuum that contains the experiences of happiness and unhappiness, and it’s the mental continuum that has the disturbing emotions, and it’s on the basis of the mental continuum that we have karmic force and karmic tendencies.


The Third Noble Truth

Now the question then is: These disturbing emotions and this karmic aftermath, are they part of the nature of the mental continuum – or the nature of the mind, if you want to say it simply – that could never be removed (because it’s part of the nature; it’s there every moment), or can they be removed, and can they be removed such that they never come again? This is the question that’s involved with the third noble truth – true stoppings of suffering and its origins or causes.

Now when we speak about the obscurations – the mental obscurations – of the mind, we speak of two kinds: the emotional obscurations (nyon-sgrib) and the cognitive obscurations (shes-sgrib). The emotional ones are all these disturbing emotions, and the karmic tendencies, and the tendencies of these disturbing emotions as well, and the karmic force – all of that’s on this side of the emotional obscurations. And if we summarize that in short, this is our grasping for impossible ways of existing. That’s what the unawareness or confusion is all about – grasping for things to exist in some impossible way. And the cognitive obscurations are coming from the habits of karma and the habits of the disturbing emotions, and they cause an appearance – the mind makes an appearance – of an impossible way of existing. Based on that then, with grasping for that impossible way of existing, we actually believe that it’s true. So these are the two things that we are examining here. Are they part of the intrinsic nature of the mind or not?

The cognitive obscurations, to repeat, are the habits of karma and the habits of the disturbing emotions, and they cause the mind to make an appearance of an impossible way of existing. Then, with the emotional obscurations, you grasp at that, which means that you believe that – you perceive it and you believe that it’s true. So if these were part of the intrinsic nature of the mind, with the mental continuum every single moment of experience, then they should be experienced every moment, shouldn’t they? However, the valid experience of these aryas proves otherwise, because when these aryas are nonconceptually totally absorbed on voidness – voidness meaning no such thing as this impossible way of existing; there’s no such thing – on that absence, when they are totally absorbed, with perfect shamatha and vipashyana, nonconceptually – during that period of time, there are no disturbing emotions, no grasping for true existence, and the mind does not make an appearance of an impossible way of existence. There’s no grasping for an impossible way of existence, and there’s no appearance-making of impossible existence. If this was part of the innate nature of the mind, they should be present in this situation, but they’re not. That demonstrates that they are not part of the nature of the mind.

There’s another situation in which the mind doesn’t produce an appearance of an impossible way of existing and doesn’t grasp at it to be true, and that’s during the experience of the clear light mind (‘od-gsal); specifically the clear light mind that manifests at the time of death, before the bardo of the next lifetime begins. This clear light level of mind, this subtlest level of mind that everybody experiences during the death existence, it’s called, doesn’t make an appearance of an impossible way of existing and doesn’t grasp at it with any unawareness or disturbing emotion to be as if it were true. And the aryas, even while they are alive, before they die, can experience and can make manifest this clear light level of mind as well – with full nonconceptual cognition of voidness if they are following anuttarayoga (the highest class of tantra) practices in the New Tantra classification system, or if they’re practicing dzogchen in the Old (or Nyingma) system. The difference is: for an arya, the experience of clear light mind in meditations is with the nonconceptual cognition and understanding of voidness; and the clear light of death, it doesn’t necessarily have it, although yogis are able to transform even that to have that full understanding, but ordinary people don’t have it.

But after death comes bardo and a next lifetime, and then again the appearance-making of impossible ways of existing and the grasping for it recurs. And the same thing happens when an arya comes out of this total absorption on voidness (or clear light mind with the understanding of voidness): again there’s the appearance-making of true existence and grasping for it. I mean, different systems will define the stages of this differently, but let’s not get into that. So they recur, these impossible appearances and the making of the impossible appearances by the mind, and the grasping for them to be true, to correspond to reality. They come about because of what we were speaking about before: these tendencies and habits of karma and disturbing emotions. So the question is: Can you get rid of them?

If we could stay focused on these two situations in which there is no appearance-making of impossible ways of existing and no grasping for it, if we could stay focused on that – meaning if we can stay focused on voidness nonconceptually and if we can do that with a clear light mind, the subtlest mind – and if we could stay like that forever, then there would be no more appearance-making of impossible ways of existing and no more grasping at it.


The Fourth Noble Truth

We can only designate, or say that there is a tendency and a habit, if it can produce a future ripening. If it can’t produce a future ripening, all you can say is that there was a past tendency and habit, but there isn’t a presently-existing one: if there’s a presently existing one, it should be able to produce a result. So then we would really achieve a true stopping of suffering and its origins or causes – that’s the third noble truth – through the fourth noble truth, which is a true pathway of mind. We’re not talking about a path that you walk on; we’re talking about a mind that acts as a pathway for reaching this state, which would be a nonconceptual cognition of voidness and, more specifically, with the subtlest clear light mind. That’s the fourth noble truth.

We completely remove all the factors that would ripen the tendencies and the habits; and when there’s nothing that will ripen the tendencies and habits, you don’t have any more tendencies and habits anymore, to put it very simply. And we can stay focused on this understanding of voidness and with the clear light level of mind, if we have built up sufficient amount of positive force. Now we’re not talking about karmic positive force, but enlightenment-building positive force done with this aryas’ meditation on voidness.

So this brings us back to the beginning of the story with building up positive force and more and more deep awareness – in other words, more and more experience of focusing on voidness – and as a result of that buildup of these two networks then we have a true pathway mind that’s there forever, and therefore a true stopping of suffering and its causes. That’s the four noble truths.


Self-Voidness and Other-Voidness

When we speak about the voidness of impossible ways of existing, that is self-voidness. When we speak about the clear light mind, the subtlest level of mind, that’s other-voidness. And so the topic of self-voidness and other-voidness is talking about two aspects of voidness that are the true pathway minds (fourth noble truth) that bring about the third noble truth (a true stopping, forever) of the first two noble truths (true suffering and their true origins or true causes).

To repeat: Self-voidness is the voidness of impossible ways of existing. Other-voidness is talking about this subtlest clear light level of mind which is devoid of other levels of mind; grosser levels of mind. The combination of them constitutes the true pathway mind (the fourth noble truth) which will bring about the third noble truth (true stopping) of the first two noble truths (true suffering and their true origins).

If we understand this – which is not so simple to understand and it requires really a great deal of thinking and focusing; in fact, this is what aryas do, is to focus on these four things and try to understand them and actually perceive them nonconceptually or cognize them nonconceptually – if we understand this context, then we realize the importance of really, really, not only studying but internalizing self-voidness and other-voidness in order to, basically, overcome suffering. And not only for ourselves, but for everybody. And we’ll be able to comprehend and understand all of this on the basis of a buildup of positive force and more and more deep awareness from hearing the teachings, thinking about them, and meditating on them.

That concludes the introduction for the weekend topic on self-voidness and other-voidness. Obviously the introduction is not so simple, even just in itself, but we cannot really hope to understand voidness – and, more deeply, self-voidness and other-voidness – outside of this context of the four noble truths. And, as I said at the very beginning of this lecture, if we don’t understand this topic of voidness within the context of the four noble truths, then it very easily just becomes intellectual material, which at best is interesting, and even to understand it on that basis is not going to get us very far on our spiritual path. The more deeply we understand how focusing on self-voidness and other-voidness really does bring about a true stopping of what is truly suffering and its causes – I forget how I started that sentence, but if we don’t get that, we’re not going to be convinced of the necessity of understanding voidness, and we won’t be convinced of how it can really help anybody; help us or anybody else. So the more we understand this in terms of the four noble truths, the more confident we become that voidness is correct, and it really will eliminate suffering and its causes, and eliminate them so that they never ever arise again – then we have the motivation to actually try to understand it.


Dedication

Now having been here and listened to this introduction, this has built up in each of us a little bit of positive force; a little bit of understanding, hopefully, unless you were asleep. And depending on how receptive each of us was, and how much background each of us had, the amount of understanding that we built up and the amount of positive force from our open-minded attitude and motivation will be different. That’s okay, but we want to dedicate that, which means that we want to integrate that positive force with the network of all the other positive force that we’ve built up in the past, and integrate that understanding with the rest of the network of our understanding and deep awareness that we’ve built up in the past. That’s dedication. You want to integrate it, put it as part of this network, so that it gets stronger and stronger and will actually bring about our attainment of liberation and enlightenment for the benefit of all.

This dedication is a little bit like the intention that you do in the beginning. It’s a little bit of a push of this positive force and this understanding to, in a sense, let it sink in and integrate with all that we’ve understood and all the positive force we’ve built up in the past. That’s the dedication. We usually say it in very simple words. “May it act as a cause for reaching enlightenment for the benefit of all,” but don’t just leave that in terms of reciting words; in your mind, you sort of “Yeah! May it integrate, may it sink in, and help to contribute toward this aim.” So let’s make the dedication like that. I’ll just repeat the very simple words, but don’t just think the words, but try to give it some sort of mental push.

Whatever positive force, whatever understanding has been built up by all of this, may it go deeper and deeper and act as a cause for reaching enlightenment for the benefit of all.

Thank you very much.

 Session Two: Self-Voidness and Other-Voidness in Different Tenet Systems
Unedited Transcript
Listen to the audio version of this page (0:36 hours)Review

Yesterday we started our discussion of the topic of self-voidness and other-voidness, and what we saw was that it’s extremely important to have an understanding of voidness in order to overcome suffering of samsara. And we saw, although we didn’t go into much detail about this, that it was necessary to have understanding of voidness completely in order to achieve liberation or achieve both liberation and enlightenment; in other words, it’s equally necessary for both goals. This is according to the Madhyamaka Prasangika view as interpreted by the Gelugpa or Gelug tradition of Tibet.


Voidness in the Different Tenet Systems

For the other Mahayana systems of tenets explained or taught in India and the other Tibetan traditions, the understanding of voidness that we need for liberation and for enlightenment are different levels of understanding. It’s not exactly the same understanding. There are many levels of voidness. So everybody agrees that you need some understanding of voidness for achieving liberation or for achieving enlightenment, but the level of sophistication of voidness that you need is different according to these other systems.

Now this is going to be one of the most perhaps difficult and complicated aspects of studying this type of material. And that is namely that there are many, many different Indian Buddhist tenet systems, usually spoken of in terms of four major ones: Vaibhashika and Sautrantika are the Hinayana systems, and Chittamatra and Madhyamaka are the Mahayana systems, and, within Madhyamaka, Svatantrika and Prasangika. That’s complicated enough. And they differ on so many different points. However, what makes it even more complicated is that each of the Tibetan traditions has their own interpretation of each of these four Indian systems; and even within one tradition, like the Gelug tradition, there’s going to be different versions of it. So this makes it extremely complex.

So when we study one particular explanation system, we have to be very careful not to make the mistake of thinking that this is what everybody asserts and everybody believes, because if we do and then we hear an explanation from another teacher from another tradition or another monastery, and we hear something different, then we get terribly confused. Many different cooks: everybody cooking the same type of cake, but they cook it slightly differently; and each of their products is delicious and very nice to eat, but it’s slightly different. We can understand this proliferation of different systems and explanations in terms of Buddha’s method of teaching with skillful means or skillful methods: that different persons have different backgrounds, different capacities, different levels of intelligence, different levels of preparation, and therefore you can’t explain to everybody in the same way; you have to explain differently to suit their needs.

And, as is emphasized, particularly in Tibet, these Indian tenet systems form a graded path. So in order to really understand the most sophisticated explanation – let’s say the Prasangika explanation – it really requires going through and working through the less sophisticated systems, because what you’re doing is narrowing in, getting a more and more refined understanding. Also, even within India, there were many traditions of explanation of the various great Indian commentaries, and these were transmitted to Tibet and translated by different people at different times and so on, so you have many different lineages. Because of these different lineages coming from India, even of the same text, then within Tibet we get many variations in the Tibetan traditions of ways of understanding the Indian material. So we find in the literature, both Indian and Tibetan literature, that there are many debates back and forth about the various systems, and we have to understand what the purpose is for all of this. Although sometimes they use strong language – like calling each other idiots – nevertheless, one has to not put the emphasis on that. Sometimes people get very excited in a debate.

According to the traditional explanation, Buddha taught all of these positions, and they are only for the purpose of helping others to overcome suffering. Buddha did not teach them in order to increase the ignorance and confusion of people. That’s an important point to remember. Each system, if one understands it – and here we’re talking in terms of their teachings on voidness – if we understand it, it helps to diminish someone’s suffering. The only question is: Does it eliminate all the suffering on the deepest levels, or just the initial levels of the grosser types of suffering? But before we can deal with more subtle types of suffering, you have to diminish the greater types of suffering. And so these more so-called simpler systems are very important for that first task. And so the Tibetans in their approach to this material emphasized – and you already have a forerunner of this in India – that these systems are to be studied in a graded order, according to each individual; each person. And one doesn’t start with the most advanced, sophisticated explanation, because if you start there without having worked through the simpler systems, then usually you really don’t understand the sophisticated system and you miss out completely on its benefit.

When we go from one Indian tenet system to the next then, usually, the debates help us to understand certain logical inconsistencies of the more simple system. In other words, first we work with a more simple system – let’s say the Vaibhashika, or the Sautrantika (which comes next) – and it’s very helpful, we master it, helps us to diminish our suffering. But then it’s not that we want to throw it out the window as something that was useless, but we see, well, there are certain logical inconsistencies here in this system, and here is another system, a more sophisticated system (in this case, the Chittamatra) that makes a little bit more sense. And, in that way, when we are ready to understand, we graduate to the next system.

If this is the way that we approach the Indian tenet systems – that basically we need to study all of them in a graded order – then the question is: Is that the same in terms of the Tibetan interpretations of them by the different Tibetan lineages? And no, it’s not the same. We don’t have to study all of them in order to gain liberation or enlightenment. However, if we want to really be able to teach and help everybody, it’s very important to know different systems, different ways of explaining, and so on, so that… Let’s say, as a teacher, if someone from a tradition that we’re not so familiar with comes and asks us a question, then we’re not able to answer if we’re not familiar with these other ways of explaining. Of course we could direct them to a different teacher. But if we really want to become a Buddha, we need to be able to answer everybody’s questions, and therefore it’s helpful to be aware of all the different systems. That’s not easy.

Now when we read the Tibetan commentaries in which they’re debating back and forth with different Tibetan traditions, again, as I said, it might look like a gladiator duel to the death, but we can look at it in a much more kind way: as each master from each tradition is trying to help people to clarify their thinking, to point out certain inconsistencies or certain inadequacies in description or explanation in order to help everybody get a much clearer understanding.

There are two problems here. One is that all this discussion about voidness, for example, entails a tremendous amount of technical terminology, and each tradition and each author tends to have different definitions of the same terms. And so in a discussion, if you don’t make the definition very, very clear, then often what happens is that you interpolate or put onto it a wrong definition and then what they say makes absolutely no sense. A lot of the debate is concerned about that. If you use your term with our definition – boy, does that not make sense! And so be careful. Define your terms carefully.

Also, a lot of these Tibetan explanations are based on meditational experience of great masters, and although they might have very valid meditation experiences – and very validly have received or attained the different results that they say they have attained – nevertheless, as His Holiness the Dalai Lama points out, they weren’t all equally skilled in explaining what they experienced. Some of them wrote and explained very clearly; and others, less clearly. This often is the source of the problem – it’s that some of these masters just didn’t write very well.

There are many points that follow from this, but one point that I think is quite significant – in terms of the fact that different meditation masters had different meditation experiences – is that even if we follow one particular tradition, with the text and explanations of one of the great lineage masters, and we find that very useful, that doesn’t mean at all that our meditation experience is going to be the same as this master’s meditation experience; it might be quite different. We see that over and again in the historical examples in which Tsongkhapa, for instance, had a completely different understanding and realization than his teachers did. But of course if we have a different meditation experience from that of the lineage that we’ve studied in or the great masters or teachers that we have studied with, that doesn’t mean that our realization is necessarily correct. It always has to be checked to see whether it’s valid or not: Has it actually produced the intended result?

One of the big interests of His Holiness the Dalai Lama, however, is to try to come up with a so-called grand unified theory in which, although some of the schools concerned (the Tibetan schools, we’re talking about here) may have really quite contradictory interpretations of certain points – and that is correct, they are contradictory – nevertheless, concerning the main points, it all fits together. And it’s not that it all fits together in terms of my Gelugpa system or my Nyingma system, but it all fits together with all of them being equally valid ways of explaining it.

That gets into a very delicate point. Usually it’s described in terms of how different religions relate with each other and interact, but also, within Buddhism, how the different traditions interrelate and work with each other. You have an exclusivist point of view, which says “Only my system is correct. Everyone else – if you follow their system, you go to hell.” Or is it an inclusivist – that “Well, their understanding has certain things in common with us, but that’s a lower understanding and ours is supreme”? Or do we have equal respect for all of them?

So, although we haven’t gone yet into all the details about self-voidness and other-voidness, these points I think are important. Even if we haven’t understood – and we won’t be able to understand yet – the detailed explanations that will follow, at least it gives us perhaps a helpful frame of mind with which we can undertake this type of study.

In this Buddhist material we find, actually, all three approaches to interreligious dialogue. We find that the Buddhist point of view about the non-Buddhist assertions – for example, about atman (the self) – they are just simply wrong; so this is rather exclusivist. And within the Indian Buddhist tenet systems, it’s more inclusivist – that they’re very helpful, certain aspects that we have in common, and they form a graded path, and our Prasangika system is what you really need in order to gain liberation and enlightenment. And if we follow His Holiness the Dalai Lama’s approach to the various Tibetan traditions, this is more what’s called pluralist – that all of them are equally valid as ways to bring liberation and enlightenment. So if we can clearly differentiate between different approaches to the different material that’s involved in this topic concerning voidness, I think it helps us to become less confused about it.

Okay. I think this is enough for that topic as yet a further introduction for the material. Now we can jump into the heart of the matter.


Voidness

When we talk about self-voidness and other-voidness, the word voidness here – and for various reasons I prefer the word voidness in English to emptiness – but, in any case, voidness is talking about an absence. When you talk about empty, it puts the emphasis on the container that is empty, and that is not at all the connotation here; it’s just voidness, an absence of something.

When we speak about self-voidness, we’re talking about an absence of impossible ways of existing; and each of the Indian tenet systems will explain different levels of what’s impossible, but these are absent – they never existed, they never will – they are totally impossible. The term self-voidness means an absence of a self-nature; an impossible self-nature. The word self here is the short form of self-nature. When we speak about other-voidness, this is an absence of other levels of mind – which do exist, but they’re just absent in terms of the subtlest clear light mind.

All the Tibetan systems equally assert that we need, in order to attain enlightenment, a refutation of impossible ways of existence, an understanding that they don’t exist at all, and we need to get this with the subtlest clear light mind. The issue is what you call these two. So some systems don’t even use the term other-voidness; some systems use self-voidness but they use it to describe some less sophisticated absence; I mean an absence of some less subtle impossible way of existing. It’s not fixed, what these terms self-voidness and other-voidness are referring to and how the various authors will use them. Nevertheless – this is the unified field theory – everybody is talking about the same thing and asserts that the same thing is necessary to gain enlightenment.

This is why, if we are going to study any author or any system, we have to, at the very beginning of our studies, learn the definitions of the major terms that this author and system are using.


Self-Voidness

Now let us speak first about self-voidness. As mentioned, there are levels of sophistication that we need to work through in terms of understanding what actually is impossible. In the less complicated systems, we find that – specifically, I’m talking about the Hinayana systems – we do not find the term voidness used. They use a different term. The Sanskrit word is anatman; it means it’s not there, there is no such thing, so it’s similar to the word voidness, a lack of an impossible soul. There’s no atman. Atman, remember, is soul according to the various non-Buddhist systems. Although it can be translated as self, really what they’re talking about is a soul.


An Aside about Hinayana

Now, just as an aside, so that you don’t get confused: When we talk about Hinayana, this is a term coined by Mahayana. It’s not a very nice term, but it’s referring to a general word for eighteen different schools within Buddhism. The Vaibhashika and Sautrantika that the Tibetans (and the Indians that they derived this from) are talking about are subdivisions of one of these eighteen; it’s called Sarvastivada. Theravada, which is the one that is present now in Southeast Asia and Sri Lanka, is another one of these eighteen. So don’t equate Theravada with Vaibhashika and Sautrantika, because Theravada has its own completely different system of philosophical assertions.


Lack of an Impossible Soul of Persons and Phenomena

Now lack of an impossible soul. The soul here – atman – is something that is inside a body and mind that somehow activates it; makes it alive. The Sim card inside a cell phone; something like that. So we can talk about an impossible soul of a person that somehow makes a person alive and functioning, or we can talk about an impossible soul of a phenomenon that somehow, inside it, establishes that it exists and works. Therefore, we have the terminology a lack of an impossible soul of persons (gang-zag-gi bdag-med) and a lack of an impossible soul of phenomena (chos-kyi bdag-med) – in general, like the table, or a leg of the body, or a mind. Although it might sound a little bit strange to talk of impossible souls with relation to all things, this is in fact the terminology that is used. And it does have a significance; it is not just a silly, irresponsible use of words. Right? We always have to go back to the basic axiom here, which was that Buddha was not stupid and he didn’t teach stupid things; he chose words because they have a meaning that helps people to overcome suffering. As my teacher Serkong Rinpoche loved to point out, it is extreme arrogance to think that “Well, Buddha didn’t explain it very well. I can explain it much better with my words and my way of using terminology.”

In the Hinayana systems, they only speak about a lack of an impossible soul of persons. They don’t explain in terms of a lack of impossible soul of all phenomena; that is asserted only in Mahayana, which speaks of both a lack of an impossible soul of persons and of phenomena. We need to understand a lack of an impossible soul of persons. Now in the Hinayana systems, although they don’t speak about a lack of impossible soul of phenomena, they do describe how certain types of phenomena exist and what is impossible – the ways that they don’t exist. A Buddha would understand all of that. But they don’t call it a lack of impossible soul, or voidness, or anything like that. And in these Hinayana systems, Buddha and an arhat – a liberated being – basically, their understanding of reality is the same; it’s just that a Buddha knows more. A Buddha knows how to lead everybody to liberation; an arhat doesn’t.

Now in the Mahayana systems, when we talk about a lack of impossible soul of persons, these are impossible types of souls that nobody has; and one needs to understand that lack, or absence, in order to achieve liberation. Then, in order to attain enlightenment, you have to understand the impossible soul of phenomena, which is a more subtle impossible way of existing. That’s what’s called voidness, and it applies to not just physical objects and things like that, but it also applies to persons. And that’s what you need to achieve enlightenment.

What is impossible with respect to persons and what is impossible with respect to all phenomena (including persons) – these are different for everybody except Gelug Prasangika. So, according to everybody except Gelug Prasangika, what you need to understand for gaining liberation and what you need to understand for gaining enlightenment are different. According to Gelug Prasangika, the understanding that is required for liberation and enlightenment is the same. In other words, with the less full understanding of the lack of an impossible soul of persons that everybody else talks about – and which is correct – you’re not going to gain liberation; you’re still going to be left with a very, very subtle level of disturbing emotions. And to get rid of those, even to achieve liberation, you have to get the full understanding of voidness of all phenomena, as applied to persons as well.

Now this is not just an interesting fact about different philosophical systems; this has a great implication for our practice. The implication is that the major source (it may not be the exclusive source, but the major source) of our disturbing emotions – anger, greed, attachment, etc. – is a misconception that we have about how we as persons exist, and that is what you work on first. So if our computer crashes, then the main thing that we need to focus on is not so much the voidness of the computer, but the voidness of me who is so upset about my possession. Me, me, me. “Now what am I going to do?” And if our friend leaves us, or does something that we don’t like, what we need to work on first is not the voidness of our friend, not the nature of the mind and thought and all of that, but the voidness of me who is so upset. “Everybody should do what I want, because I’m the most important and I’m the center of the universe.” So you work on the misconception about yourself. That is the major source of our suffering. That is what we learn from what I just explained about all these philosophical systems.

When our computer breaks, we may understand “Ah, yes. It was manufactured. Impermanent. Anything that’s manufactured eventually will have to break.” And what is the computer? Is it this key? Is it that key? There’s no solid computer, and we refute the solid existence or true existence of the computer – and we’re still left with a big solid me who’s upset, and will be upset about the next computer that we buy when it breaks. Same thing with our friend. We may understand, well, he or she has acted under the influence of disturbing emotions, and their background, and other things that are going on in their life. And what am I angry with? The mind, the body, and so on. And so, okay, we can deconstruct the friend and the incident of what they’ve done to us; but still if we haven’t analyzed me, then we’re still stuck with the me that can get upset with the next incident that happens and the next friend.

So it’s very important, in the beginning, to focus our energies on understanding the voidness of the self, and particularly ourselves. Therefore, in the meditation instructions, we always find that first you understand the voidness of the self, particularly yourself – because that’s easier to understand – and then the voidness of all phenomena. But then, when we have worked with voidness of persons, ourselves, and all phenomena, when we want to put it together in a meditation session, then first you focus on the voidness of phenomena, specifically the aggregates – so your body and mind – and then, on the basis of that being not truly or solidly existent, then you can add onto that “And there is no truly solidly existent me in terms of that.” That’s the second stage; that’s not the first stage, that’s the second stage of practice. Therefore, if we are going to try to get into the practice of voidness and the practice of meditation and so on, it’s important to know the instructions, and what order we do things in, and to understand why. After all, if we’re serious about this, we want to do it correctly. And people have been working with this for 2500 years, so we can benefit from their experience.


Two Types of Disturbing Emotions and Grasping

Now impossible souls of persons. We need to differentiate: there are two types of disturbing emotions and two types of grasping for impossible ways of existing that correspond to these two levels. One is called doctrinally based (kun-brtags); in other words, it’s based on having learned some non-Buddhist or less sophisticated Buddhist system of philosophy. It’s not something that just anybody would have, or the dog would have, or like that. You have to have been taught this. That’s doctrinally based. The other is automatically arising (lhan-skyes). Even the dog has it. You don’t have to teach the dog to growl and get angry when somebody tries to take its bone away. Nobody had to teach the dog that.

Now doctrinally based. I think it’s quite misleading to describe this or to speak of it as intellectually based. It’s not intellectually based; it doesn’t have to be. Intellectually implies that you understand something and have a very complex concept system. You don’t have to have that. It could arise very simply, that someone has indoctrinated you in a certain system, let’s say a certain religion, and so on – here we’re talking specifically about Indian systems, Indian philosophical systems – you might not understand it at all but, on the basis of that, you identify with it, and now you get angry at anybody that challenges your religion or challenges your belief. That’s what we’re talking about. It doesn’t have to be intellectual. Right? You have to be taught – you have to be indoctrinated – in order to go out and fight in a war to defend your faith, and to defend this or that, and you’re very attached to it and very proud of it. So all sorts of disturbing emotions are described as doctrinally based. They’re different from the automatically arising ones that even a dog has. A dog is not going to go out and fight for a religion, is it? Okay? You understand the difference between these two types of disturbing emotions.

So doctrinally based and automatically arising. First we get rid of the ones that are doctrinally based, by basically understanding that the assertions of the doctrinal system don’t make any sense – they’re self-contradictory. So, even if we didn’t understand intellectually at all the doctrines of the system that we were fighting a war over; nevertheless, in order to give up our identification with that, we need to be convinced that this is a ridiculous system – it doesn’t make any sense. But to get rid of the automatically arising anger, and attachment, and greed, and so on – that even the dog has – that takes a lot more effort and work and understanding. That’s more difficult. That comes second.

Now it’s very interesting. There’s a whole discussion about what happens if we’ve never studied in this lifetime any of these non-Buddhist Indian systems. Do we still have doctrinally based disturbing emotions? And is that what we get rid of when we become an arya? Could we substitute, instead, doctrinally based disturbing emotions that are based on Western systems of thought? Now it’s very tempting to say, “Well, yes. You just get rid of the Western ones, whatever you learned in this lifetime,” but that is ignoring beginningless rebirth. But I believe it’s Kaydrubjey (mKhas-grub rje), although I might remember incorrectly – maybe it was Tsongkhapa himself – who said that actually everybody has these doctrinally based unawareness or ignorance and disturbing emotions, even if they didn’t study or learn about these systems in this lifetime, because they must have studied about it in some previous lifetime. Just as there are always Buddhas teaching the Buddhist teachings, there are always these non-Buddhists teaching the non-Buddhist teachings. So this is the explanation that is given. Everybody has these, whether you learned it in this lifetime or not. It could get transferred, for example, onto another belief system. And you probably understand that these other belief systems, if they make no sense, are incorrect, but that is just what would be called seemingly – it’s like these doctrinally based unawareness and disturbing emotions, but it’s not the actual definitive ones.

If we look at the assertions of the doctrines that these doctrinally based disturbing emotions or unawareness are based on, we find that we do have many similar things in our Western ways of thinking. We might not have the whole package, but we have parts of it. But what’s to be refuted here is the whole package. So in many Western systems we speak about a soul that comes into the body and then, at the time of death, goes out of the body and goes to heaven or hell or whatever – well, we can see that this is quite similar to certain aspects of the non-Buddhist Indian beliefs. We might not think that it [this soul] is the size of the universe, like the whole atman/Brahman idea, but we have certain aspects of this belief.

I think this is enough for our first session today. This evening, when we continue, we’ll get into, specifically, the assertions of an impossible soul of a person and then phenomena.

So a short dedication. Whatever positive force, whatever understanding has come from this, may it go deeper and deeper and act as a cause for reaching enlightenment for the benefit of all.

 Session Three: Conventional “Me” and Impossible “Me”
Unedited Transcript
Listen to the audio version of this page (0:41 hours)Review

We have been speaking about the importance of understanding voidness, whether we speak in terms of self-voidness or other-voidness, and we’ve seen that it is necessary for overcoming and achieving a true stopping of the true sufferings that we all experience – ourselves and others – and the true origins or causes of that suffering. We’ve also seen that there are many different levels of sophistication in the understanding of voidness. In terms of self-voidness, we’re talking about an absence of impossible ways of existing. With other-voidness, we’re talking about the subtlest level of mind, the clear-light mind, which we want to use for having this nonconceptual cognition of self-voidness; and this mind is devoid of the grosser levels of mind and therefore, when we talk about other-voidness, this clear-light mind is devoid of the other levels of mind. Now we also saw in our discussion of self-voidness that when we talk about impossible ways of existing, we can speak of them in terms of how a person exists and how all phenomena exist, and this is usually – in the most general terms – discussed in terms of a lack of an impossible “soul” of persons and a lack of impossible “souls” of all phenomena.

In terms of what we began in our previous session, when we speak of the impossible “soul” of persons, then we have a grasping for that. In other words, we believe in that – our mind makes an appearance of it, and we believe in it – we have a grasping for that. In terms of a type of impossible “soul” that is doctrinally based, we learned about it from other non-Buddhist belief systems, and we believe it.

All of this is based on what’s usually translated as “ignorance,” but I prefer the word “unawareness.” “Ignorance” implies being stupid. It’s not that we’re stupid, but we just either – depending on how it’s explained, in which text – either we just don’t know how things exist, or we know it in an inverted way (the opposite way of how they exist). And if we use the general word “voidness” for speaking in terms of persons and phenomena, and we speak in a way which covers all the various systems, then we also saw that it’s important to work first on understanding the voidness of persons, particularly ourselves, and then go on to all phenomena – and within that discussion of persons, first ourselves and then everybody else.


Doctrinally Based Impossible “Soul” of Persons

Now let’s speak about the doctrinally based impossible “me” or impossible “soul.” This is speaking about a “soul,” or an atman, as is taught in the non-Buddhist systems, with which we identify. We think that’s “me”; that’s who I really am. This impossible “soul” has, in general, three characteristics: it is unaffected by anything (in other words, it’s static; it never changes); and it is partless (it’s a monolith); and it is independent, in the sense that it can exist separate from a body and mind. When we think of this impossible “soul” or atman with which we identify, we’re talking about the whole package of all three characteristics, not just one.

So what are these characteristics, if we look a little bit more closely? First of all, we have to understand that in Buddhism we are not denying that there is a self or a person. Therefore we have to differentiate between what’s known as the conventionally existent “me” – if we can use that type of terminology – and the impossible “me” (or false “me”). What we are refuting here is this projection that our mind projects because of this unawareness and the habit of this unawareness, and we believe in it – this projection of an impossible “me” on top of the actual conventional “me” that does conventionally exist.

Now all Buddhist systems, whether Mahayana or Hinayana, assert a conventionally existent “me” – a person or an individual. All of the Buddhist systems say that it is something that is imputed on the aggregate factors that make up each moment of our experience. And without going into the five aggregates, which would take a long time to explain, let’s just put it very simply on a body and a mind. We have in every moment of our experience, it’s made up of many parts – a body, various things that we’re seeing and hearing, and a type of consciousness, and feeling of some level of happiness, and emotions, and so on. And Buddhism says that the “me” is something that can be labeled or imputed on the basis of the continuity of these ever-changing aggregates. So it is imputed on that. In other words, we refer to this individual stream of continuity as “me,” and we experience it as such. And the “me” is not the word “me” or concept “me,” and the “me” is not the basis – each moment of experience – but the “me” is what the word refers to on this basis.

We can understand this easily with the analogy of a particular movie, Pirates of the Caribbean. What is Pirates of the Caribbean? There is a movie Pirates of the Caribbean, isn’t there? Now what is Pirates of the Caribbean? It is not the title “Pirates of the Caribbean”; that’s not the movie. And it’s not any particular second or moment of the movie. We don’t just see one moment of the movie and that’s it; and every moment of the movie doesn’t play simultaneously, does it? We only have one moment of the movie at a time, in a proper sequence, a logical sequence that makes sense, moment to moment, connected by cause and effect. So what is the movie Pirates of the Caribbean? It’s what the title refers to on the basis of the continuity of all those moments. The movie is not the title. It’s not any of the moments. The movie doesn’t exist separately from moments of the movie, does it? And it’s not the same as any moment of the movie. Or even if you took all the moments and laid them out on the floor, that’s not the movie. But there is a movie Pirates of the Caribbean, and we can experience it watching it.

It’s the same thing in terms of the conventional “me.” We have all the moments of a stream of continuity of experience. We have the label, like the title of the movie – “me.” It could have even more specific label, like “Sasha” or “Lena” or whatever, right? That “me” doesn’t exist separately from these moments of experience, and it’s not the same as any moment, and the moments don’t play all at the same time, and so on. But on the basis of this conventional “me,” then we take responsibility for our lives, for what we experience, cause and effect in terms of karma, how we interact with others, etc.

Now according to the Buddhist teachings, particularly the way it’s explained in Mahayana – there’s a little bit of a dispute here with Hinayana – but we would say that the mental continuum, everybody agrees it has no beginning and Mahayana says also it has no end. Within Hinayana there are differences of opinion, but we won’t go into that – in terms of having an end. Since the mental continuum is eternal – no beginning, no end – so is the conventional “me.” Conventional “me” has no beginning and no end. Buddhism does assert that the “me” is eternal; forever. And it is always individual; even when we become Buddhas, it retains its individuality. “Individual” doesn’t mean that we’re all totally separate, encapsulated in plastic, and can’t interact with each other, so please make a clear distinction between “individual” and “separate” or “isolated.” Individuals interact with each other, but still retain their individuality. And based on our karma – the type of actions we do and the results of that – this individual “me,” within the continuity of its basis, its basis may be the aggregates of a human being, it may be aggregates of an animal, it may be aggregates of an insect, a god, a ghost, whatever. It can go up and down. It’s not that we all become one. We’re not all one, like one big undifferentiated soup.

This impossible “me,” the doctrinally based one, the first characteristic of it is that it’s static and unaffected. Well, the word for that is usually translated as “permanent.” And so “permanent” can have two meanings: “eternal” or “not changing.” Here it doesn’t mean eternal, because Buddhism says that the conventional “me” is eternal. So here this word “permanent,” when you read it, means unaffected by anything, static, it never changes. It means a “me” that never changes: We’re unaffected, for instance, by age. “My body may ache – but me, I’m young inside; I’m always the same.” Or what a prostitute might think: “You can have my body, but you can’t have me. I am unaffected by whatever you do to the body.”

Then the second characteristic – and these characteristics, as I say, all come in one package, so in many ways they’re describing the same package from different points of view – and this is the word “one” in Sanskrit or Tibetan, but what we have to understand with that is that this means a partless monolith. (The aspect of “same,” which is also a meaning of “one,” is taken care of primarily by this quality of being static; of never changing.)

Now there are two variants for being a partless monolith. Some non-Buddhist systems in India say that the atman (the self) is the size of the universe, without any parts; and other systems say that actually it is the size of a tiny particle or atom, with no parts, like a spark of life. being the size of the universe in some of the non-Buddhist Indian systems, we have this equivalent of atman and Brahman, and everybody is the whole universe, like that; it’s just an illusion of being enclosed in this body. But there are many non-Buddhist Indian schools of philosophy that assert that the self is the size of the universe, and not all of them are talking about the atman-Brahman equivalencies. So don’t reduce it to just one system; there are many systems. The other variant, that the self or the atman is like a tiny little spark of life, like the size of an atom, with no parts – the idea of a soul that’s like a spark of life, that never changes, and unaffected by anything, and comes into a body and mind and activates it and then goes on to another body and mind.

The third characteristic is that it is independent. That means that it can come out of a body and mind, a particular one, and then go into another one. And the body and mind that it goes into in any particular lifetime is like its house that it goes into. That’s one way of looking at it. Or it could be its possession; it possesses it. Or it could be something that it uses; it goes inside the body and mind and then turns the “on switch” on, and presses the buttons, and manipulates the body and mind.

there are two main variations on this interpretation of this package of a “me” that is unaffected by anything, a partless monolith, and independent. One is characterized by primarily the Samkhya position – this is one Indian school – which is that that type of atman, that type of “soul” or “me,” has a quality of consciousness – of being conscious itself. The other position is represented by the Nyaya school, which says that it doesn’t have a quality of consciousness; it uses a mind and a body, like using a brain, in order to be conscious of something. So one variation says that the “me” doesn’t have to use anything in order to be conscious, to know things; and the other says that no, it has to use a brain: it doesn’t know anything by itself.

As my teacher always pointed out, we shouldn’t think that these systems are stupid. They are very sophisticated, very complex, and give a whole worldview. And if we examine ourselves, we see that many of these aspects of this type of impossible “me” are what we think about ourselves. But we don’t have time to go into deep analysis of that, but this is a very helpful and useful thing to contemplate. We think like that. There’s some sort of independently existing “me” inside us that’s talking in our head – after all, who’s the author of the voice that’s going on there – and makes use of the various things that we have: “Oh, I’ll use my mind to try to figure this out.” Good looks. “I possess an intellect.” That’s like “I possess a cow.” So that type of “me” is impossible. There is no such thing – there never was; there never will be. And we go through, in the Buddhist training, a tremendous amount of use of logic to point out the logical inconsistencies of all the aspects of this type of belief, whether from the side of it being a conscious phenomenon or the side of it not being a conscious phenomenon.

We can have all sorts of disturbing emotions based on such a belief in an impossible “me.” “I am the size of the universe,” “I am the whole universe,” “I own everything,” “I can use whatever you think is yours, because actually it’s mine.” So that is what’s called the gross or coarse impossible “me,” or impossible “soul” of a person. [So the first step] of our understanding of self-voidness is to understand that there’s no such thing as this type of “soul,” or “person,” or “me.” Totally absent. That’s what voidness means – totally absent, no such thing – in this context of self-voidness.


Automatically Arising Impossible “Soul” of Persons

But then we have a subtle level of our unawareness or our confusion about how we exist. Nobody had to teach us this; nobody had to train us or indoctrinate us in this type of description of a “me.” Whether we have this doctrinally based unawareness and grasping for an impossible “me,” or we realize that there’s no such thing as this type of gross impossible “me,” still this automatically arising unawareness will be there. And this type of impossible “me,” the technical term for it is a “self-sufficiently knowable me.” That means a “me” that can be known all by itself without simultaneously also knowing its basis for imputation. I will explain that. For the benefit of our Tibetan scholar here, this is the term “rangkya tubpay dzay-yokyi dag” (rang-rkya thub-pa’i rdzas-yod-kyi bdag); a very difficult term.

Now when we had the doctrinally based impossible “me,” we’d look at ourselves in the mirror and we see a face that is perhaps a bit fat, and old, and wrinkled, and gray hair, and we say, “That’s not me. That’s not who I am,” as if there were a “me” separate from this body that’s an independently existing “me.” We have this mental image – static, fixed, always the same – of “me,” and that certainly is not “me” in the mirror, or what it says on the bathroom scale in terms of the weight. “That’s not me.” Whereas here, a self-sufficiently knowable “me” is: we look in the mirror and we think “I see myself.” Now we don’t think “I see a face. And on the basis of the face is imputed a me.” We don’t think that. We think “I see myself in the mirror” – self-sufficiently, all by itself – “I see myself.” Or with respect to somebody else, I can think and say “I know Sasha,” as if I could know a Sasha all by himself. It’s not that I know a personality, I know a body, I know experiences – and on the basis of that, I know a Sasha. No. “I know Sasha,” just – there it is, by itself. “I see Sasha.”

If you analyze speaking on the telephone with anybody – now, this becomes really very, very strange, because we say “I hear Sasha on the telephone. I’m speaking to Sasha.” Well, what are we hearing? We’re hearing a vibration of some membrane that’s activated by some electronic impulse that was somehow transmitted by a voice vibration on something else; and on the basis of all that, we say “I’m speaking to Sasha.”

Now we can get a little bit more intimate than that in terms of our emotional wellbeing. Most of us will have the experience that. “I want you to love me for me. Don’t love me for my looks, don’t love me for my money, don’t love me for my intellect. Love just me. Love me for myself,” or “You don’t really know me.” “Love me.” And then of course we have all sorts of disturbing emotions associated with that – “You don’t really love me,” etc. – we get angry and lots of suffering. “You don’t appreciate me.” And it goes on and on, as we start to really think about it.

And all of this automatically arises. Nobody had to teach us this. The horrible thing about it is that it feels like that, and because it feels like that then we believe it to be true. To feel like that, this is this aspect that I was talking about – that the mind makes an appearance. “Appearance” doesn’t mean, necessarily, visual; it makes an appearance of even just a feeling like that. It feels like there is some “me” that somehow either is inside me – “Hi. Here I am!” – or is something that can be known and loved, all by itself, for itself. “I’m expressing myself.”

There are a lot of disturbing emotions that are either doctrinally based or automatically arising, and as you work with this material you discover more and more. Like, for instance, “I’m alienated from my body,” “I’m alienated from my feelings.” That’s a “me” that would be separate, exist independently from body and feelings, that could be possibly alienated from it. That’s pretty strange, actually. Or we get all sorts of strange dualistic ideas as well. “I’m going to India to find myself.” Right! “I’m sorry. Last night I was not myself. I was drunk. I was not myself. That wasn’t really me. And now I’m going to give myself a scolding – ooh, you were bad yesterday!” It’s dualism, isn’t it. There’s a “me” that was bad, and then the “me” that is the judge; the parent. “Ooh, I’ve been too hard on myself. I have to treat myself better.”

And all of this automatically arises. Nobody had to teach us to think like that. We have a tremendous amount of disturbing emotions and suffering that comes from these distorted views. There’s no such thing as these two types of impossible “me”; although, of course, conventionally I do exist.

Why don’t we take a moment to just digest that before we go on. “I have to stretch my legs,” as if we own the legs and now I’m going to get up and stretch them.

So I think perhaps this is a good moment to ask if there are any questions about what we’ve been discussing so far.


Questions and Answers

Question: The movie we were talking about, does it exist separately from the watcher – from the one who goes to the movie? So can we speak of a movie without talking about the subject receiving it?

Alex: Does the movie exist without the watcher, the person who sees a movie? Well, this gets a little bit complex, because you could of course have a movie playing in a theater with nobody sitting there and watching it. So this is too simplistic an answer. Is there a movie playing? Well, I don’t know; somebody would have to go into the room to check. And if they check, then the existence of the movie is established by a relation to a mind. If nobody went into that room, there would be no way of establishing that there was a movie playing or not. Or you would have to check with the machine, or the electric meter, or something like that, to know whether or not it played.

Participant: In terms of our lives, there should also be someone to watch them and perceive them, because if you liken it to a movie, the analogy of a movie, there should be watchers or a watcher who perceives that, in order to say, “Me.”

Alex: The question is: If we use this analogy for our lives, than there should be a watcher or observer that experiences what’s going on. Well, certainly a conventional “me” does experience our lives. But that “me,” as I said – conventional “me” – it is not something that is separate from our lives, watching it, like sitting in a theater in our head and watching what comes up on the screen of our eyes. It’s not separate from it. It’s not identical with it. It’s not that it goes into one body and then goes into another body and watches the movie. And it can’t be known separate from the whole experience. But there certainly is someone that experiences things and does things.

If I were a traditional Zen teacher and I had a question like that, I would have gotten up and hit you with a stick, and then the question would be: “Did anybody experience that?” – in order to reaffirm that there is a conventional “me” that experiences. But I am not a traditional Zen teacher.

Question: The question is about the Buddhist faith or belief or trust and confidence. You said earlier that only aryas perceive the truth or the validness of those statements we’ve been talking about here. We can’t perceive it, we can’t verify them, so we have to only believe in them or take them for granted or have faith in them. So some people, unlike us, not Buddhists, they don’t have faith in those postulates – those truths. How can we convince them or prove those truths, or prove ourselves right, and so forth?

Alex: The question is – I’ll repeat it for this recording – Only aryas know the four noble truths to be true. This is what they perceive as true, based on their nonconceptual cognition of them. We, before that, do not necessarily know that they are true; ordinary beings might not know that they are true. And so, therefore, we have to accept it on faith or some sort of belief – so trust, and so on. Therefore how would we convince somebody else who is not receptive to these views?

Well, it’s very hard to convince somebody else of anything if they are not open-minded and receptive. Even if you argue with them with logic, they might not accept what you say. This was stated by Shantideva, actually, that you can really only have a debate or discussion with somebody if you have certain things shared in common. One of the things shared in common is an acceptance of logic, and that logic proves things or it doesn’t prove things and therefore if what I believe is illogical and is refuted, then I don’t accept that anymore. If a person doesn’t accept logic and says, “I don’t care what you say. This is what I believe. This is the way it is, because it’s beyond what anybody can understand,” then it’s hopeless. There’s no way of convincing the person, unless they then accept miraculous powers – and you pull a rabbit out of a hat, or something like that, and then they believe you.

But when we say that these are the facts that are known as true by aryas, and ordinary folk would not think that they are true – like, for example, that there can be an end to suffering forever; not just that you can suppress it for a while but it’s going to come back, so the best we could do is to learn to live with it and make the best of it – nevertheless, we can, as practitioners, have an understanding and have a confidence in these four facts, these four noble truths, before we become an arya. It’s just that our level of conviction in it will not be based on nonconceptual cognition of it.

There are many stages to becoming convinced of something, of the truth of something, and it all starts with being receptive. We start with being curious, I suppose, and listening to some Buddhist teachings. Then we have what’s called indecisive wavering: “I don’t really know if it’s correct or not. I wonder. Maybe it’s correct, maybe it’s not correct; but I’m interested, so I investigate further.” Then we have presumption, which is basically that I don’t really understand why this is true, but I will presume that it is true and then see what follows. Then we use inference; we infer that something is correct. There are many types of inference that are valid. An inference is based on a line of reasoning, and so we would start with conviction that the Buddha is a valid source of information. If Buddha is a valid source of information – and this is based not just on faith, or “I like the Buddha,” or something like that, but if you are convinced through logic that there’s no reason why Buddha would lie or make something up, if the only reason he was able to become a Buddha was compassion to help others – then we gain conviction that what he said is true.

We shouldn’t think of this in terms of faith or something like that, because we know things that way. For instance, how do you know when your birthday is? How do you know? You have conviction that your mother is not lying to you, and when your mother tells you you were born on such and such a day, or you see it written in some certificate in a hospital, then you take this as a valid source of information. There’s no way we could have known it just by ourselves. Right? So, very basic. What’s my name? Somebody had to tell you.

Then there is inference, valid inferential understanding, based on logic and reasoning. And all these discussions about voidness are based on logic. [Long before we become an arya, we could be convinced] that it is possible to get rid of suffering forever and that it doesn’t return if we’ve understood the logic of it; the logical reasons for it. But we always have to go through that line of reasoning, the logic, in order to renew our conviction that this is true. So our understanding here depends on that line of reasoning. And the understanding of voidness, for example, is very much dependent on this, because what we have to do is cut off what we imagine to be this impossible way of existing. So that has to be on the basis of something, and it’s on the basis of being logically convinced that this is impossible. Then cut it off – “No such thing!” – in order to be able to focus on “no such thing.” Eventually, with enough familiarity, we don’t have to directly rely on the line of reasoning. We don’t have to go through the line of reasoning every time we want to meditate or focus on voidness. But still we would focus on it through a category, like “no such thing,” or any of the categories of – this is a “true stopping” or a “true cause of suffering.”

So it’s like… Let’s use a simple example of “No chocolate in the house.” If we think about it, if there were chocolate in the house, it could only be here, or there, or there, or there. If we look in all the possible places where it could be (or where my keys are) then logically you have to conclude: if it’s not in any of these places, there is no chocolate (or I lost my keys). So you focus on that by going through and remembering, “Well, it wasn’t here, it wasn’t there, and it wasn’t there. So there is none.” And it’s not so easy, because we really don’t want to believe that I actually lost my keys or that I don’t have any chocolate in the house. I don’t want to accept that, and so again I look through every pocket and everything that I’m carrying for the keys, or I look everywhere in the house. Eventually you have to give up and decide that: “I lost my keys,” or “There is no chocolate.” And that’s the problem with this impossible “me,” because we don’t want to give up, even though we know logically that there is no such thing.

So – second stage – we don’t have to continue to look through all our pockets for the keys or to look everywhere in the house for the chocolate. We don’t have to rely on the logical reasoning: “If it’s not there, we don’t have it.” But still, in order to think about it, we still have this category of “Oh, there’s no chocolate,” or “I lost my keys.” We have to remind ourselves, and we think of it through this category – “no keys,” “no chocolate.” So it’s the middle of the night, we really did want the chocolate, we looked and we know there is no chocolate, so we don’t have to look again in order to convince ourselves. But when the craving comes up again, we have to remind ourselves and think, “Oh, no chocolate.” So it’s the same category – “no chocolate.” As we would say in America, “Tough luck, baby. No chocolate.” But eventually we might reach the point where we don’t really have to think in terms of this category; we just know there is no chocolate. You don’t have to search; you don’t have to use this category, this concept of “no chocolate”; you just know it. That would be nonconceptual cognition of it. So I just eat something else while being fully aware that there is no chocolate. I don’t have to think again “no chocolate,” and I don’t have to look again.

Maybe I’m oversimplifying it, but I think that this gives at least a little bit of an idea of what we’re talking about here when we talk about conceptual, nonconceptual, logic, and so on, and how do you know something is true. But through all these stages the level of conviction is different: “I think maybe there’s some chocolate in the house.” “Well, I think there’s no more chocolate left.” “I will presume that there isn’t any, but I’ll look anyway to just make sure.” And then, “I didn’t find any, so there isn’t any.” Etc. So the conviction gets stronger and stronger.

Excuse me for taking a little bit long to answer that, but I think that this gives us another aspect of this teaching, which is: How do you know anything? And these are things that apply – these stages apply – to understanding voidness, whether we’re speaking about self-voidness or other-voidness. How do we know there’s such a thing as a clear light subtlest level of mind? “I don’t know. Well, Buddha said so” – so we start there – “and why would Buddha lie?” We could be convinced logically that there is such a level of mind, but until we actually experience it – not through thinking, “Ah, yes, a clear light mind,” but actually experiencing it nonconceptually – then our level of conviction will not be 100% full. The clear light mind is by nature nonconceptual. So if in meditation we think, “Ah, this is the clear light mind,” then that’s a very obvious indication that it’s not, because that’s conceptual. We could experience the clear light mind and not know what it is – the term is usually you don’t “recognize” it – that happens at the time of death. That’s no big deal. So, in order to be convinced of it, we have to not only experience it, but recognize it for what it is; but not conceptually. This is quite difficult. But there are many stages to that, of course. When I see Sasha, do I have to think “Sasha” in order to recognize him? Do I need a concept of “Sasha” in order to know who he is when I see him? It becomes an interesting question.

That’s why often we have to be very careful about our Western terminology. Because we don’t really have [in Buddhist terminology] something similar to “recognize,” which means to know it again. It’s not quite that, the Buddhist explanation. If we speak only in terms of “recognize” which is (in a Western sense) that you knew it before and then you recognize again, then that pretty much has to be conceptual, but Buddhism is not discussing that. So when we hear terminology like “recognize the clear light mind,” that’s a very misleading translation. It’s “to know the face of it.” So you know it, you know what is, you distinguish – the word that’s usually translated as “recognize” actually means to distinguish something – what it is from what it’s not. It doesn’t have to be conceptual; could be nonconceptual. Like, for instance, a baby being able to distinguish light from dark, or hot from cold. They don’t have to have any words, any concepts, but they can distinguish between the two. That just underlines the need to understand definitions – to learn definitions and understand them.

Let’s end here for this evening, and tomorrow we’ll go into the further discussion of self-voidness, about impossible ways in which phenomena – all things – exist, and then into the discussion of other-voidness. So after this you can pick yourselves up and take yourself outside. Do we think like that? This is the question. Right? The alarm clock goes off in the morning – “Oh come on, Alex. Get up. Get up, Alex.” So I’m going to get myself up and start the day. This is the impossible “me.”

So we end with a dedication: Whatever positive force, whatever understanding has come from this, may it go deeper and deeper and act as a cause for reaching enlightenment for the benefit of all.
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We have been speaking about self- and other-voidness. We saw that self-voidness is a voidness or
a total absence of impossible ways of existing, and we’ve seen that it’s very important to
understand that fully, nonconceptually, because the habits of our unawareness of this cause our
mind to project or make appearances of everything that we experience – make an appearance as if it
was existing in an impossible way – and then we believe that that’s true. We believe that this
impossible way of existing is true because we don’t know any better and it feels like that, but
this appearance of an impossible way of existing is actually an illusion. It is not corresponding
to anything real. But we don’t know that, and so we perceive it and then we grasp at it as if it
corresponded to reality and, on that basis, we develop all sorts of disturbing emotions – anger,
greed, attachment, and so on – and moved by these disturbing emotions, we act in all sorts of
compulsive karmic ways that bring suffering upon us and everybody else.


Seeing the Interdependent Nature of Things

What we need to realize, then, with self-voidness is that these impossible ways of existing that
our mind projects appearances of – it’s only an appearance that it projects; it can’t actually
project the impossible way of existing because that doesn’t exist at all. We have to realize that a
referent object for it is totally absent; there is no such thing. Once we realize that this is
complete garbage – these so-called deceptive appearances – then, with enough familiarity, first we’ll
stop believing that they are true, and eventually, with enough familiarity, our mind will stop
projecting them. And without these false appearances, these deceptive appearances, and without
believing them and developing disturbing emotions based on them, we no longer generate suffering
and no longer experience it.

When our mind is projecting these deceptive appearances, it seems as though things exist
encapsulated in plastic, as some solid 
thing. As a result, our minds, our awarenesses, are limited; we’re not able to see the
interconnection of everything, how everything arises dependently on each other. In this situation
we are a limited being (sems-can). This is the word that’s usually translated as “sentient being.” It means
someone with a limited mind: a Buddha is not a sentient being. So if we really want to be able to
help everybody as a Buddha, then we need to be able to see the interconnectedness of everything. In
other words, what all the causes are – going back with no beginning – for why each individual person is
experiencing the type of suffering and the type of karma that they have, and to see all the effects
that will follow from anything that we teach. For that, we have to get our minds to stop
encapsulating things in plastic, as it were, as separate, unrelated things. Seeing the
interdependence of everything, especially cause and effect, then we are – as a Buddha – able to know
how best to help everybody. This is the whole purpose of becoming a Buddha. And please don’t think
that when we see the interdependence and interrelation of everything, that then there is a huge
plastic bubble around everything – don’t make that into existing in an impossible way, either.


Getting Rid of Emotional and Cognitive Obscurations

When, on the basis of these appearances of impossible ways of existing, we grasp and actually
believe in it and that causes all the disturbing emotions, that grasping and all the disturbing
emotions that come with it, these are called the emotional obscurations. In order to achieve
liberation from suffering – in other words, no more suffering – you have to get rid of those, and the
understanding of voidness will do that when it has as its motivation what’s called renunciation – the
determination to be free from that suffering, based on understanding and confidence that you can
get rid of it.

When we have achieved the true stopping of this grasping for impossible ways of existing, then
through that nonconceptual cognition of voidness we achieve what’s called liberation. A liberated
being; an arhat. And although we no longer experience any suffering – so we’re no longer a samsaric
being – nevertheless, our mind as an arhat is still limited. That’s because the mind still has the
habits of that grasping and unawareness, and so the mind still projects these deceptive appearances
of impossible ways of existing; it’s just that we don’t believe that they correspond to anything
real anymore. So we have to work further and further and further with this nonconceptual cognition
of voidness and get to the point at which we are forever absorbed in this nonconceptual cognition
of voidness, so that the mind will achieve a true stopping of making these false appearances. These
false appearances and the habits – actually it’s the habits, constant habits, that produce these
false appearances – these are called the cognitive obscurations, and when we get rid of those forever
then we become a Buddha.

This is the way that it’s explained according to Gelug Prasangika. The other traditions have
slightly different ways of explaining it, but that’s far too complicated to go into. If you’re
interested in all the detail about all the schools and all the possible assertions of this, you can
find it on my website in the extensive article on the five pathway minds  –  “pathway mind” being
what’s usually called the path of accumulation, [preparation, seeing, meditation and no more
learning.].

[See: 
The Five Pathway Minds (Five Paths): Advanced Presentation.]


This word, by the way – don’t be deceived. We always hear about the five paths, and the path to
enlightenment, and so on. We’re not talking about a road. That’s talking about a mind, an
understanding – a mind with a certain level of understanding – that will act as a pathway to bring you
to a goal. It’s not a road. So one has to be quite clear about definitions, otherwise you mix
everything up, and you might even think that “path” is the same as the Chinese concept of the Dao
(that’s the path or the way); so that’s completely different.


Levels of Mind

Now mind has many different levels of subtlety. Mind  –  we’re talking about mental activity. It’s
not a thing that does it; we’re not talking about – like a movie projector that does something. When
we talk about mind in Buddhism, we’re talking about an activity of making an appearance of
something and being aware of it. There are many levels of subtlety of this. And we can focus on
voidness nonconceptually – in other words, not through a category – with two different levels of mind;
of mental activity.

With a grosser level of mind, which is what we would ordinarily be familiar with in our regular
lives – although not so frequently, but in any case, what we have in our ordinary lives – with that
level of mind, then, we can have what’s called total absorption on voidness nonconceptually. And
when we’re totally absorbed on voidness nonconceptually, there is no appearance-making of
impossible ways of existing and no grasping at it – totally free of all of that. And it is attained
by cutting off – with understanding – this false appearance and the belief in it. Cut it off. We know
no such thing. This is garbage. It’s not referring to anything real. You cut it off and then are
totally absorbed on “no such thing,” but without the category of “no such thing.”

If we go back to our example from yesterday: When you focus on “there’s no chocolate in the
house,” and you really focus on that – “there’s no chocolate” – what appears in your mind? Nothing.
Nothing appears. First you thought “chocolate,” and then “there is no chocolate,” and then nothing
appears. This is what we’re talking about here. But it’s not just a general “nothing”; it’s an
absence of chocolate. We understand that. That’s the type of meditation we do with self-voidness
meditation. It’s important to understand, just to have a general idea of what we’re talking about
when we talk about self-voidness meditation.

Now the problem here – Well, first of all, when we’re talking about focusing – total absorption (mnyam-bzhag) on voidness – nonconceptually, with a grosser level of mind, this is what we do
when we’re practicing sutra and when we’re practicing the first three classes of tantra. The
problem with focusing on voidness in this way, with a grosser level of mind, is that we cannot
sustain this forever. Even this level of mind goes away at the time of death. And while we are
alive, eventually this total absorption ends, and as we continue the meditation we get what is
called the subsequent attainment (rjes-thob): what you attain subsequently to that (or understand subsequently to that) is
that when, again, the mind makes these appearances of impossible ways of existing, it’s not
true.

This term that’s usually translated as “post-meditation” is extremely misleading. It’s not that
we’re no longer meditating. The word “post” (which means “after”) is referring to after this total
absorption. It only occurs right after total absorption; and, most of the time, you are continuing
your meditation: you’re still with (if we’re doing it on the level of an arya) combined shamatha
and vipashyana. So it could continue to when we get up at the end of our meditation session – so, in
that sense, it could be after we are formally meditating – but in fact we are really still
meditating. You cannot generate this subsequent attainment state of mind just by itself; it has to
be preceded by a phase of total absorption on voidness.

So, with this subsequent realization or subsequent attainment, really the emphasis is on the
word “despite,” which means that although these impossible ways of existing (and appearances of it)
don’t refer to anything real – despite that, nevertheless there is the appearance of things. How it
appears to exist, that’s an illusion, because it doesn’t refer to anything real. And the basis for
it – conventional appearance – that is 
like an illusion, because it appears to exist in a way in which it doesn’t. So “despite”
is the main thing. Despite voidness, nevertheless conventional truth of things. So, although we
might on some level go around and think, “Well, everything is 
like an illusion, and this false appearance 
is an illusion,” and so on, that’s not really deep enough at all, because that could be
quite superficial and based on a very strange understanding. After all, in many forms of Vedanta, a
Hindu philosophy, we have a similar idea – that everything is maya, everything is illusion, and
actually we’re all one with Brahma.

So just to think that everything is an illusion, or like an illusion, that’s not necessarily the
Buddhist understanding. For the Buddhist understanding, it has to be subsequent – immediately
subsequent – to the understanding of voidness (total absence of impossible ways of existing). So
please do not confuse the teachings about illusion in Vedanta with the teachings about illusion in
Buddhism; they are not at all the same. This is a common mistake that many people make, primarily
because they don’t know the definitions of the terms. So, please – according to Buddhism, we are not
all a big undifferentiated soup; even in terms of what a Buddha understands at enlightenment,
everything retains its individuality, but not encapsulated in plastic.

You know what the big objection is to the assertion that we’re all one big undifferentiated
soup? The objection is that if that were the case, then we no longer have individual responsibility
for our karmic actions – because it doesn’t matter, we’re all one – that’s very dangerous.

This total absorption on voidness with the grosser state of mind, as I said, doesn’t make an
appearance of impossible existence, and doesn’t believe in it, doesn’t grasp at it, doesn’t have
any disturbing emotions, but it cannot be sustained.


Other-Voidness: Focusing with Clear Light Mind

And so then the question is: Is there a more subtle level of mind that could have this, and that
can be sustained forever? And there is. This is the subtlest clear light mind. This has unbroken
continuity, with no beginning and no end. In every lifetime, it’s underlying every moment of
experience; it’s manifest at the time of death; and it is the type of mind – the level of mind – that
we have as a Buddha. These grosser levels of mind – even total absorption on voidness with a grosser
level of mind – you can’t have that grosser level of mind at the time of death, because that level of
mind stops: it’s on the basis of a physical body. When we hear in some of the Buddhist systems and
it speaks about the unborn, the uncreated mind, it’s talking about this clear light level of mind.
That has no beginning and no end; nobody created it. It does change from moment to moment, in the
sense that it’s aware of different things from moment to moment, but its nature never changes.

Now what are the characteristics of this clear light mind? The three most outstanding
characteristics of it is that, by nature, (1) it has no disturbing emotions; (2) it is
nonconceptual – it has no conceptual levels of mind, that grosser level of mind – and (3) it does not
make appearances of impossible ways of existing. These are quite extraordinary characteristics,
aren’t they? So, in many systems, we have all sorts of adjectives for this clear light level of
mind: it’s unstained, untainted, pure, etc. But that clear light mind does not necessarily have an
understanding of voidness. It doesn’t necessarily understand its own nature. If it did, then you
would never have rebirth – if all you needed to do was to die – because it becomes manifest at what’s
called the clear light of death. But, on this continuity of the clear light mind, we can impute the
habits of grasping for impossible existence, the habits of disturbing emotions, the habits of
karma. They’re not something solid there, but you can impute it on that, because you have these
habits and so on producing manifest results beforehand and, again, afterwards when you’re reborn.
So that clear light mind still has these habits. It doesn’t necessarily have the understanding of
voidness. Now that clear light mind has the potential to be able to understand voidness – this is
part of what’s called Buddha-nature – but it doesn’t manifestly understand voidness. So it has to
understand voidness, and when it does – and if it can sustain that forever, which it is capable of
doing – then there’s no longer any of these habits of grasping for impossible existence, etc.,
because they cannot produce a result.

Now in the dzogchen tradition, which we find in Nyingma (and in many of the Kagyu systems,
borrowed from Nyingma), we have a discussion of what’s called 
rigpa (pure awareness). Rigpa is referring to the clear light mind when it has this
manifest understanding of voidness. So there’s a difference: rigpa itself is not stained by these
habits of grasping for impossible existence and so on, because it has that full understanding of
voidness. So there’s a difference between clear light mind and rigpa; rigpa is a subcategory of
clear light mind.

When we speak about other-voidness, we are speaking about clear light mind or rigpa. It can be
applied to either of these, but let’s just leave it to a more general discussion of clear light
mind, so we don’t have to repeat “clear light mind and rigpa” every time we say this. And of course
we can achieve that level of mind, that clear light level of mind (or rigpa), not only at the time
of death, but we could also achieve it in meditation following very special methods. We won’t go
through all the different methods that are used. These methods are taught in the highest class of
tantra: it’s called anuttarayoga tantra in the New Tantra traditions; and if we are looking at the
dzogchen system, it’s taught in atiyoga, which is the most advanced level within the general
category of tantra.

When we speak of other-voidness, then what that’s referring to is – as I said, to just make the
discussion a little bit simple – the clear light mind, which is devoid of other levels of mind. Here
the absence (or voidness) is of other levels of mind. It is devoid of the levels of mind and the
type of minds that are involved with disturbing emotions; and devoid of the level of mind at which
we have making appearances of false existence – of impossible existence – and grasping at it, believing
it’s true; and it’s devoid of the level of mind that cognizes things (or knows things) conceptually
through categories. It is devoid of that level. So it is an absence of these other things.


Methods for Cognizing Voidness with the Clear Light Mind

But, as we saw, the clear light mind does not necessarily have the understanding of voidness;
otherwise, you would have that at the clear light of death. So the question is: How do we get
nonconceptual cognition of self-voidness with this clear light mind? And although the process is
quite similar in all cases, it can be described differently. So, for instance, one way of doing it
would be to meditate very, very hard on self-voidness, and when you get to a clear light mind in
meditation – through dissolving the energy-winds, or whatever method we’re using – then apply the
familiarity that we have with the understanding of voidness to focus on that with the clear light
level of mind. In other words, through meditation we have to make that clear light mind have an
understanding of self-voidness.

In anuttarayoga tantra, the level of tantra that has this type of practice, we have two
approaches here; father tantra and mother tantra, it’s called. With father tantra, we work on
dissolving the grosser levels of energy-wind and consciousness through very difficult,
sophisticated yoga practices; and, once we get to the clear light mind, then we apply the
understanding of self-voidness that we have practiced for eons beforehand. Or, in mother tantra, we
start with an understanding of self-voidness in our meditation, and then work on getting that mind
more and more subtle, so that when we actually get to the clear light mind, it has this
understanding of voidness – because the whole process is done with focus on voidness. Don’t think,
though, that in the father tantra method you don’t have any understanding of voidness. Any tantra
practice is done within the context of the understanding of voidness; it’s a matter of what your
focus is and how you actually practice the meditation. So this is how we actually make the clear
light mind have this understanding of self-voidness. And, within that context, we actually manifest
the clear light mind through efforts of dissolving the grosser levels of mind and energy.

Now in the dzogchen systems, although we have done a lot of practice beforehand of working with
the energies, and so on, the subtle energies, and dissolving them, so that our energy system is, in
a sense, “greased” – it will work very easily to get to more subtle levels – nevertheless, when we’re
actually doing the dzogchen meditation, we don’t work on consciously trying to get the grosser
levels of mind and energy to dissolve. In the dzogchen practice, we’re not trying to manifest the
clear light mind; we’re trying to manifest rigpa. I have to say that a little bit more precisely:
not just general clear light mind with the not understanding of voidness and so on, but rigpa.
Rigpa by nature is free of all these habits of grasping for impossible existence, etc., and it has
as its characteristic this full understanding of voidness; that’s called “primal purity” (ka-dag) in the jargon of dzogchen.

In dzogchen, then, the method that we use is usually translated as “recognize the mind itself”; “
 recognize rigpa.” But, as we saw yesterday, the Western word “recognize” implies that you knew it
before, and you remember it, and then you recognize it again. So it’s not that connotation, but 
ngoshey (ngo-shes), – “to know the face,” literally; so to know it for what it is. It’s not that you’r
 e remembering it and recognize it. That’s how we manifest this rigpa, this pure awareness – is by
just knowing it for what it is. Now the question is, of course: How do you do that?

Please don’t confuse Buddhism with the Abrahamic traditions of Judaism, Christianity, and Islam.
It’s not that originally we were in the Garden of Eden and we had rigpa with the pure understanding
of voidness, and then we fell from grace, and now we have to recognize again what we had at the
beginning. That is not Buddhism, please. Many people make that mistake unconsciously. When we have
these terms “pure from the beginning,” it doesn’t mean literally there was a beginning when we were
pure. “Beginning” here means the basis; the foundation.

Now how do we come to know – for rigpa – to know its own face? That’s the terminology that’s used: “
to know its own face.” Well, this is on the basis of – the usual terminology is being “introduced” to
it by your spiritual teacher. So, Sasha, here’s your pure mind. Pure mind, here’s Sasha.


Sasha: Nice to meet you.

Introduced. “Introduced” means – now, again, terminology: 
ngotro (ngo-sprod); it is “to help the person to meet their own face.” That’s literally the
term.

So now we go back to what we were discussing in the very first lecture here, which is that
through the influence of a teacher, of a properly qualified spiritual teacher, and our healthy
relation with the spiritual teacher, we have a tremendous amount of inspiration. This is based on
being very, very open-minded to being able to actually see our nature, the nature of pure
awareness. And, as we discussed, how do we become receptive and open-minded? It is by building up
the two enlightenment-building networks – the two collections – so, positive force and deep
awareness.

All the dzogchen systems – there is big emphasis on doing 
ngondro (sngon-’gro, preliminary practices). Doing the common ones – so, thinking in terms of
precious human rebirth, death and impermanence, etc. (the basic lam-rim topics) – and the special
uncommon preliminaries – prostration and so on – all that builds up a tremendous amount of positive
force. And for building up a tremendous network of deep awareness of voidness, self-voidness, doing
a lot of meditation based on the Indian Madhyamaka texts. There is no way to avoid that. The way
that it is described is that you just come to meet the face of rigpa – to know the face of rigpa – and
automatically it has this deep awareness of its own nature; its self-voidness. But actually what is
happening is the understanding of self-voidness, that’s this network of deep awareness and the
network of positive force – and this is how they describe it – that is what causes the obscurations to
go away, so that you are left with the rigpa with the full understanding of self-voidness of its
own nature.

So – this is how it’s explained – you have to make effort to make the clear light mind have the
understanding of self-voidness. That’s New Tantra. Or do all those practices. Actually, rather than
explaining that it makes the clear light mind have the understanding of voidness, it makes the
obscurations go away, so that what you are left with, of course, as a result of the understanding
of voidness beforehand, is rig-pa (that’s a subcategory of clear light mind that does have the
understanding of voidness). So, in the end, it’s the same thing; it’s just a matter of how you
approach it in meditation and how you explain it. In the end, what we need is the clear light mind
with the full understanding of voidness, regardless of what method of meditation and what
conceptualization system we use to explain what’s going on. That’s what we need in the end – clear
light mind with the full understanding of self-voidness (clear light mind being
other-voidness).

Now please don’t get confused here and think that self-voidness is a type of meditation that you
do in the New Tantra systems and other-voidness is the type of meditation that you do in dzogchen.
Because we can use either the self-voidness or the other-voidness approach, both of them, in the
New Tantra tradition of working with the energies and levels of mind to dissolve them. Or also
there is a self-voidness and other-voidness approach to dzogchen, in terms of working with this
pure awareness without having to – with effort, at the time of manifesting rigpa – cause the grosser
levels to dissolve. But we will get into a further discussion of that in this afternoon’s
session.

So let’s 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 to reach enlightenment for the benefit of
all.
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In our discussion of self-voidness, we saw that we can speak about impossible ways of existing with regard to persons and with regard to all phenomena. First we focus on understanding that our conventional self – which does exist – does not exist in the manner of an impossible “soul.” It does not exist in the manner of an impossible “soul” as is asserted by the non-Buddhist Indian schools of philosophy; namely, as something that is unaffected or static – never changes – and is a partless monolith, and exists completely independently of a body and mind. Such a thing does not exist. When we believe in such an impossible “soul” or “me” then we get what is known as doctrinally based disturbing emotions.

But we also have a deeper, more subtle misconception: it appears as though we exist as a self-sufficiently knowable “me,” [and when we believe that this corresponds to reality], then we have automatically arising disturbing emotions. But we saw also that if we can overcome this type of belief, this type of misconception, and realize that there’s “no such thing” – or the self-voidness of such a soul with relation to a person – with that understanding alone, with the proper motivation of renunciation, we can gain liberation according to all schools except the Gelug Prasangika. But if we want to gain enlightenment according to the Mahayana schools, then we need to understand the voidness of all phenomena, including persons, and it is an absence of a much more subtle false manner of existence. And, according to Gelug Prasangika, we need the same understanding even to attain liberation. According to Gelug Prasangika, we still have disturbing emotions based on this unawareness of the voidness of all phenomena. According to the other schools, then, we have what is designated as a disturbing emotion but is not actually, definitively, a disturbing emotion. So basically they’re talking about the same thing; they just don’t call it an actual disturbing emotion.

As we saw, some of the most major differences between the various schools will be different use of terminology and different way of defining them. There are many terms, particularly that we’ll come across in our study of self-voidness, that are defined differently by the different Indian schools of philosophy; and if we don’t know the definition in the context of a particular school of tenets, we get confused if we bring in a definition from another school of tenets.


Truly Established Existence in Vaibhashika and Sautrantika

One of the most confusing terms is “true existence” (bden-par grub-pa, Skt. satyasiddha). Now, first of all, you have to understand that, in this entire discussion of impossible ways of existing and possible ways of existing, we are not really talking about the way of existing itself. We’re talking about what establishes that something exists. What proves that it exists. What demonstrates that it exists. True existence, the way that it’s defined in Vaibhashika, Sautrantika, and Chittamatra is literally “truly established existence”; it really exists, and it’s really established. From the Madhyamaka point of view, truly established existence does not exist at all. We think it truly exists, but it doesn’t. It’s actually false.

Now for Vaibhashika and Sautrantika, what truly establishes that something exists is that it performs a function. For Vaibhashika, both static and nonstatic phenomena, their existence is truly established because, even though static phenomena don’t do anything – like space – nevertheless, they function as an object of the cognition of them. And please keep in mind that I’m explaining here the Gelug system. According to Sautrantika – and here Gelug has two different opinions, so we’ll follow the Jetsunpa textbook tradition – only nonstatic phenomena have truly established existence, because they actually produce a result. So in Sautrantika (according to this explanation of it), when we talk about voidness – and here, in this system, we’re talking about the lack of an impossible “soul” of a person – that [lack] is static (it doesn’t do anything). It’s just a fact that is always true, but it doesn’t have truly established existence; it is merely imputed.


Truly Established Existence in Chittamatra

Now we get into the Mahayana systems. And please be patient: I’m just giving you the main points of these systems. Obviously you could spend many years studying these systems. These are not simple. But just the main points, so you get a little bit of a taste.

Chittamatra – and again, this is Gelugpa Chittamatra – is going to define truly established existence differently from Sautrantika and Vaibhashika. What has truly established existence is what is known as an ultimate phenomenon (don-dam-pa), and an ultimate phenomenon is one that appears to the total absorption of an arya. So total absorption of an arya is not just focused on voidness; it can start with focusing on, as I said, the sixteen aspects of the four noble truths, then it can go on to voidness.

Now when we talk about voidness, here, of all phenomena, in Chittamatra, what this is referring to…There are two types of voidness. I don’t know how much detail we want to go into here, but one aspect of voidness, or one of the voidnesses, is that an object of cognition (referring to a sense cognition) and the consciousness that is aware of it do not come from different natal sources; they both come from the same seed of karma. When we are aware of something, actually what we are aware of is a mental hologram, which is produced by the mind. Even from a Western point of view, you’d have to accept that. We just have – from a Western point of view – for instance, vision: light rays come in, and firing of electrons, and all that sort of stuff, and there’s a mental hologram. So these are appearances, mental appearances, and that is the only thing that we know, that we cognize, that we’re aware of. So this is the main point of Chittamatra – Chittamatra means “mind-only” – that what we’re aware of, it’s only from the mind. And you can’t really speak of external phenomena; you can only speak of anything in relation to your speaking about it (so that’s a relation to a mind) or your thinking of it (that’s a relation to a mind) or your giving a name to it (that’s a relation to a mind) or your seeing it (that’s a relation to a mind). It’s impossible to work with an actual external phenomenon. Externally established – nothing is established externally.

So, when I work with my students on this, I challenge them, for example, to prove that we’re all sitting in the same room. You can’t actually prove that. If we each took a Polaroid camera picture of this room, you would have – if there are fifty people here – you’d have fifty different pictures. It’s not the same room.

So that is when we talk about the voidness of what’s called dependent phenomena (gzhan-dbang): phenomena that arise dependent on causes and conditions.


Defining Characteristic Marks

Now what establishes that something truly exists is that it appears, as I say, to a mind of an arya in total absorption, nonconceptually. So that’s a relation to a mind. We’re not establishing it because somehow it’s “out there,” because we couldn’t even discuss that – how do you know that it’s out there? And these objects that appear to an arya have a defining characteristic mark on its own side that makes it what it is – establishes that it exists as what it is. So this establishes that these things exist, they truly exist, and they are not just totally conceptional (kun-brtags-pa). So here what’s truly existing is unimputed.

This is a lot of jargon. It’s not easy. Let me try to make it a little bit more understandable: I think of an elephant. That is what appears as totally conceptional; just projected by the mind. And there is nothing on the side of that imaginary elephant that establishes it as an elephant. It’s void of that (that’s the other type of voidness here). But if I see an elephant – now I can’t establish that the elephant exists somewhere out there before I see it, or before anybody sees it; there’s no way to establish it that way. So it doesn’t have externally established existence. But when I see it, although the source of that cognition of the elephant, of my seeing that elephant, comes from a seed of karma – so the mental hologram and the visual consciousness that precedes it, all of that’s coming from some seed of karma to see an elephant – it’s not just totally imaginary. I’m not just projecting an elephant; I’m actually seeing an elephant. It’s truly an elephant, and there is some definable characteristic on the side of this object, this mental hologram, that establishes it as an elephant. And the same thing with the voidness of this elephant – that the appearance is not coming from outside. That voidness also has individual defining characteristics on its own side. Its existence is truly established. An arya perceives that. So that voidness is what is called a thoroughly established phenomenon (yongs-su grub-pa). But it’s still a fact – it’s a static fact – it doesn’t do anything.

So, in this system, dependent phenomena and thoroughly established phenomena – both are truly existent. They are not imaginary; it’s not like imagining an elephant. They actually on their own side, unimputed, have these defining characteristic marks. A defining characteristic mark: it’s sort of like a little hook that you can then put a label on or a name on – put the right name on.


Dependent, Totally Conceptional, and Thoroughly Established Phenomena

But voidness, it’s not the same as the dependent phenomenon, because it lacks the same essential nature as the dependent phenomenon. That’s the terminology. Because a dependent phenomenon, you focus on it, an arya focuses on it – that’s not what brings liberation or enlightenment; it’s only when you focus on the voidness that does. So, in this system, dependent phenomena lack the type of existence that a totally conceptional phenomenon has, because it has some defining characteristic on its own side. And voidness lacks the type of nature (or the way of existing) of dependent phenomena, because although it does have a defining characteristic on its own side, it’s not a nonstatic phenomenon like a dependent one, and it’s not something that will not bring you liberation by focusing on it.

[From this point of view, dependent phenomena are devoid of existing the way that] totally conceptional phenomena exist, and thoroughly established phenomena are devoid of existing the way that dependent phenomena exist. I point this out – although this is rather difficult to understand, hearing it once like that – because this structure is going to be a very crucial thing in the other-voidness discussion.

[See: Basic Features of the Gelug-Chittamatra System.]

By the way, I’m following the traditional way of explaining, which is that all the sessions up to now were relatively fairly easy to understand; I’ve saved all the really difficult stuff for the last session. So be patient. Almost always, when you hear explanations from Tibetan lamas, particularly about topics like voidness, and people like His Holiness the Dalai Lama – the last session is the most, most difficult. And His Holiness will go through this difficult material the most quickly as well, because even if he went through it slowly, most people wouldn’t understand it anyway, and the people who could understand it – like the teachers who are present at the teachings – then this helps them, and then they can explain it much more slowly afterwards to the other students. This is the method here; so I’m following that.


Truly Established Existence in Madhyamaka Svatantrika

Svatantrika. Now this is within Madhyamaka and, again, we’re talking about the Gelug interpretation of it. According to this view, there is no such thing as truly established existence. Truly established existence, from their point of view, is – well, it’s phrased in a very complicated way, with many negatives in the way in which it’s phrased; so let’s simplify it, not give the exact way in which it is explained or the terminology works. It says things are not established just by an individual defining characteristic on the side of the object, but there has to be that in conjunction with being what a mental label refers to, labeled on that defining characteristic. So in short, then, the existence of something is not established merely by it being what a mental label refers to, and it’s not established merely by an individual defining characteristic on the side of the object that allows for the labeling, but it’s established by the combination of the two.

So there has to be a defining characteristic on the side of the object. Let’s say “me” – there has to be something that makes me “me” and not “you,” on the side of me. Chittamatra said there’s something on the side of me that makes me “me,” regardless of the me being what the word “me” refers to. Whereas Svatantrika is saying: well, no, there is this defining characteristic on the side of the object, but you have to also bring in the relation with the mind; and so it is what a word or concept refers to, based on it being labeled on this hook – on this individual defining characteristic. So what is me? Well, me is just what the word “me” refers to, but labeled onto this defining characteristic over here, on the side of the basis. And Prasangika comes and says that no, there is no defining characteristic on the side of the object that can be found. The only way to establish that something exists – How do you establish that it exists? We can’t actually point to it – there’s no referent “thing” that’s sort of sitting there, either just an appearance or whatever – it only is what a word or concept refers to.

So, for Svatantrika, truly established existence – which doesn’t exist – is existence established unimputedly. True existence in Svatantrika means unimputed. True existence would be if something could be established totally independently of what a word or concept refers to, just by its own characteristic on its own side; that’s impossible.


Truly Established Existence in Madhyamaka Prasangika

[Prasangika says that even that is wrong,] Because, for Svatantrika, non-truly established existence – in other words, in terms of what a word refers to – is still with a basis of this findable characteristic mark on the side of the object. For Svatantrika, when we say “So how do things exist? What establishes that they exist?” – it’s what a word refers to and a findable characteristic mark.

Prasangika says even that’s wrong. Things are established merely in terms of what a word or concept refers to. What is love? Merely what the word “love” refers to. Well, you can look up in the dictionary a definition, a defining characteristic, but that was made up by somebody. Each of us experience what we call love quite differently. what I experience and call love isn’t quite the same as what you might experience; and each time I experience it, it could be different. So what’s on the side of the emotion that makes it love? The only thing that establishes the existence of love is the word “love” – which, after all, is just a combination of meaningless sounds that somebody decided is a word and gave it meaning – and the definition, which also somebody made up.

Is there such a thing as love? Yes. Well, what is it? It’s what the word or concept “love” refers to. It’s referring to something. We experience it. But there is nothing that corresponds to this word or concept that’s sitting somewhere out there in our head – or who knows where – encapsulated in plastic, with a definition typed on it there, and there it is: that’s love. Because this is what a dictionary implies, doesn’t it? There’s all little categories, little boxes, and here’s the box out there of “love” and “kindness” and “happiness” and all these sorts of things. Things don’t exist in boxes like that from their own side. This is voidness. It’s an impossible way of existing that the referent “thing” in this box exists by itself, independently of anything – that it just sits there by its own power makes something what it is. This is the word tagtsam (btags-tsam, merely imputed).

So you can see from this progression of more and more subtle analyses of how things exist and how they don’t exist that our understanding of voidness – what’s impossible – gets more and more subtle. And obviously you have to work with this a tremendous amount of time to be able to actually see it – recognize it, as it were – within yourself; within your own experience. And surely most of us think that there must be something inside me that makes me “me.” This whole idea that I’m special. Or you’re special, when we are infatuated with something – there’s something on the side of you that makes you “you” and so special. No such thing. Nevertheless, everything is individual. That’s not so easy, that everything does retain its individuality, but its individuality is not established by something on the side of the object.


Conceptual and Nonconceptual Cognition of Voidness

Now on to the next point that we have to add to this, which is the difference between what’s called denumerable (rnam-grangs-pa’i don-dam) and nondenumerable ultimate phenomena (rnam-grangs ma-yin-pa’i don-dam). This differentiation comes in Svatantrika. “Denumerable” means that it can be counted among those things that can be known conceptually; “nondenumerable” means it cannot be counted among those things that can be known conceptually.

We’re talking about ultimate phenomena, so we’re talking about voidness. When you focus on voidness conceptually – this is Svatantrika – then there is a defining characteristic mark of voidness that appears. When you focus on it conceptually. That’s Svatantrika. It appears to exist truly just by the power of that, but it doesn’t. But when you focus on voidness nonconceptually, then no individual defining characteristic mark is there, just total absence. You’re focusing conceptually on voidness. So a category “voidness.” Now, conceptually, “voidness” – in order to apply that category, there’s a hook on the side of voidness (a defining characteristic mark) that allows me conceptually to focus on voidness. When nonconceptually (no category), no hook.

This type of terminology is then brought into the Prasangika explanation by Sakya, Nyingma, and Kagyu. Here the whole question is: How do you get a nonconceptual cognition of voidness? According to Gelugpa, you just understand the voidness of voidness. That’s it. Simple. Voidness is just what the word “voidness” refers to. There’s nothing on the side of voidness, because even conventionally when you focus conceptually on voidness there still isn’t something on the side of voidness.

Now non-Gelugpa, they’re saying when you focus on voidness, voidness of truly established existence, then conceptually you’re focusing on non-truly established existence. This is denumerable; it’s included or counted among things that are focused on conceptually. So, just as true existence seemed like a “thing,” now non-true existence seems like a “thing,” because you’re focusing on it through a category or conceptually. So if you’re focusing on just the absence of truly established existence, that’s going to stay conceptual; it’s a concept – I mean, it’s what the concept refers to, of “no such thing as truly established existence.” And the same thing if you think in terms of both truly and non-truly established, or neither truly or non-truly established. They’re on the same level here. These are denumerable.

When we focus nonconceptually on voidness, it’s actually a different voidness than the voidness of truly established existence. It is the voidness that – and this is the terminology they use – “voidness beyond words, beyond concepts.” For Gelugpa, denumerable and nondenumerable voidness is the same. For the non-Gelugpa, they’re quite different. It’s the same in Gelugpa Prasangika; and in non-Gelugpa they are different. You could debate back and forth, but actually if one looks more objectively at the thing, they’re really talking about the same thing. It’s just a matter of what you experience in meditation, and you describe it differently – what you experience in conceptual cognition of voidness, and what you’ve experienced in nonconceptual cognition of voidness. And how you are going to describe that? Are you going to describe that as the voidness of voidness in your nonconceptual experience, or are you going to describe it as “Well, it was beyond words, beyond concepts.”


Two Views of Self-Voidness

Within self-voidness we have these two types of positions, then, which would be that we’re talking about a manner of establishing existence, either that it is merely in terms of what mental labeling refers to – So that is in conjunction with what establishes it. It’s in conjunction with conceptual thought. In other words, everything can be known conceptually. That doesn’t mean that they have to be known conceptually – you can know them nonconceptually – but the only way you can establish the existence of something is that there is a word for it; there is a concept for it. What establishes that something exists is merely what a word or label refers to; that’s connected to conceptual thought – when we are working with words and concepts and labels. Phenomena are not created by mental labeling. When we feel love, we feel love; it doesn’t matter whether you say “Love love love” in your mind or not. So, although things of course can be known nonconceptually, the only way to establish that anything exists is that there’s a word for it or a concept for it, and it’s what the word or concept refers to. So self-voidness: devoid of something on the side of the object that establishes its existence, or that there’s a findable referent “thing” corresponding to the label.

The other view of self-voidness here is that the manner of existence [of voidness] is devoid of… [in other words] what can be expressed by the deepest manner of existence, or what would be known nonconceptually… is devoid of what can be expressed by words and concepts (what can be known by words or concepts). It is beyond words and concepts. The voidness is devoid of being something that can be known conceptually – that can be put in words or concepts. So it’s devoid of being truly existent, or not truly existent, or both, or neither. So here we use the negating word: it’s beyond (‘das-pa) that. And in Gelugpa you use another negating word, which is it’s devoid of being truly existent, non-truly existent, and making a “thing” out of any of these positions.


Other-Voidness

Now we get another voidness view here, which is referring now to the clear light mind. And the clear light mind is also beyond the level of mind that deals with words and concepts. So when we talk about “beyond words and concepts,” then we can either talk about how something exists, or we can understand it in terms of a mind – a level of mind that is beyond the level of mind with words and concepts.

When we talk about the level of mind that is beyond words and concepts, that’s getting into other-voidness. Now there are many views of other-voidness. You can speak of this clear light mind beyond words and concepts: its manner of existence is void of true existence. Mipam, for example, within Nyingma, says that. Or you have a position in which this other-voidness, this clear light mind, also its way of existing is beyond words and concepts. So, for instance, the Third Karmapa says that. So we have various views of self-voidness, various views of other-voidness, by mixing in this whole thing of “beyond words and concepts.”

Now we get some complication here. The complication is that in these other-voidness views they tend to use the Chittamatra terminology, but used with different meanings. So, you recall, we – in Chittamatra – were speaking about how dependent phenomena are devoid of being like the totally conceptional phenomena, and thoroughly established are devoid of being like dependent phenomena. Now in Gelug Prasangika, you can use these terms with reference to one phenomenon. So, in terms of this phenomenon, what is thoroughly established is its voidness (that’s its deepest truth); what is dependant is its conventional truth or relative truth; and what’s totally conceptional is its appearance of true existence.

Now other-voidness. We can also use this type of terminology. And so dependent phenomena are devoid of being like totally conceptional. Totally conceptional are things that you know just conceptually, and dependent phenomena are things that you can know nonconceptually. So the ones that you know nonconceptually that arise from causes and circumstances, these aren’t like things that you know conceptually. So when we are aware of a dependent phenomenon, something that arises from causes and conditions, [like my hand – I’m seeing it nonconceptually, so it’s] devoid of conceptual thought. And the clear light mind here in this other-voidness system, that’s thoroughly established. That’s devoid of even this dependent phenomenon; in other words, our grosser levels of mind with nonconceptual cognition, like seeing the hand through the eyes – through eye consciousness.

Now that’s okay. That’s okay. However, you get into trouble when instead of understanding what I just explained from an epistemological point of view – in other words, from the point of view of ways of knowing – if you now understand this only in an ontological point of view – in other words, from the point of view of ways of existing – then there’s some problem here if you assert – and this is where objections to other-voidness come up from the self-voidness points of view – if you assert that this clear light mind, its way of existing is (if you understand the word “beyond” as meaning “not”) beyond truly existent, non-truly existent, both, or neither. Right? Nondenumerable. Can’t be included in any of these.

So if we look at these dependent phenomena, like my hand and so on, that’s not truly existent. And just imagine true existence doesn’t even exist at all. Right? It’s totally conceptional. But the problem is: when you say that the clear light mind is beyond being non-truly existent, then – if you understand the word “beyond” to be a negation – then that means that what is not truly existent must be truly existent. And so the big objection here with the other-voidness position is that it is explained unclearly, usually. This is the big objection, that really what you’re saying here – because you’re not explaining yourself clearly – is that there is a truly existent, transcendent realm, transcendent existence clear light mind, and everything else doesn’t really exist. And you have reduced the system to, basically, Vedanta: Brahman, that’s truly existent, the whole big thing; and everything, our relative world, that’s all illusion – that doesn’t exist at all.

Nobody wants to accept responsibility for this incorrect view. So the Gelugpas accuse the Kagyus – the Karma Kagyus, specifically – of holding this wrong view. And the Karma Kagyus say “We don’t hold that view. That is the wrong view of Jonangpas.” And the Jonangpas say “We don’t hold that wrong view. That is the wrong view of just some stupid people.” That’s like the Buddhists accusing the Bonpos of animal sacrifice, and the Bonpos saying, “We never did that. That was something before Bon in Tibet.”

So these are some of the issues involved with self- and other-voidness. And, as I said in the very beginning, we have to be a little bit careful, particularly when we deal with other-voidness views, because often, as His Holiness the Dalai Lama points out, the way in which it is described by the great masters in the texts is often a bit unclear and a bit confusing. their meditation experience might have been very valid, but their way of writing was not the best.


Negation Phenomena

I’ve left out one large piece of the whole discussion, but we don’t really have time, and it is even more complicated than what I’ve just been discussing – and this has to do with negation phenomena (dgag-pa). But that would have to wait for another time. That topic deals with different types of objects and how you know them. There’s quite a difference between knowing that “this is a cup” and, when I hold up my watch, “this is not a cup.” How do you know it’s not a cup? This is this whole topic of negation phenomena, and that’s very relevant to the discussion of “not truly existent” – how in the world do you know that? This whole issue of negation phenomena is, as I say, also very essential to the whole debate about self- and other-voidness.


Common Ground between the Different Views

But if we look in a non-prejudiced way at the various views of self-voidness and other-voidness, acknowledging (as everybody does) that there is in fact an incorrect view of other-voidness – and nobody will say that that’s what we believe – but acknowledging that there is an incorrect view of other-voidness, if we look at what is a correct view of other-voidness, then there’s no problem in terms of describing what we need to understand, what we need to achieve in order to achieve enlightenment: namely, a clear light mind with a nonconceptual cognition of voidness.


Questions and Answers

Okay. So that brings us to four o’clock, and we are supposed to end, but if you have one or two questions we can attend to those.

Question: [missing]

Alex: Someone is asking about the history of this other-voidness view according to the Jonangpas. It began with the Kalachakra Tantra tradition. Are there texts for that? Is there something earlier? This is a very difficult question to answer, because it all depends on whether you look at the Kalachakra Tantra as something that was taught by Buddha himself – and therefore predates, for example, Maitreya’s text on Uttaratantra (The Furthest Everlasting Continuum), which talks about Buddha-nature – or not. Or do you take Kalachakra Tantra as when it historically appeared, and speak of it in those terms, which would be around the end of the tenth century? So that’s a difficult question. I’m sure that, from a traditional point of view, when they say things come from the Kalachakra Tantra, they’re dating it back to Buddha himself.

We do find both self-voidness and other-voidness interpretations of the Kalachakra Tantra and, similarly, we have self-voidness and other-voidness interpretations of Maitreya’s Uttaratantra. According to the Third Karmapa, for example, the zhentong (other-voidness) view comes from Maitreya’s Uttaratantra. So, again, it all depends on how you look at Buddhist history; do you look at it from a traditional point of view or from a more Western, scholarly point of view.

Question: [missing]

Alex: The question is: In terms of the Chittamatra and Svatantrika position, we have the view that objects… I mean, there’s going to be a difference between the… Both Chittamatra and Svatantrika will say: when we see the elephant, there is a defining characteristic findable on the side of the object; a little hook. That’s when we see an elephant. When we imagine or think of an elephant, Chittamatra says “No hook on the side of the object”; Svatantrika says “Yes, even there there’s a hook.” That’s the difference.

Now within Svatantrika, according to Gelug classification, we have Yogachara Svatantrika and Sautrantika Svatantrika. And so Yogachara Svatantrika agrees with Chittamatra that “No externally established phenomena,” and Sautrantika Svatantrika says “Well, yes. Things do come from the elements and they are externally established, but within the context of mental labeling.” [It gets complicated.

[Externally established phenomena – the source, the natal source, what gives birth to it; natal source is like the oven that gives birth to bread – it doesn’t create it, but that’s where it comes from.] So Yogachara Svatantrika and Chittamatra say the bread that you see comes only from the “oven” of the seed of karma. And the Sautrantika Svatantrika says that the bread that you see comes in conjunction with coming out of the oven, but also from all the ingredients, externally established, that make up the bread.

But these defining characteristics are not just what words refer to. It’s not that somebody created, let’s say… An example of a color – this is not very easy to understand – an example of a color: red. You see red. Well, there’s light, and the defining characteristic: a wavelength from this number to that number is “red.” So red, from its own side, has the wavelength from this to that, and that makes it red, from the side of the light. This is from the Chittamatra point of view. We see red, but it’s not that there’s some “red” out there that it’s coming from; the appearance that we see is because of some karmic seed. But you actually see red; and red, from its own side, has a wavelength, a certain wavelength. Svatantrika in general will say that yes, there is a certain wavelength on the side of the light that is red, but it’s also in conjunction with a mental label – somebody decided to cut the spectrum in certain boundaries and call a certain wavelength to a certain wavelength “red” – but on the side of the object there is that wavelength; so it’s the combination of the two.

So where does the red come from that we see? Chittamatra and Yogachara Svatantrika say that all you can talk about is the mental hologram that comes from a seed of karma. How can you even talk about some external source? If you talk about it, that’s connected with a mind. It’s not externally established. The red that you see is just a mental hologram based only on a karmic seed; so you can’t talk about a source for it also coming externally, because to talk about it relates it to a mind.

Sautrantika Svatantrika says that it comes from both: the mental appearance (the hologram) as well as an external source. Prasangika agrees with the Sautrantika Svatantrika about this point, according to Gelugpa, but Prasangika says that there’s no findable wavelength on the side of the light, it’s merely – because when you look for it, where is it? is it this part? is it that part? etc. – so it was merely in terms of a concept or a label that decided that from this number to that number is “red”; nevertheless, there are external sources in connection with mental holograms. All of this starts to become very significant when we get into other-voidness, because then we talk about all appearances being the appearance of the clear light mind – the appearances of samsara, nirvana, etc. It’s talking about holograms; mental holograms. The terminology is the same as Chittamatra, but the analysis of how these things exist is not Chittamatra at all.


Summary

So to sum up: to go back to some points that I made in the very first lecture, which is that if our attitude toward all this topic that we have been discussing – particularly this last session – is that “This is too much. I can’t understand this. Why is it so complicated?” and so on, then we’re not ready to understand voidness yet. As the great Indian masters have said, you’ve got to love this topic, and love all the intricacies about it, in order to really have a mind that is open enough to really investigate it and understand it. Otherwise, you have no interest whatsoever in meditating on it. But if we have a strong enough motivation, we understand that it really is necessary to understand all of this. It’s not so simple, but if I really want to eliminate not just my suffering but help to eliminate everybody else’s suffering, I need to understand that. Then by building up more positive force, by thinking more about the beginning topics (impermanence and stuff like that), and with inspiration from a spiritual teacher, eventually we will develop a strong enough interest and state of mind that’s receptive enough to really delve into this.

So please try to avoid what everybody identifies as the incorrect other-voidness point of view, which is to make the clear light mind (or some pure land, or some transcendent realm) a lazy man’s situation – that you just have to pray hard enough or find the great guru with all the superpowers, and then we just immediately get transferred to this transcendent paradise and everything will be perfect and nice. That is a myth. So, as the saying goes, “Resistance is futile!” – there is no easy, lazy man’s way of out of samsara.

One last question.

Question: Do all schools agree that emptiness is beyond conceptual thought?

Alex: Do all schools agree that voidness is beyond conceptual thought? No, they don’t. All schools agree that it’s necessary to have a nonconceptual cognition of voidness. And, as I was explaining with these denumerable and nondenumerable ultimate phenomena, some say that the voidness that you understand conceptually and nonconceptually is the same voidness, and some say it’s not. But everybody agrees that you have to understand voidness nonconceptually. And even those schools that speak about voidness beyond words and concepts, one has to have – totally essential – conceptual cognition of voidness first in order to have the nonconceptual cognition of voidness beyond that. This is where the negation phenomenon comes in: in order to know “not a cup,” first you have to know “cup.”

Okay. So then let us end here with a dedication. We think whatever understanding, whatever positive force has come from all this, may it go deeper and deeper and act as a cause for understanding this topic deeply, and fully, and eventually nonconceptually, so that we can actually gain liberation and enlightenment for the benefit of all.
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