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This weekend we are going to discuss and practice methods for integrating our life. This is a series of exercises that I developed. We don’t find them actually in the Buddhist teachings or elsewhere. And they’re an extension of a training program that I developed called Developing Balanced Sensitivity, which is published in a book and also you can find on my website. It’s a series of twenty exercises that are all based on the Buddhist teachings, and it’s taking a wide, wide variety of Buddhist meditation methods and teachings, and putting them together in a slightly different form, in order to help us overcome problems of either being insensitive or oversensitive. And this is in respect to situations of others and of ourselves – either we are insensitive to it or oversensitive to it. Or it is dealing with the effect of our behavior, either the effect of our behavior on others or the effect of our behavior on ourselves – either we are insensitive to that or oversensitive. So, that obviously is the Buddhist approach.
When we speak of the true cause of our problems in life, it’s unawareness, and specifically unawareness of cause and effect, so the effect of our behavior and unawareness of reality of situations with ourselves and others. And although the training program, going through these twenty exercises, are based on a Buddhist set of methods; nevertheless, it is not presented in a Buddhist context or with Buddhist terminology, and requires no Buddhist background or Buddhist context within which one works with them. The training program in this, if done in a full manner, one session a week with people, takes three years.
And having taught it a few times in its complete form, and taught abbreviated forms of it here and there, it struck me that there could be more that could be added to it, different aspects. Because you see, what motivated the creation of this program was the fact that there are many people who practice Buddhism for a long time, but reached a certain plateau in there practice and weren’t getting any further. The problem was they didn’t really have a clear idea how to apply the Buddhist teachings to their own lives and the type of problems that they had, emotional and psychological problems. So, this was something that I observed quite in a widespread manner. And analyzing the situation, what I realized is that the conceptual framework within which we conceptualize the type of psychological problems that we have is completely different from that with which the Buddhist teachings conceptualize them.
So, we think of problems – and experience them, because we conceptualize them this way – in terms of certain issues like, for instance, insecurity – “I’m insecure” – or insensitive, or oversensitive. And we experience alienation. We say, “I’m out of touch with my feelings, out of touch with my body, and even out of touch with myself.” We say, “My feelings are blocked,” for example, and such things. And the problem is that none of that can easily be translated into Tibetan. And so that’s the difficulty here is how to make the bridge between the Buddhist Tibetan conceptual framework and how we conceptualize and consequently experience our problems.
So, then, of course, we might think that the Buddhist methods aren’t really effective for these types of problems that are characteristic of us in the West. But, if we really take refuge in Buddha, Dharma and Sangha; that means that we are confident that the Buddhist methods and teachings that Buddha taught will eliminate all problems, including the ones that we Westerners experience. So, with that confident belief that the Dharma is broad enough to encompass these types of problems as well, the only challenge was to deconstruct the type of syndromes that we experience, so that if we deconstruct them and see the various components of it, that then we could see how the various Dharma methods would apply to it. I’ll just give two very simple examples. There is no Tibetan word for “emotions” and, what we translate as “mind” doesn’t mean what in Tibetan what we mean by “mind.”
So, I developed this program; and it seems to be quite effective from the people who have gone through it. And what I saw was that, as I said, more can be added, and one aspect that was not treated fully in the program is this feeling of not being a whole. In other words, our lives are not really integrated. And so we experience our lives being very fragmented. And of course, that leads to a lot of difficulties. We can’t really integrate our professional business life with our family life; and none of those with our sports life or our hobbies or vacations or things like that. I mean, everything is very fragmented; it doesn’t fit together as a whole. So, to see the type of method that I think can help with that, let’s turn to the Buddhist theoretical framework from which this comes.
And the main point here is the Buddhist explanation of the conventional “me,” the conventional “I” or self. And when we speak about the conventional “me,” the conventional “me” is – to use the jargon – something which is imputed, or imputable, on a continuum, individual continuum of aggregate factors. Now, when we talk about the five aggregates – I don’t want to go into the listing of what they are – but just the general idea here is that each moment of our experience is changing; it’s going on, one moment to the next. Each moment is different; each moment is not the same as the moment before; but neither is it totally different and unrelated either. But, there is a continuum here, and one moment follows from the previous one. We would call that it arises dependently on the previous moment.
It’s like a roll of frames in a movie. But let’s not take that analogy too literally, because obviously each little frame can be cut out and be by itself. So, we’re talking not about the frame, we’re talking about the actual movie that plays based on the film. And even that can be edited, so don’t take the analogy too literally. Now, in one moment of our experience, although that experience might seem like some sort of solid entity or thing, we can deconstruct it into many component parts. So, we have obviously our body, which will be in different positions, or whatever, getting older. And we also are going to have some sort of consciousness, in the sense of either visual consciousness, or hearing or smelling or tasting, or feeling a physical sensation or mental consciousness. And usually all of them are operating at the same time; so it’s a matter of how much attention we pay to each. When we are with somebody, we’re seeing that person and at the same time hearing what they are saying. But we also can be simultaneously feeling the temperature of the room, it’s hot or cold; we pay attention, feel the sensation of the clothing on our body. If you pay attention, there is the taste in your mouth just from your tongue and the saliva, and the air has a certain odor. And we might be thinking something or etc. at the same time. And each of these types of consciousness has an object that it is perceiving, and here we can either speak of the external object or we can speak of the perceived object of what we call the appearance, like a mental hologram that is involved.
There are different interpretations by different Buddhist philosophers and schools about the fine points of these; I’m speaking in general here. And we have various emotions, both positive and negative, that are accompanying every moment. We are always feeling something on the spectrum of happy or unhappy, in each moment; although it might not be very traumatic, but it’s somewhere on that spectrum. When the word “feeling” is used in Buddhism, that’s what it is referring to, this spectrum of happy or unhappy. And we also have various mental factors that help us to connect on an object. Like, for instance, different levels of concentration, different levels of interest. And all the various factors that are involved with what we would put together into this general word of “understanding.” How do we understand the sounds that we hear in terms of a language, for example? It’s a very complex process, obviously. So, we have a continuum of moments of experience, and in each moment it’s made up of all these different components; and each of them is changing at a different rate. So, when we ask in terms of this complex of things that’s changing all the time, well, what is the “me,” where am I in all of this? Then, Buddhism has a lot to say.
And, it’s our unawareness about this “me,” how I exist and what I am – or who I am – that is one of the most fundamental causes of our problems. Either we don’t know how we exist, or who am I as in “I have to find myself” – which is, if you translated that literally into Tibetan, it would sound like a meditation process of analysis. Whereas somebody goes off to India to find themselves, that’s something quite different, isn’t it? So, here we are; we just don’t know how we exist or we have a completely incorrect understanding of it.
There are two levels or aspects here, and we tend to go to one of two extremes: Either we identify me with some aspect of our experience. This could be our role; for instance, being a mother or being a father, “That’s who I am.” Or our nationality, or our gender, “I’m a woman,” “I’m a man”; or “I’m the type of person who has a bad temper, or sickness.” We tend to identify with one thing – at best, maybe a couple of things – but we identify with something. Either we identify with one thing all the time, which may be the dominant identity of who I am. It could also be our religion, of course.
Or, in different situations, we identify with one thing. Then we get a very disintegrated type of feeling of our lives. “In business I’m one thing; at home I’m another thing; at the sports club I’m yet another person, etc. So we can identify with different things in different parts of our life or different moments. So, that’s one extreme, that we identify with one or more aspects of our life, our experience, which of course leads to many problems because then we’re not very flexible at all. We get very defensive about this identity, or we feel guilty about this identity. We can be very proud, very arrogant, like identifying with our great looks or identifying with our great intelligence, and then be very arrogant about that and be very proud.
The other extreme is when we imagine that there’s “me,” that I exist totally separate from all of this, from all the various aspects of my existence. When we have that type of belief about ourselves, the type of problem that manifests is a feeling of alienation. “I am alienated from my feelings; I am alienated from my body and alienated from myself.” As if there was a “me” separate from all of that that felt alienated.
What I’m explaining here is a very very important principle that I can’t emphasize enough – it is essential for the study of Buddhism – which is namely, when we learn about all these philosophical positions, things that are being refuted and all of that, don’t just believe it as information like that. But then say, “What would it be like if I thought like that and what problems would I have if I thought like that.” Then you see the whole point of why Buddha’s pointing out the mistakes of these views. Otherwise, it just becomes an intellectual exercise. It is, as my own teacher, Serkong Rinpoche, pointed out, extremely arrogant to think that only stupid people would think like this philosophical system that’s being refuted in the Buddhist texts. It’s very, very arrogant to say only stupid people would think like that.
You know, there’s a point that comes up in the teachings – I point this out because it’s not usually discussed. You know, when we talk about disturbing emotions, there are those which are doctrinally based and those which arise automatically. The doctrinally based disturbing emotions are those which arise based having learned a non-Buddhist Indian doctrinal system. So, based on that system – having learned it and accepted it – then what happens is you get attachment to it: “This is my system.” You get angry with anybody else; you know, “You have the wrong view,” and then “You’re heretics,” or whatever. You get angry with others who disagree; you get arrogant about it, you know, “This is my system, etc.” If we are naive, we don’t want to consider anything else. You’re jealous of members of another belief group make more money or stuff like that; you have to compete with them to get members. So there’s a whole cluster of disturbing emotions which arise based on having learned and accepted a certain system and identified with it.
So, when we first understand voidness nonconceptually, and we become convinced that the teachings about reality that these other systems offer are incorrect, then, of course we no longer accept that doctrinal system. Therefore we get rid of being attached to it, and angry if someone disagrees with it, and so on. That’s how you first get rid of these doctrinally based disturbing emotions. That’s what it’s referring to. We learn that with a seeing pathway mind – it’s usually called a path of seeing but that doesn’t convey very much – when you develop this type of mind, the pathway mind which is a seeing one, which sees nonconceptually the four noble truths, basically, if we want to put it in the most fundamental way, then it rids the mind – actually translated as “abandon,” as if you put it somewhere like you abandon a baby – that it rids the mind forever of the doctrinally based disturbing emotions.
So, then the question arises naturally, “What happens if I never studied any of these non-Buddhist Indian systems, and I achieve a seeing pathway mind, then what do I get rid of, if I’ve never learned these doctrines that it’s talking about?” This is a very important question, actually, a very relevant one, particularly for us Westerners who certainly have never studied these Indian systems, for the most part of us. So, a “Dharma Lite” version would be that, “Well, when you talk about doctrinally based, it could be doctrinally based on any propaganda system;” on the propaganda or learning or teachings – propaganda is a heavy word – of any non-Buddhist system, whether we are talking about a Western religion or we’re talking about communist philosophy, or whatever. That would be a “Dharma Lite” version. The real thing Dharma version is: “No, sorry, we’re talking about only specifically the non-Buddhist Indian systems.”
And from the Prasangika point of view, according to Gelugpa, “doctrinally based” includes all the lower tenet systems as well. If we speak about desire that arises based on the propaganda of television commercials, we would have to say that’s something which is seemingly doctrinally based, but it’s not the actual “doctrinally based.” Fit it into the conceptual framework of Buddhism. So, Tsongkhapa addresses this question, because certainly most Tibetans did not study these Indian systems. Like most of us Westerners, they never even heard of them. And Tsongkhapa answers that everybody has doctrinally based disturbing emotions, whether or not we’ve studied that system in this lifetime. Because just as the teachings of the Buddha have no beginning, and all our mental continuums have no beginning, likewise all these other Indian systems have no beginning. So, everybody has, by that logic, studied these systems at one time or another in the past, and have the imprints or tendencies based on them from previous lives, even if they haven’t studied in this lifetime, and that’s what you get rid of with a seeing pathway mind. Very interesting answer.
Now, that could not really be referring, then, only to… Well, if you think about this. You read this – because it’s a puzzling question – you read this and try to figure out, well, “What in the world is the significance of this to me?” Because if there’s a tendency there that’s so unconscious and I get rid of that, what difference does it make? I don’t even know that I have that tendency.” There just has to be something more than that to it. So, it’s certainly not manifesting – these tendencies – in this lifetime, going around and saying, you know, “Samkhya philosophy is the best and everybody else who thinks otherwise is wrong,” because I’ve never even heard of Samkhya. How much less so could I go around and identify with it, like, you know, this is my football team.
So, what it must be referring to is a way of thinking that would be shaped by this school, for which I would have certain tendencies in this lifetime, and that also would produce problems. So, when I teach about the refutation that Buddhism has in these various Indian systems, then we spend a great deal of time trying to identify in ourselves the tendencies that we have to think like that. In other words, what would it actually mean, in real life terms, to think like that, to feel like that? What emotion would that bring up? What emotional problem would that bring up, which would prompt Buddha to want to identify this as a source of suffering, this belief as a source of suffering? If you really take refuge, then the imperative is to analyze like that. Otherwise why did Buddha bring it up?
I’m sorry, this is a very, very long explanation of why I am explaining here that, or taking one step farther then we find in the text. The refutation that we have of the “self” or the “me” either being one with the aggregates or different form the aggregates, so what in the world would that mean? And as I said, what it would mean is if we identify with anything in our lives, then we become very, very inflexible. Or, we’re identifying with several different aspects in our lives and then we can’t integrate it at all. Or, on the other hand, if we imagine that “me” is totally different from everything in my life, then we experience alienation. And so these are the problems.
The problem is not merely that the conceptual belief is illogical, you know, and therefore Buddha said, “Everybody has to be logical,” and so the source of your problem is that you are illogical. But Buddha’s talking about the emotional problems that arise in addition to the faulty way of thinking. And unless we’re able to transfer the illogical way of thinking to what type of emotional problem that generates, we will not be able to relate the teachings to ourselves, to our lives, and how to use them to help us to overcome our psychological and emotional problems.
So, when we approach the Buddhist teachings, in terms of what it is intended for, which is to help us overcome our problems, then the first step is to identify what emotional problems we are facing, and then try to see what is the misconception that is behind it. That’s what we do in therapy anyway in the West. So, it’s that what we will discover behind them will be various aspects of the views that would refute it. In our study, since this has not been worked out very well – the relation between the doctrinally based incorrect views and what emotional problem it generates – then in our study, at this stage in the development of Western Buddhism, we look at the doctrinally misconceptions, and then we try to identify – this is what I tried to do in Developing Balanced Sensitivity – try to identify the emotional problems that come from that. So that in working with people, that then when you are only looking at the emotional problem, you can identify that, and if you understand – and even if you don’t understand what is the doctrinal basis of that – nevertheless, Buddha taught methods for overcoming that misconception so that you can then apply it to the emotional problems. So, it gives you the method for being able to tackle the way that we experience our problems. Therefore, the Dharma teachings are referred to as the “wish-granting cow,” because we can milk from it a tremendous amount of nutritional food: the milk. So, the point is that when you receive all these teachings and read all these teachings, you have to milk from it as much as you can; and we in the West haven’t milked enough.
There’s another good example, I think, of the arrogance that many of us would have in reading the Buddhist literature. And you read images like the “wish-granting cow” and you say, “Oh, come on, this is completely ridiculous!” It’s not ridiculous. There’s meaning to that image. So one has to look deeper and try to understand it, take it seriously. OK.
So, to finally get back to our topic here, which is that the “me,” the “self,” is neither one with any of our different aspects, nor is it different from it. What Buddhism says is that the “self” or the “me” is what can be imputed on the continuum of these ever changing aggregates. The aggregates, every moment in all these components are changing; they are all changing at different rates. That is the basis of the imputation or labeling. “Me” is the label; that’s a word or a concept. What is the actual “me?” The actual “me” is what the word or label “me” refers to, in terms of this basis. How do you establish that there is a “me?” The only way that you can establish that there is a “me” is in terms of this mental labeling. It’s not that it is created by the mental label, and if you didn’t say “me” you didn’t exist; that’s absurd. But it’s merely what the word or concept “me” refers to on the basis of this. We have nothing on the side of the basis that is standing there and saying, “Call ‘me’ ‘me.’” There’s nothing like that; there’s nothing on the side of the basis that is holding up or supporting your focus when you are focusing on “me.”
The example that I would use to illustrate this is that of a movie. So, the classic movie Gone with the Wind. We have a movie; it’s playing. So you have one scene after another scene after another scene. Every moment of it is changing. Right? So that’s the continuum; that’s the basis for labeling the movie. Right? And all the characters are changing and doing things at a different rate. And it’s a pretty good story, so there’s continuity. So, what is Gone with the Wind? Gone with the Wind, well, that’s a title, that’s a word; it’s a name. But the movie Gone with the Wind is not just its title. So, what is Gone with the Wind, what’s the movie? It’s what the title refers to on the basis of this continuum of every moment, of every scene. Gone with the Wind is not just one scene or one character in one moment of a scene; nor is Gone with the Wind something completely different from the continuum of all of these scenes. And there’s nothing on the side of each moment of the scene which has like a little label there, or a little stamp: Gone with the Wind, Gone with the Wind, Gone with the Wind, like that, that allows us to identify that this is Gone With the Wind. So, what’s Gone with the Wind? It’s what the title refers to on the basis of this continuum.
So, the same thing is true in terms of “me.” Who am I? What is the “me?” What establishes a “me?” It’s merely what the word “me” refers to on the basis of this whole continuum. So, our problems arise … well, first of all, we identify the “me” with some aspect of the continuum; some aspects of our experience. Or we don’t identify it at all with that. You see, the problem here is the basis for labeling. How much of a basis do we label the “me” on? We often tend to label the “me” on just some aspects, but not all aspects, and so we leave out certain parts of our life: “That wasn’t me; I wasn’t myself.” Or we deny certain aspects of, you know, what we would say in Western phraseology, “some aspects of myself.” So we’re leaving out part of the basis for labeling. So, here we have a combination of both identifying being one with certain aspects of our experience, and being totally different form other aspects.
So, this entire system of exercises dealing with this particular problem – and there are several exercises that deal with this in Developing Balanced Sensitivity – all have to do with becoming aware of the entire basis for labeling “me.” Not just identifying with some and ignoring others. So, in the exercises that are already there, in the Sensitivity Training, we look, for instance, in terms of not identifying just with the present moment, but that we need to see that a person is what is labeled on the whole continuum of their life. And the example that I used a few days ago here was when you see an old person in a nursing home and, you know, they are all decrepit and with dementia and so on, to remember that that person is not just what you see in front of your eyes. But that person had a whole life, a childhood, an adulthood, probably a family, and a career and so on. And the person is what can be labeled on that whole continuum, not just what you see with your eyes now. So, the problem, then, was having too small a basis for labeling, which causes us to be uncomfortable with this person, to be awkward and afraid, not to really have respect for the person.
So, we can apply this analysis, it’s valid for both others and for ourselves. We’re not just what we see in the mirror. It’s not the totality of the basis for labeling “me.” Nor are we just that little aspect of “me,” that one time moment that we identify in our imaginations, as in we are sixty-five years old but in our minds we’re still twenty-five and think we’re still attractive to other twenty-five year olds. Obviously, that causes a lot of problems.
Similarly, we need to expand the basis of labeling “me” in terms of parts, you know, parts of the body, atoms and so on. The other person is not just the beautiful outer layer, but is all these other things. The same thing with “me.” And likewise we can expand in terms of all the different causes for why we are acting the way that we’re acting now or somebody else is acting the way that they are acting now. It’s not just, you know, “Oh, you are acting terrible,” but “Wow, you know, maybe they are not feeling well, and their friend yelled at them before and they missed the bus and they were caught in traffic” and so on. And so all of that is the basis for labeling and for understanding that situation now with the other person or with me, why I feel the way that I feel. So, we are not saying that the traffic is the basis for labeling “me,” but the effect of the traffic on my mood, that’s part of the basis for labeling “me.” So the effect of the traffic on my mood, that’s part of the basis for labeling “me.” So I need to understand the causal factors that influence what I’m experiencing now.
Then, to further deconstruct and expand our understanding of the basis for labeling, we have to take into consideration the effect on that other person, or the effect on myself, of all the people that I’ve known in my life: the way that my parents raised me, I mean, all these sort of things. And then previous generations, how my grandparents raised my parents and influenced them so that they influenced me. And then, if we have an understanding and appreciation of previous lives, then how know how previous lives’ experiences have influenced the various tendencies and interests and so on that I’ve had from early childhood that I can’t explain from my family or environment.
So, what we are doing here, in our analysis, is combing several aspects of the Buddhist teachings. One is a very expansive understanding of dependent arising; that each moment of our experience is arisen dependently on countless number of factors – all of what we have been talking about in the last few minutes – and the analysis of mental labeling. That the “me” is then labeled on each moment of experience, and each moment of experience in the continuum of my entire life has dependently arisen based on millions and millions of other factors. So, we’re wooooo, you know, expanding our whole understanding in a process of deconstruction of the solidity of anything that we identify anybody else with or ourselves with.
In Sensitivity Training, there are several exercises that I am conflating here, putting together, in my explanation. But what we are aiming at, then, is to overcome the problems of being insensitive to certain aspects of my life and experience, and oversensitive about others. So, this is the framework out of which integrating one’s life – this new exercise that I’ve developed – comes out of. This is a further step based on this type of balanced sensitivity process. If every moment of our experience, in every aspect of our personality and experience, has been influenced by so many different factors etc., how do I integrate all of that, so that I have a sense of a “me” labeled on all of it that is labeled in a balanced way? Not leaving anything out, not adding anything, not feeling alienated or whatever. So this is the next step in that process.
Starting tomorrow, then, we will work with this process. In doing this, we will spend a great deal of time in actually contemplating, actually doing the exercise. There is not that much more to explain about it. And then get some feedback in terms of how it is working, because I must confess that you will be guinea pigs. This is the first time that I have actually taught this, so I’m interested to see how it works. And it’s my feeling that this exercise will work even if you haven’t done the sensitivity training, that it can work on its own. But in order to get a little bit of confidence so you don’t think, “Oh, this is just some crazy thing that he thought up,” I wanted to give you the Buddhist background from which it arose. And in explaining the actual method, I will also explain the Buddhist teaching that each of the steps comes from.
And let’s be very clear about it. What we are going to be working with and practicing is “Dharma Lite.” This is not “The Real Thing Dharma.” “Real Thing Dharma” is talking about improving future lives, overcoming rebirth in all future lives, and helping everybody to overcome rebirth. We’re not talking about that. We’re talking about “Dharma Lite,” which is how can we adopt the Dharma teaching to help us in this lifetime. So, “Dharma Lite” can be practiced in two ways. One would be just as “Dharma Lite,” think in terms of this life, that’s it. Or, we can practice it as a Buddhist method which is a preliminary step on the way to the other steps that I just mentioned, improving future lives etc., etc. And following “Dharma Lite” in either way is perfectly okay, as long as we are clear about what we’re doing.
So, let us end here, then, with the dedication. We think that whatever positive force, whatever understanding has come form this, may it go deeper and deeper and act as a cause for enlightenment for the benefit of all.
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We’ve been speaking a little bit about some methods that help us to integrate our lives. Actually, we’ve just been speaking about the background from which these practices derive. If we look at the larger Buddhist context, then we are aiming to ensure that our future lives continue to have this precious human form, as a working basis for continuing our development. This is because we understand that our individual mental continuum has no beginning and no end. And if that mental continuum has my experience that is imputed on that, if that’s going to go on forever, then at the present moment, what follows moment to moment is something which is brought on, effected very strongly by disturbing emotions, disturbing attitudes, and the impulsive behavior or karmic behavior that’s based on that, and then the aftermath of that which just perpetuates the syndrome.
But when we understand that all of that derives from our confusion and unawareness of cause and effect and of reality, and we realize that this confusion can be countered by correct understanding, which is mutually exclusive with it, and if we can stay focused with that correct understanding all the time, then that misunderstanding will never be able to arise again. And when that misunderstanding is no longer present, then the disturbing emotions and also behavior that are based on it will also not recur. And therefore, the various problems that are associated with our moment-to-moment experience of life will also not arise. Then, we understand the basic purity of the mind, that all these troublemakers are what we call “fleeting stains.” They are something that obscure the pure nature of the mind, but are fleeting in the sense that they can be removed. Therefore, since that mental continuum is going to go on forever, I mean, since now the situation of it is that moment to moment there’s just more and more problems, dissatisfaction, frustration, and so on, and we realize that, and we also realize that it’s possible for our continuum of experience of life to be free of all of that, then it gives us the courage and confidence to work toward that goal. That’s called liberation.
In our understanding of reality, we come to understand that our own mental continuum is something which doesn’t exist independently, in isolation from everything else, establishing itself by its own power. But it’s made up of moment to moment to moment that is affected by many, many other factors. So, the technical term for that is that each moment arises dependently on many other factors. And the factors that it depends on are not limited to just material objects. But also, each moment is influenced by everybody else – the mental continuums of everybody else – and the larger units that are made up of that, such as family unites, society, nations, etc.
Now, when we examine the basic characteristics of our experience, what we find as one of the most fundamental ones of them is that we want to be happy and we don’t want to be unhappy. Of course, we could try to analyze why it is the case, why we all want to be happy and not to be unhappy. And that’s not an easy one to answer and usually it’s just explained as, “Well, that’s the way things are.” But if we’re not satisfied with that answer, then we can speculate further reasons which may or may not actually be correct explanations. And there is a difference between just accepting that – you know, “I want to be happy and I don’t want to be unhappy” – between accepting that and accepting something that is beyond our experience. In other words, the fact that I want to be happy and I don’t want to be unhappy, and that everybody else is like that, I want to be liked and I don’t want to be disliked, etc., that’s something that we might not be able to understand why, but we can confirm it from our experience.
So you can say, “Well, is that just having faith that this is the case, or is it something which is maybe not based on reason, but it’s based on experience?” And so, in this case, we’d say that, “Yes, it’s based on experience.” If we’re in pain, everyone wants to get out of that pain. You know, you want to take your hand out of the fire; we want to get out of the freezing cold. So that’s just sort of part of our nature. I mean, even if we want to punish ourselves or to prove something or whatever by keeping our hand in the fire; nevertheless to do that, we have to fight against the natural tendency to take it out. Whereas if we face the question of something like, “Is there some higher authority in the universe which is beyond our experience?” then that’s something different in terms of having constant belief that it is so, because it’s not something that we can experience. So, there’s a difference between believing something that is the sort of nature of something, that’s just the way they are in terms of what we can experience and what we do experience, as opposed to what is beyond out experience.
Pardon me for pursuing this, because I think it’s actually quite an interesting and important point. Now, we could say, “Well, isn’t this circular reasoning?” Because if I say that, “Well, I can have faith in something that I experience as well, which is in terms of the misconception that we all have about reality. And so can I accept that that’s just the way it is, simply because that’s what I experience?” This is the same thing as saying that, “Well, I experienced that I want to be happy and I don’t want to be unhappy. Therefore, based on that, I can believe that that is the basic principle or characteristic.” So could we similarly say that the basic characteristic of reality is that it exists independently, establishing itself just the way that we see it in front of our eyes. Circular reasoning comes in by saying that, “Well, based on believing in these misconceptions about reality produces unhappiness and problems, whereas believing in terms of “I want to be happy and I don’t want to be unhappy, produces happiness.” So that’s the circular reasoning that is here. It is using what you are trying to prove as the proof of what you’re trying to prove.
So, what we have to refer to here is the fact that we want to be happy and we don’t want to be unhappy. This is something which is the case, always. And it’s not something that has a mutually exclusive opposite – that if we were to think of another way, it would remove completely this general working principle. Whereas in terms of this confusion, that is not something that is present in every single moment, because when we focus on “there’s no such thing” as what this refers to, we focus on a correct understanding, and then that is not present. So, this is a basis for saying that, “I want to be happy and I don’t want to be unhappy is actually part of the general nature of the mind and how it goes from moment to moment, whereas the confusion is not.” So you can’t just base the proof on the fact that, “Well, this is something that I experience.”
So, what is the importance or significance of being convinced that I want to be happy and I don’t to be happy and this is the basic nature of the mind. First of all, it reinforces the fact that in my general development, I want to go in the direction of getting rid of my unhappiness or suffering, and achieving a happiness which is something which is stable and will last. So that the striving for that, which is part of … I mean, if you look at biology, you could say, well, you know, a plant, an animal, strives to grow the best and stuff like that. So its parallel on the biological level that this quest to become happier and happier is something which is perfectly natural and appropriate.
Now, often we hear the next step after “I want to be happy and I don’t want to be unhappy,” is to be convinced that I have the right to be happy and the right not to be unhappy. But that brings up the question of: “What in the world do you mean by the ‘right?’ Is that something that somebody else gives you the right: they give you permission? Or I have to give myself permission to be happy?” And that of course leads to further questions, such as, “Do I deserve to be happy or do I deserve to be unhappy?” And that leads to the further question of: “Do I have to earn the right to be happy?” And these are questions that arise particularly when our way of thinking has been affected by the conceptual framework of our Western biblical religions.
From a Buddhist point of view, these questions of: “You have to gain permission to be happy and deserving it, earning it,” and things like that, are really based on a misconception. The only issue here – from a Buddhist point of view – is it possible to be happy, and is it possible to get rid of happiness? And if it is possible, how to bring that about? The other questions of earning, somebody giving permission, and stuff like that, is based on a misconception of a solid recipient of happiness, a solid giver of happiness, and sort of almost like a business transaction between the two, as if happiness were a thing that could be given to someone, and that you have to earn the right to have it. So, it’s… in our pursuit of happiness, it’s very important then to clear away misconceptions about what is actually involved in that; otherwise these misconceptions are going to cause a great deal of hindrances, problems.
In addition, what follows from understanding that basic nature – there are many different factors of the basic nature of the mind, but one of those factors is I want to be happy, I don’t want to be unhappy – that if this is the case, and it’s possible for me to be happy by getting rid of the causes of unhappiness, then that is the case of everyone, the continuum of everyone. So, if this is part of the basic nature of everyone’s mental continuum, and if all of our mental continuums interact with each other and affect each other, then it is not really possible to achieve the deepest happiness independently of everyone else. In other words, in our pursuit of happiness, that mental continuum is not something that is like a river with huge walls on either side of it, that can just be pursued and the goal can be achieved by itself independently of everything else. Because all the different flows of these mental continuums, they’re not separate rivers with walls around them interacting with each either. But everything is interacting with each other in a very, very fluid way. Therefore, what we eventually realize, based on this, is that this wish to be happy and not to be unhappy, and the pursuit of that, is something which is a universal phenomenon. Alright?
So, if you visualize this, a whole huge system which is striving in a certain direction with the wish for going in a certain direction; we’re just a little part of that. And so actually if we could understand correctly what we would see is that actually the striving toward, let’s call it “liberation” or “enlightenment,” is something which has to be undertaken on the scale of the whole universe, not just on an individual scale. So, what we have been stressing previously in terms of compassion, turning away from unhappiness and suffering and turning toward happiness, and that’s... the connotation is just a strong awareness and determination to pursue that course of, “I want to be happy and don’t want to be unhappy.” So we see this as the general nature of the whole universe. What does that mean? That means compassion, combined or supported by the warm-heartedness and affection which comes from realizing all the positive types of interaction that have occurred on the basis of the interdependence of all the various mental continuums.
Of, course there has also been a huge amount of interaction between everybody in terms of producing unhappiness. So, we’ve not only been interactive with everybody in a way which has produce happiness; we’ve also interacted in a way that produces unhappiness. However, the general principle that we want to be happy and we don’t want to be unhappy is more important. Then, in pursuing this, to emphasize when we’ve interacted in a positive way.
If we want to be able to work toward the happiness of everybody – the understanding that we have just explained – then we need to become what is called “omniscient.” We need to be able to understand in all its detail, all the complexity of the interaction and interdependence of everything. And although my mind makes it appear as though me and my mental continuum and everybody else’s, as if it were encapsulated in plastic or like a river with huge walls around it, that is a false appearance. And it’s because that I believe that this false appearance corresponds to reality, that it builds up a further and further habit of believing in it. And that habit of believing in it causes my mind to generate that false appearance. In order to be omniscient, to know the interconnectedness of everyone, then it’s necessary to get the mind to stop creating that false appearance.
So, why do I want to get rid of that false appearance, the appearance making? Why to I want to get rid of that, or stop that? It’s because I am drawn by compassion, I want to be able to help everybody because I see that that is the only way, really, logically, that happiness can come about. So that great compassion that we have for everyone is what is going to drive us to stay more and more focused on the fact that there are no walls, there is no encapsulating plastic. And the more that we stay focused on that, then that breaks the habit of the mind producing that false appearance. This is the way that we achieve enlightenment. It’s this combination of compassion and correct understanding.
So, all of this – I mean the way I am explaining it here – the whole presentation of the Buddhist path is based on the general principle, the nature of the mind, that I want to be happy and I don’t want to be unhappy. If we look at the Buddhist practice – the Buddhist practice which is based on this – is called, generally, “building up and cleansing.” Or “collecting and cleansing,” I don’t like the word “collecting,” it sounds like you’re collecting stamps. And then again there’s a question of which one do you do first or you do these simultaneously. You want to build up the causes for happiness and get rid of the causes for unhappiness. We have a twofold process here. This word “building up” is like building up a charge, you know, an electric battery, so that it can then function in the fullest way. I think that’s a far more accurate an image than collecting stamps. And if you get enough, then you earn, you can go and buy happiness. I’m thinking of the image, of course, of food stores, where you collect the stamps and then you trade them in and you get a toaster oven or something like that.
Now, we’ve seen that what we experience in each moment of our continuum arises dependently on many, many other factors: what everybody else has done and all the things that are going on in the world – culture, etc. So, this is the case, both in terms of the unhappiness and suffering that we want to get rid of, as well as the happiness that we want to build up and achieve the maximum level. Now, often in our Buddhist training and likewise in Western therapies, what we focus on are all the causal factors that have brought us unhappiness and problems, and then we apply various methods to get rid of that. However, what we find to much less an extent is focusing on the positive things we have gained from others, and society, culture etc., which has contributed to our happiness and well-being. When we look at the four noble truths, then we get the impression that the approach in Buddhism is solely on getting rid of problems, and therefore focusing on all the negative things that cause problems. However, when we look a little bit further into the teachings, then all of a sudden, we discover something in addition to the basic presentation of the four noble truths, and that’s the presentation of the reliance on a spiritual teacher.
And there are also presentations on what’s called “Buddha-nature.” “Buddha-nature” – we can look at it in terms of many, many factors; “Buddha-nature” is a silly way of translating it. But what we are talking about is all the factors that enable us to become a Buddha. So, in any case, there are many, many factors, and one of those factors is the basic happy nature of the mind, the blissful nature of the mind. This isn’t asserted by everybody, but many of the Buddhist schools – Tibetan Buddhist schools – assert that as far as the general nature of the mind. So, we can say that, “Well, that’s the general cause of my happiness; all I have to do is focus on that.” But, if you think about it, just focusing on that is really focused on ourselves and our own mental continuums.
One of the terms for “Buddha-nature” – there is no such word as “nature” that is part of any of the terminology, and what is translated as “Buddha-nature” – so, the main terms are either “family trait” – “characteristic” actually is the word for “caste” – so the “family trait” that will enable us to be part of the family, of those who will become a Buddha. Or it’s the word for “womb.” It’s the womb within which we grow as a Buddha. Now, obviously, we are going to grow and develop within the womb of someone of our own species. So these two images fit together. So, parts of the family traits are the voidness of the mind, the natural purity of the mind, the actual blissful aspect of the mind, the fact that there’s energy, and the fact that that energy moves out and communicates, the fact that the mind makes appearances, and so we get mind, speech and body. All of these are the womb within which, and the traits within which, we can then develop the fullest potentials of these as a Buddha. But there’s the role of the guru, the role of the spiritual teacher, in addition to this.
In the Kadam tradition, going into the Gelug tradition, the way the role of the guru is explained is as the root. So the root of the pathway mind that will bring you to liberation and enlightenment; it’s that from which you gain nourishment. And the nourishment that we receive is in the form of what I translate as “inspiration.” It’s usually translated as “blessings,” but I think that is an incredibly unfortunate choice of terms, because it brings in a whole totally irrelevant conceptual framework. Inspiration, to grow! So, inspiration gives us the strength at the beginning, middle and end; the strength to start on the spiritual path, the strength to continue on it, and the strength to go to the end of it. So, it gives us the inspiration and then the strength to pursue in its fullest form, this basic nature of the mind which to be happy and not to be unhappy.
So, this practice that I want to introduce, integrating our life, is based on the teachings concerning the spiritual teacher and how do we derive the inspiration from the spiritual teacher. This is the source or the model for what I will teach. We have the teaching on how to relate to a spiritual teacher in the most healthy, beneficial way in order to gain the maximum inspiration.
Everyone has shortcomings and everybody has positive aspects or positive points. And as we find in many many scriptural texts, that it’s going to be nearly impossible to find a spiritual teacher who has only good qualities and no drawbacks, no shortcomings. Even if that shortcoming is that my teacher doesn’t have time for me because my teacher has so many other disciples. Alright? We don’t have to think of shortcomings in terms of being angry all the times.
Now, we have all these teachings in terms of seeing the spiritual teacher as Buddha and so on. I don’t want to go into to much detail – I really don’t want to go into any detail about this, since it’s a huge topic. I wrote a whole book about that – but what I’m drawing on is the Fifth Dalai Lama’s commentary on this, his presentation of the Graded Stages of the Path. In the scriptural text concerning relating to a spiritual teacher, and this aspect of focusing on being a Buddha, what it says is that there is no benefit derived in focusing on the shortcomings of anything and complaining about that. All it does is depress you. This is what the scriptural texts say. There’s no point in focusing on the negative qualities of anything or anyone, and complaining about it, because that only causes you to become depressed. So, therefore, if you focus on the positive qualities, you gain inspiration.
So, in commenting about this, the Fifth Dalai Lama now relates this to the practice to relating to a spiritual teacher. He says, in approaching this meditation, what’s called guru-yoga, and so on, meditating on the spiritual teacher, the first step is to acknowledge the shortcomings of the spiritual teacher. This is radically different from the way that many other texts present guru-yoga, how to meditate on the guru, the spiritual teacher. So he says, acknowledge the shortcomings of the spiritual teacher, whatever they may be. Don’t be in a state of denial. But, look at it in light of what Buddha had said, that there’s no benefit in dwelling on that. So, I acknowledge it; I’m not denying it. But if I focus on that, that’s not going to help me; in fact, it’s just going to bring me down. And then you put it to the side.
And once we have done this process, of dealing with the shortcoming of the spiritual teacher, then you can focus on the positive qualities, which is where the traditional meditation on the spiritual teacher begins. Because if we don’t do this, then in a sense we begin to question ourselves, “Aren’t I being naive in this whole process of focusing on the guru.” Then, at this point, what we do is first we try to recognize the good qualities of the spiritual teacher, and be convinced that this is a fact, not that we are making this up. So, we recognize the good qualities, the beneficial qualities. And the state of mind that we develop from that is a confident belief that this is true; this is fact.
So, once we have this confident belief that these are in fact the good qualities of the teacher, then the traditional language is to focus on the kindness of the teacher. So basically what we are focusing on is the benefit that I have received from these positive qualities. And the state of mind, the emotion that we develop from that is a deep appreciation and respect. These terms are translated usually in quite different ways, but if we look at the definitions, this is what it is talking about. So, you develop a deep appreciation and respect of the benefit that I have received from these positive qualities of the teacher, which I am totally confident – I am not fooling myself – that this is, in fact, true. And then, we imagine lights coming from the spiritual teacher into us and inspire us on the basis of that confident belief in the good qualities and appreciation of the benefit we’ve received from them. And this meditation, then, is the root through which we derive strength and inspiration to try to develop more and more these qualities in ourselves, based on Buddha-nature. Because we realize that we are in the same caste, the same family, ourselves, the spiritual teacher and the Buddha.
So, if our mental continuum has been influenced by so many others, and so many different factors, then the same analysis would apply to each of the sources of influence on our mental continuum as it does to the spiritual teacher. The same analysis in terms of we have received benefit and we have received detrimental influence. The same analysis, then, applies, for instance, to our family, to our culture, to our nation, to all the teachers we have had in school, to everything. There have been positive aspects of them and negative aspects of them. We can focus on the negative aspects, various things that have influenced or caused me problems in life, and then you can get into therapy. But from the Buddhist point of view, although you need to get rid of all the problems that have been influenced by these things, there’s no point in complaining about it. So we look at the other side, which is all the good qualities of all these things, the benefits that I have received from them, and then derive inspiration from that and integrate all of that together, to see that the “me” is labeled not just on the basis of all these problems and the causes of these problems, but the “me” is labeled on all these benefits and positive things that I have derived from others.
This is the framework of this program of intergrating our lives that the “me” is labeled on. So, when we talk about integrating our lives, then it’s like what the Fifth Dalai Lama advises regarding the guru. We acknowledge, you know, “My mother did this to me and my father did that to me and caused this problem and that problem,” etc., etc. We acknowledge all of that. We don’t deny it. But we see that there is no benefit in complaining about it or focusing on that. And then we focus on all the positive things that we have derived from family, friends, etc., with the greatest of appreciation for that. And in this manner, we integrate our lives in the sense of seeing that the “me” is labeled on all of that, both the negative influences and the positive influences. And we focus, in our meditation, now simply on the positive aspects, in order to gain strength and inspiration. And that strength and inspiration will be beneficial in a “Dharma Lite” version, just in terms of this lifetime, and give us the strengths to work toward our future lives, liberation and enlightenment.
We’ll take our break now, and then after the break we will start the practice. Perhaps we should start with some questions to make sure that you understand it, but I wanted to present in a fairly full form where all of this derives from, so that you have some sort of confidence that it’s not something made up. But, that this derives very fully from the Buddhist method, and to understand why this type of practice would be beneficial, how it would be applied, and what would be the use of doing this, so equivalent to Tsongkhapa’s analysis of how do you meditate, how do you build up a positive state of mind, so that then one can enter into one’s practice without doubts. That’s very important in any practice.
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We have looked at the framework from which these teachings about integrating our life derive, and there are just a few more points I want to add before I open it up for questions. This is concerning the word – not just the word, but what we mean by – “inspiration.” We have the Sanskrit word adhishtana, and we have the Tibetan word chin-gi-lab. In Sanskrit, the word means, basically, something that will place us in a higher position or more advanced. And what this implies is something which is uplifting, that lifts us up, gives us the strength and the support to develop ourselves to a higher stage. And the Tibetan term lab is a wave, and chin-gi gives the impression that this is a wave of something that gives us something, and also the connotation of it brightens us. It brings us more waves through brightening us that give us something. Like when there are waves of light that come to a plant, then it can grow. So, this is what we can derive from the etymology of both Sanskrit and the way that it was translated into Tibetan.
Now, what can uplift us? What can brighten us with strength and sustenance? Well, in the Buddhist description we derive this both upward and downward, in two ways. It’s referring to some source that has more qualities that we look up to, and one that we look toward in terms of someone that I can help. It's not that I’m looking down on them, as an inferior. We look at the Buddhas and the qualities of the Buddha, Dharma and Sangha in terms of our refuge and safe direction and we derive inspiration from that. We have many practices that we do in which we visualize these waves of inspiration coming to us from Buddha and the refuge tree, this sort of things. We do this also in terms of Buddha-figures – Avalokiteshvara, Chenrezig, etc. But because the qualities of the Buddha are very, very difficult for us to relate to, then we represent all of this with a spiritual teacher, someone that we know, that we have some personal contact with, some personal experience with, because it's much easier to relate to. So the role of the spiritual teacher has always been described as the conduit through which we can gain the inspiration from Buddha, Dharma and Sangha. So it’s like a magnifying glass that will bring the brilliance of the sun down to a plant, on the ground.
But, similarly, we can derive inspiration from all limited beings. So we hear this term, “ sentient beings,” but a sentient being, that's jargon, it doesn’t mean very much in English, and what it refers to is a “limited being.” A Buddha is not a sentient being. So it’s a limited being, limited not in the sense of handicapped, but limited in the sense that the body, speech and mind are not able to function at the fullest capacity because of various problems: anger or attachment and so on. So, when we are in a group of others, for instance – I mean, I certainly experience this and I think every teacher experiences this, whether a spiritual teacher or anyone else that’s working with other people – that when you are with other people who need your help and can be helped by you, you draw a great deal of inspiration or strength from that situation to rise above. You’re uplifted to go beyond what you would ordinarily be able to do just sitting in your room. To explain something sitting in front of the computer by myself is far less productive than explaining in front of a live audience, because you gain strength and inspiration from the beings around you.
But remember our discussion of belief in a fact, usually translated as faith. You have belief based on reason; you have a clearheaded belief that clears your mind of all disturbing emotions about the object; and belief in the fact with an aspiration about it. I'm not talking about confident belief, that's not the term that I am using. “Confident belief” is a different Tibetan term that adds a sense of certainty to a belief in a fact. That's a separate mental factor. When we talk about the spiritual teacher, then we use this term. It’s “ mopa” in Tibetan, which in addition to belief in the fact that the teacher has these qualities and we don't have any disturbing emotions about it, and have the aspiration to become like that, then when we add a sense of total certitude about that, then it’s that other term, “ mopa,” instead of “ daypa,” confident belief.
It’s the same difference between “distinguishing” and “discriminating awareness.” We distinguish light from dark, or what's helpful from what's harmful, but when you add decisiveness to that, then you have what’s called “discriminating awareness.” These are usually translated as “recognition” and “wisdom,” and when you translate it like that, it becomes totally meaningless in terms of understanding the difference between the two. The difference between the two is the level of certitude about it.
In Buddhist analysis, they differentiate very very precisely different mental and emotional states, so we need to be quite careful to not obscure the differences being made here. So this dimension of decisiveness, you know, either you're indecisive or a little bit wavering or you're totally decisive about something, is going to affect the emotion that we feel. So this is why these distinctions are made here.
So, my point here being that when we talk about inspiration, then what we really want to have is this belief in a fact. It's clear in terms of the spiritual teacher or the Buddhas that we're talking about, we’re based on reason, all the sort of things that led them to be able to have these qualities. And we would have the same thing in terms of the spiritual teacher. And our mind is clear, our emotions are cleared of disturbing emotions about that. We're not attached, we're not angry, we’re not jealous, these sort of things. So no jealousy, thinking that we're worse and no arrogance, thinking we're better. And the aspiration to become like that, to develop those qualities further in ourselves.
Now, when we talk about deriving inspiration from all limited beings, there are those that we are trying to help. Then naturally what comes up is the discussion of compassion. Now, ordinarily, our compassion is mixed with, usually, attachment. And so, our child needs our help, and sure we derive strength, even if we're tired, to be able to help the child. But we are very worried and we are very attached and there are a lot of disturbing emotions that can be mixed in there as well. We are insecure; we are afraid we might do the wrong thing. And are we really thinking of the good qualities of the child? Not really.
We can't deny that you have derived a great deal of strength just from this ordinary compassion to help others that need our help, like our child. But that's not quite the whole thing that we are talking about in the Buddhist teaching in terms of deriving inspiration from limited beings. But, as we've seen in our discussions this week about compassion, that what we’re talking about is acknowledging – and we discussed it this morning as well – that what is the basis is the good quality: everyone wants to be happy, nobody wants to be unhappy, kindness, etc.; the ability of everybody to be happy and not to be unhappy, and we're totally clearheaded, we certainly believe that that is a fact. It is a fact, I have belief in it, in fact we're quite confident of that, and we don't have any disturbing emotions toward these limited beings. And there’s the aspiration, of course, to help to get rid of their problems.
And so, when we are inspired by a group of others that we can help, then there’s nothing disturbing about that. It is a totally clear, non-upsetting state of mind. So, one is uplifted, the mind is very clear, the emotions are very calm, and filled with a great deal of strength, which is not unbalanced or anything like that. “It’s just flowing,” we would say in our colloquial language. The question that’s coming to my mind is, “Is this a blissful or happy state of mind?”
When we talk about feelings, feeling of happy and unhappy, there are two categories of that. There are upsetting feelings and non-upsetting feelings. And I think we would have to speak, if we were talking about the ideal form of inspiration, of a non-upsetting form of happiness. So, it wouldn't be dramatic, in our usual what we conceive of in a samsaric way, as being dramatic happiness. It’s a much more calm flavor of happiness, which many of us might not even recognize as happiness. I mean, we’re opening the door to as huge discussion of what does it mean to be happy and what are all the different forms of happiness and what does it mean even just to feel good. We won't go through that door into that big discussion.
My point in bringing all of this up is that when we’re working to gain inspiration from all the positive things that we've gained from others in our lifetime, and we're focusing on the good qualities of these various sources, people and culture, etc., then we want to have that in a manner that there are no disturbing emotions about it. It’s not so simple. But for this to work ideally, then we acknowledge that, you know, this person might have hurt me or blah blah blah, acted nastily, but we’re not angry and we’re not upset about that. And this person has been kind to me, but we're not clinging to that and greedy for more and any of that; we’re certainly not jealous or arrogant. It’s just a little more background.
If you have any questions concerning the understanding of what we're describing here, please ask, but I really don't want to take up the rest of the session with that. But if there’s some pressing question that you don't understand what’s going on, please. The conclusion of what I just explained in the beginning of the session is that before doing this exercise, then we need to basically calm down. So, any strong questions?
Question: So the question is, when we’re trying to direct compassion, for example toward limited beings, we are having in our minds people for which we have a lot of disturbing emotions. Then realizing that we are filled with disturbing emotions, should we at that point stop the practice because we can not get rid of those emotions immediately or should we proceed in doing the practice even with interference of those disturbing emotions?
Alex: As Tsongkhapa explained, in order to generate a certain positive state of mind, we need to know what is it based on; what needs to precede it in order to support it. And so, compassion, when we look at the various meditations which are aimed at developing a bodhichitta aim, compassion is a step in them, but it certainly is not the first step in them. And so the basis for it is, we can go way way back to the very beginning of the lam-rim if you want to find the basis. But if we speak of the immediate basis for it, the immediate basis is equanimity. So we need to view this person in terms of, “Well, I 'm upset about them because they haven't acted nice to me or horrible to me” and we have attachment or repulsion and see that, “Well, there are many other circumstances, and in different circumstances, the person that I'm so attached to can also cause me the most pain if they ignore me. One that I don't like, if they change, they could possibly become my close friend, etc.” So we develop a state of equanimity. So, the basis for developing love and compassion is this type of equanimity that at least temporarily frees the mind of attraction, repulsion and indifference.
In a more general way, as I outlined in Developing Balanced Sensitivity, we need a quiet mind, and a quiet mind is quieted not only of attraction, repulsion and indifference, but also quieted of flightiness of mind – our mind wanders off with all sorts of strange thoughts, either about the person or about something else – and also quieted of dullness. In order to really develop proper compassion, the mind can't be thinking about all sorts of other things, especially not thinking about the nasty things that this person might have done to me and made me upset or the wonderful things that I want from them that make me so attached and desirous. As His Holiness the Dali Lama always says, we need to differentiate the person from what the person has done, when we want to develop compassion. What they did might have been quite horrible, however when we want to develop compassion, we develop it on the basis of just this is a human being, this is a limited being. They want to be happy; they don't want to be unhappy, just as this is the case with myself. Even if we have a lot of disturbing emotions towards the person, if we can focus on… if we realize that the basis for it is what they did, but not the person as the person, and then shift our attention to the person as a person, then we can develop compassion. Anything else?
Question: What we're talking about achieving the possibility of in “Dharma Lite,” with “ Dharma Lite” practice, is not full happiness and with “The Real Thing” Dharma we're actually working toward full happiness. Is that correct or not?
Alex: That’s correct. With “Dharma Lite,” it’s not that we’re aiming for enlightenment in this lifetime. Therefore, we’re only thinking in terms of this lifetime. We’re not even considering future lives, rebirth or liberation from rebirth or anything like that yet, or not at all. What we’r e focusing on is just trying to improve this lifetime, to be happier in this lifetime. And we might not even understand the true suffering of change, that the type of happiness that we have in this lifetime is always going to be frustrating, and so on. Or we might understand that and say, “ Well, okay, but I’d like more of it.”
Question: She says, according to what I have understood so far, my happiness is my personal responsibility, and according to what I understand from the teachings that you just gave, because of all the influences of all the other people or all the other mental continuums, so my own happiness also depends on the interaction with other mental continuums. Is that correct or not?
Alex: That’s correct. We have to be a little careful that we understand what we mean by the word “responsible.” I can't expect other people to make me happy. In order to bring happiness to my experience, I have to work on that. However, it's not that I exist in isolation from everybody else. And so I need to be able to appreciate the influence that others have upon me that will bring happiness and appreciate it in a way that is free from disturbing emotions about it. Not clinging to it and so on.
The basic nature of the mind, as we said, from the point of view of many great masters, is happy; it’s blissful. Because of there being various stains, or fleeting stains, we say, obscuring this, then the natural drive is to be happy – so to be in that natural state of happiness of the mind and to get rid of the unhappiness from these fleeting stains. So the discussion of the nature of the mind being happy or blissful is very much related to this whole nature of wanting to be happy and not wanting to be unhappy. In any case, what I wanted to say was that the deepest, ultimate source of happiness has to be internal. One can’t depend on others for one’s happiness. However, others in interactions with others can inspire us to develop these qualities within us, and can act as a condition for bringing about happiness. But the ultimate source of happiness has to be within.
I think of the analogy of entropy has to do with… we organize our experience into very tightly organized conceptual frameworks, and based on these conceptual frameworks, all sorts of disturbing emotions and stuff come in. So it becomes a very highly organized system, whereas the nature of the mind is to relax all of that. And this is what we try to do in meditation process, is to deconstruct all of this framework, to go in the direction of entropy. My analogy – and maybe that’s just pushing the point – is that if we let go, in a sense, the natural tendency will be like entropy, to calm down, to go to this more disorganized state. “Disorganized” sounds like a negative thing, but in a sense it’s a relaxed thing in which the natural happiness of the mind shined forth. That was the point of the analogy I was trying to formulate.
When I say a “conceptual framework,” we organize things into a conceptual framework, what I’m meaning here is: “You did this to me and therefore you're horrible, and you hurt me and what you did,” and all of these things we solidify that into a projection. We organized it into some mental construct and then we hold onto that, and we're angry on the basis of it and so on. And we experience the other person in this highly organized conceptually constructed framework. We’re not just talking about general categories of words, but something that we have solidified in our minds. And this requires a tremendous amount of energy, actually, and that energy is manifested in all sorts of disturbing emotions and so on. If we would relax, let the natural tendency of the mind to deconstruct that, to disorganize from that in the manner of entropy, then we get down to the natural thing. And when we speak in terms of, for instance, Kagyu mahamudra meditation that's exactly what you're doing. The way that it’s described in Kagyu mahamudra meditation, then, is that this tight conceptual framework will naturally release itself, automatically release itself. So that’s very descriptive of entropy.
And please bear in mind that this highly organized conceptual framework entails not just “you” as the criminal, the monster, but also “me” as the victim. So, when as part of our exercise here, we acknowledge the shortcomings of the other person, various harms that we might have received from the other person, we need a little bit of training in these methods to let go in order to be able to not hold onto that highly organized conceptual framework of the person, and not identify them with that and me as the victim. Because if we are identifying ourselves as the victim, we can not easily see ourselves as the recipient of benefit from the other person. We're just the victim; we've only received harm from them. So this whole process is not actually such a beginner process.
To be able to do this practice, one needs to be able to let go. And therefore, as in the context of the entire Balanced Sensitivity program, first step is quieting the mind, letting go. In fact we need both sides of the preparation we do for Developing Balanced Sensitivity, which is the quiet mind and the caring attitude. The quiet mind – we quiet our mind even just using the simple method of letting go of these disturbing thoughts. But we also need the caring attitude, the caring attitude is “I care about what happens to me” and that is based on acknowledging that I want to be happy and I don't want to be unhappy.” Therefore I care about that, I’m concerned about it, which is what the word “care” means. I'm concerned about that and I take that seriously. Therefore I am going to try to do something, and I realize that just staying focused on negative things that I’ve gotten from others and complaining about it is only going to make me more unhappy. Therefore, since I care about my happiness, I will try to focus on the positive things that I’ve gained from others.
So let us try the exercise. First, what we need to do is to settle down and quiet the mind. So, the simplest method for that is letting go of various disturbing thoughts and disturbing feelings and stuff like that. Just as we breathe out, we imagine that they leave us, so it’s in a graphic form. And I don't mean a picture, but it could be like a picture. We imagine that our mind is like a tight fist and we just open it and let go. We let go of holding on to these thoughts and disturbing emotions and, as we breathe out, we just sort of let go. And we don't need to just simply picture this in our mind, if it's helpful, we can actually do this with our fist. We start with a closed fist and then we slowly open up our fist. This is perhaps most useful in real life situations in which we are not letting go and we can recognize that we're not letting go, this could sort of help us to let go holding on to of some really negative thought.
Now, of course it's very artificial to lead a meditation like this, because each of us will need a different amount of time to quiet down. So excuse me if I start the next step either too early or too late in terms of your own ability to quiet down. But I will do this a little bit quickly, each step, just so we get through the whole sequence before lunch. You can have your eyes either open or closed, but what’s always recommended is for them to be half-opened, looking down at the floor. The reason for that – I mean, there are many, many reason for that – but the relevant reason for that is that it's important to be able to calm down, or to generate any sort of positive mind in our daily life. And if you have to close your eyes in order to do that in daily regular normal life with people, then that becomes extremely awkward.
Then, with the caring attitude, we recall, “I'm a human being like everybody else. And I want to be happy and not to be unhappy, like everyone. And it's possible to be happy and not to be unhappy. And I care about myself, I care about my feelings, how I feel, that I be happy.”
And now we turn to our families, and let's start with our mothers. And we recall our mother: we can use some sort of mental image of her to represent her. This is not an exercise in visualization, so don't worry about it being clear or not. And we acknowledge that she was a human being, like everybody else, and wanted to be happy, not to be unhappy. And tried her best to accomplish that.
And my mother had shortcomings, certainly, like every other human being. So, we try to recall them. We don't have to go into a deep analysis of what are all the causes for these shortcomings, but just be aware that they did come from causes. Just acknowledge what shortcomings she might have had. Whether she is still alive or she’s already passed, away, doesn’t make any difference. But there's no point complaining about her shortcomings. So, I'm not going to dwell on them, I'm not going to just think of her in terms of these shortcomings.
It's not a matter of forgiving or not forgiving. It's just being objective about it.
And instead, we turn to her strong points, her good points, the positive things about her. And we try to identify those good qualities, and have strong belief that it's true. We’re not just projecting it, it is true. Whatever those good qualities might be; whether grand or small.
If while we are trying to focus on and recall her good qualities, thoughts of her shortcomings come up again, we let go. We let them go with a general emotional feeling of kindness toward her. Okay, she had these shortcomings; well, okay. But that’s not what I’m focusing on now. But we feel very deeply, she really does have these qualities, and we have firm conviction of that. This word, by the way, sometimes has a little bit of color in it of admiration as well.
And then we think in terms of the benefit that others and in particular ourselves, that we have received from these good qualities, whether they have helped us or whether they have influenced us.
One might notice that as we continue this process we recall more and more good qualities that we might not have identified earlier in the meditation process. This often comes up the more that we think about her in this positive light.
And the emotion that we generate here is one of deep appreciation and deep respect for the benefits that we have derived, and others have derived as well, from these good qualities. And its not just we appreciate her for having had these qualities and benefited us, but we appreciate very much the qualities that we have in ourselves that we have gained through her influence, through the influence of those qualities, in other words, to be like that.
And then, finally, we develop this strong wish to be able to develop these qualities more and more in ourselves, these qualities that we have somehow gained through her influence.
Then we calm down and just let the experience sink in and gradually return to our ordinary state, a non-meditative state.
And then we think whatever positive influence, positive force, has come from this, may it go deeper and deeper and actually develop these positive qualities to be able to use them to benefit everyone.
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In our last session we tried the exercise, focusing on our mothers, and so, like adjusting new glasses, then if you have any question about the mediation, about the process and so on, then we can adjust it before doing it again.
Yes.
Question: Can we say that the meditation on the four immeasurables is linked to this practice we just made about our mothers?
Alex: Well, they are not completely unrelated, but the emphasis is totally different. With the four immeasurables, we are directing love and compassion, and so on, to others. Here, we’re not so much directing any feelings towards others, but rather it is more closely connected with remembering the kindness of motherly love, so remembering the kindness that we have received. It's not that the object is different. We’re still focusing on others, let's say our mother or our father or our friends, or whatever. Focal object is the same, but the way that our mind is relating to it is different: In one case, we are directing toward that object a feeling of love and compassion, etc.; and in the case of the exercise we've done, we are appreciating the beneficial things that we’ve received from them. The object is the same, but what the mind is doing with the object is different.
So, I think this illustrates very well, why Tsongkhapa emphasizes that if we want to generate a certain positive state of mind to practice through familiarity, the main thing that we need to know are these two points: What are you focused on, and how is the mind relating to it. So, here’s a good example that we have the same focal object, but a different way of relating to it. Whereas, we can have the other case, in which the object changes, but the way the mind relates to it is the same, as in doing the same exercise that we just did, but focusing on our father rather than on our mother.
So, you had a question.
Question: If you could you please clarify the points…
Alex: We need to familiarize ourselves with the steps because what we have left in the course is to now apply the same method to different objects. There’s whole long list of objects that we need to consider. Let me just list these things so that you have some idea of the scope of this practice. And then, as the time permits, we can do little pieces from each.
For each of these things, we bring to mind a picture of the person or an image representing the item. Then, if necessary, we recall the shortcomings or negative qualities of this person or item. We see that they’ve arisen due to causes and circumstances, and we decide that there is no benefit that comes from dwelling and complaining about these faults. So, then, without denying these faults or shortcomings, we put aside any further consideration of them. Then, we next recall the good qualities of the person or thing, and what good qualities we’ve gained from our interaction. And we focus on these facts with firm conviction. Then, we recognize the benefits we've derived from the person or item in terms of what we've learned. And then we focus on these facts with deep appreciation and respect. And then we try to feel inspired to develop them further. So, this is the way in which we relate to the object, and now we apply this to many different objects.
So, first category would be family members – so mother, father, brothers and sisters, and other close family members from childhood. So that could include grandparents, aunts, uncles, etc. So, what we’re focusing on here is going back to childhood and looking in terms of the development of ourselves.
Then, next we focus on our native country, and region, and culture, and the religion that we were born into. That's extremely important and very relevant for anyone who particularly leaves their native religion and turns to Buddhism, for example. Very often, when they do that, they look back at their native religion and just see the negative things about that, and that makes for a lot of emotional trouble, actually, at a very deep level. And so it's very important to recognize the positive things we have gained form that native religion.
Now, here I need to bring in something that we don't find in the Buddhist teachings, but which is very helpful from one scheme of psychology called “contextual therapy.” And this has to do with the whole issue of loyalty. What's been found, at least clinically, is that there’s a great need in us, as human beings, to be loyal to something, to our background. And so what often happens is that we have “misplaced loyalty.” And so, if we are only focusing on the negative aspects of our background – let's say our native religion – and we reject that, then unconsciously what happens is that we are loyal to those negative aspects. So, if the native religion was very closed-minded, and sectarian, and we rejected it, in a way we just mimic that same thing. We become very closed-minded and sectarian about the new religion that we've taken. I mean, where it’s found more clinically would be that the parents are always saying, “You're no good; you're a loser” and “You'll never accomplish anything.” And in order to be loyal to that, the child in fact acts that out and becomes either criminal or a drug addict, or something like that; because if they are loyal to what the parents called them, then they are accepted by the parents for that. So, it works on a psychological level in that way. So being loyal to the parents, then they’ll be accepted by them. So, the therapeutic approach for this is to get the person to be able to acknowledge the positive things about their background, so that instead of being loyal to the negative aspects, they can be loyal to the positive aspects.
So, this insight in teachings from contextual therapy also has shaped the formation of this type of exercise. It’s not specifically a Buddhist teaching, but it fits very well into the Buddhist teachings in terms of the emphasis on remembering the kindness of the mothers, the motherly love. Because in the step in the seven-part cause and effect bodhichitta meditation, in which we develop this appreciation of the love that we have received and wish to repay it, what are we doing? If we translate it into the terms of contextual therapy, we are acknowledging the love that we have received and we are going to be loyal to that and extend that love not just to our next generation, but to everybody. So, it's very consistent with the Buddhist teaching.
OK, so then, the next focal object of this process is to consider all the major fields of study that we have learned. We may have learned many different things in school, but we may also have music. We may have learned sport; we may have learned many many things, so to review all the benefits that we've gained from that in order to try to integrate it all. If we learned a little bit of history, a little bit of geography in high school, that has benefited us in terms of understanding the world. It might be a little bit more challenging to see the benefit that we've gained from high school algebra, but one needs to think about that. One needs to really examine: Have I learned something from algebra? Maybe it's just a method for, when you factor an equation, to analyze a situation and try to see what were the components that caused it? It's a way of thinking that certainly could very well have benefited us. I think perhaps you could get the idea. One could look back at high school algebra and, “auuu,” say, “This was a complete waste of time; it was so boring. I hated it,” and then certainly that doesn't help to integrate that into our lives as part of our education. But, if we look at: “Well, I did learn from that a certain way of analyzing situations. I'm not denying that maybe it was boring at the time and I hated it; but nevertheless I learned something from it.”
The next area is to focus on our teachers, for both spiritual and non-spiritual topics, who have significantly contributed to our development. This is also suggested in the Buddhist teachings when we are thinking in terms of the teachers, our spiritual teachers, we also consider the teacher who taught us how to read. If we hadn't been taught how to read, then we wouldn't be able to read, obviously. And so we use reading a lot in our spiritual study as well, so the person who taught us how to read has contributed greatly to my whole development.
Then we look at our partners and our children, and in terms of this we can also extend it to all the… not just our marriage partner, if we’re married, but the various partners that we've had along the way to become married. Or if we've become divorced, the various marriage partners that we've had, and our children and grandchildren. So the first one was looking back at the family members who influenced us as a child, but now, it is those that have influenced us as more of an adult.
And then the next step is not just to consider, as we did in this previous step, our girlfriends and boyfriends that we've had romantic relations with, but also all our close friends, both past and present, focusing especially on everyone who’s loved us.
And then the next step is to think about the significant phases of our life, including both influences from health and economic factors, and from the different places that we've lived and traveled. For example, in different times of our life, we might have lived in different places or even if in the same city, in different houses. And we might have had phases in our life where we had not very much money and other phases in our life when we've had plenty of money, or phases in our life where we've faced a major sickness, or other phases of our life where we've been very healthy. So, we look at these different phases and what are the beneficial things that I have learned from that experience. I didn't actually write down here, but I think that we can include this in the fields of study that we’ve learned or perhaps make a different category, in terms of, a lot of people have a sports life, or belong to some sort of social club, or some sort of hobby like photography or something like that. This also can be, even as a subcategory of what we’ve studied and learned. Also, I was thinking about the different phases of our life, we need to include the different jobs that we've had, in terms of our employment.
Then, if we want and we have a little bit of insight into this, we can take this a step further, and also take into consideration situations from previous lives that we can infer the patterns in our present life, such as perhaps having been a monastic, or having been a hunter animal. All of this fits into or is harmonious with the Buddhist teachings of rejoicing. We rejoice in the positive things that we have done in the past, which have resulted in the good qualities that we have now. Whether we’re talking about education, or we're talking about constructive things we did in a previous lifetime that caused my current precious human rebirth, all of those are objects that we focus on with rejoicing, we're happy about it, in our Buddhist practice. So, this is quite similar to that. And if we have studied and are aware of things like astrology or numerology, we can also bring that in as well. The various benefits that we've received from the position of Venus or Mars or the moon or so on, the various aspects in our astrological chart or any number combination of our different names.
So, these are the various fields in which we apply this methodology for step one of the exercise of the process. This is like in my Developing Balanced Sensitivity: Each of the exercises could take several months to work through, because each exercise has a very large number of steps.
Step two of this process is how you actually integrate all of these things together, put it all together. At first we need to acknowledge all the pieces and gather all the pieces. Once we have done step one and we've done that quite thoroughly, you don't have to do that over and over again. Once you've gathered all that information about the positive things that we've received from all these others, from all these situations, and we develop a strong sense of appreciation for that, then what really needs to be repeated over and over again is the process of putting it all together. We need to put it all together into an integrated whole in terms of how the way that we are has arisen dependently on these positive factors, not just negative factors, as I said, from the usual therapeutic type of way, but also these positive factors. But, I'll outline that tomorrow, the process by which we integrate all of this. But this gives you a general overview of this process that we’re dealing with here. It's a very broad extensive process, but one that I’m becoming more and more firmly convinced can be very very beneficial, as a working basis for both “Dharma Lite” and “Real Thing” Dharma – working just for this lifetime or for future lives, liberation and enlightenment.
Further questions?
Question: So the question is when involving ourselves in this process, at the beginning we acknowledge the shortcomings of the person or the situation, and also even if we have the firm intention not to dwell in it and not to complain about it, but just acknowledge it and then go to the appreciation of the positive things, what happened if those negative things haunt us and they come back to us as much as we don't want, and they become a hindrance in our practice? What should we do?
Alex: I assume that what we’re referring to here is a situation in which the various methods for quieting the mind are not effective enough for us – the methods being letting go, or seeing that these thoughts about them are like clouds in the sky, or letting things settle down like waves in the ocean, there are many different ways to quiet down. But if these don't work, then what do we do? This is your question. And so we can think of examples in which this might be the case.
Let's say if we were sexually or physically abused by a parent or grandparent or whatever. In this situation, and mind you, I am not a therapist so I don't have a great deal of clinical experience here, but as far as I understand, in that type of situation what probably would be best, especially from a Buddhist point of view, would be to put consideration of this person aside and work on all these other aspects in terms of the benefits that we’ve received, the love, the kindness that we've received. Because, often, when you've been abused, what is been drummed into you is that: “I'm no good; that somehow, I deserve to be abused.” And so, if we can reinforce from the other aspects here of all the benefits and kindness that I’ve received, then that can perhaps counter and give a little bit of strength to our self-image, so that then we have the strength to face in our minds this person who abused us, and be able to acknowledge positive qualities of this person as well. Gain a more positive feeling of strength and self-image and then you may have the strength to deal with your past experience that was so traumatic.
Also, someone who has been abused usually doesn't trust anybody. And so if you can learn to appreciate all the kindness and love and benefits we've received from others, that helps to counter this feeling that, “I can't trust anybody.” Another syndrome that we find sometimes with people who have been abused is that they identify so strongly with having been the victim that then they pretty much demand from others that they recompense. In other words, “Well, you have to give me more and more and more because poor me, I was the victim. So, parents, buy me a new house, indulge me, etc., etc., etc.” And this also is very destructive and so, if we can realize that we have been receiving a great deal of benefit from others, not on the basis of having been a victim, but just in general, that also might help to break this syndrome of: “I’m the victim, therefore, I deserve to be treated specially.”
We also find this type of syndrome among holocaust survivors who’ve been in concentration camps, and those who have lived through very heavy communist suppression, whether we are talking about the Soviet system or we’re talking about the Cultural Revolution in China – that “the world owes me something, because I suffered so much,” this type of syndrome. “The world owes me something; therefore I am going to take as much as I can.” Well, if you acknowledge that we have already received a great deal, even without having to be aggressively taking – and the way that you have this aggressive capitalism now in China and so on – that this maybe can help calm down that situation. But I don’t know based on clinical experience; this is just thinking theoretically.
I think sometimes, when we analyze how you would deal with a very extreme situation, here in terms of really heavy abuse, that it gives us a little bit of perspective on how to deal with less dramatic situations that we ourselves might have experienced. You know, like my business partner cheated me in business, or my previous wife or husband cheated on me in the marriage, I mean, these things are less grave then having been sexually abused or a victim of the Cultural Revolution.
Now, let us then apply this process toward our father. We did it toward out mother; let’s apply it to our father.
I think that it is particularly important to work with mother and father, because, especially as we grew up – I mean unless of course our parents were divorced and we were raised by a single parent, and they died or something like that – but, in any case, these are usually the strongest influences that we have had. So it's important to have a more balanced view of what have we gained from them. And even if we were raised by a single parent, or one of our parents died when we were young or they were divorced and one of those parents didn't have very much to do with us, we can also try to see what have I learned from that, what benefit have I had from that. For instance, it might have caused me to take a little bit more responsibility in my life, if, let's say, one of my parents died when I was a young teenager and I had to sort of grow up more quickly. And although this process is fairly easy to do with someone with whom we've had generally a very positive and good relationship, it is far more beneficial to try to do this with someone that we've had a difficult relationship with.
And, to go back to what the previous question was, and if there is somebody that is too difficult to work with, skip that person until you get a little bit stronger in this practice and then come back. I think that underlies our appreciation of the importance that's placed in all the love, compassion and bodhichitta meditations in Buddhism. That the foundation for it is equanimity – that unless you can clear your mind of attraction, repulsion – repulsion here being hatred of this person that we had the difficult relationship with – and indifference, unless we have that foundation, we're not going to be able to direct love, compassion, etc. in the full Mahayana way, which is directing it equally to everybody. And even more, it underlines the significance of the fact that before trying to practice on the advance scope of motivation, if we look at the scheme of the graded pathway minds – the lam-rim – that before this advanced level of Mahayana, working in terms of love, compassion, help everybody, that we have the intermediate scope, in which we are working on overcoming – at least to a certain extent – our disturbing emotions: attachment, desire, greed, hostility, and so on. Unless we have a basis in that, it’s going to be very hard to accomplish this first step in the advanced level practices of equanimity. To just say, “Well, you know, be free of attachment, repulsion,” etc., by thinking in terms of how we’ve had all sorts of different types of relations with everybody; well, unless you have weakened your attachment and repulsion earlier with the exercises and practices on the intermediate scope, that’s going to be very difficult, to just attack that for the first time on the level of the practices of equanimity. We have to take quite seriously the fact that these are graded stages and there are steps and there’s a purpose for that. It’s not just made like that for no reason.
OK, so let’s work with our father.
First, we need to establish the container, the mental and emotional container for the exercise, which is the quiet mind and the caring heart. Quiet down, and then develop a sense of, “I’m a human being, I want to be happy and not to be unhappy, and have feelings, and so I care about that, so I'm going to try to deal with that.” That's the container within which we do any of these exercises.
So, first we quiet down, and the simplest method, as we explained before, is just sort of let go. As in “throw out the garbage,” don't just keep it forever, in the house. Flush the toilet. And then the caring attitude. “I'm a human being, like everybody else. I have feelings, like everybody else. I like and I want to be happy; I don't want to be unhappy. So, I care about that. I want to take care of it and try to bring about more happiness. It's not that I have to earn it, or deserve it, or be given permission to be happy. It’s just the natural direction to go in, like a plant growing toward the sun.”
Then we think of our fathers. We can picture him in our minds; that’s very good. If not, don't worry about it. And try to first of all recall the shortcomings and negative qualities, and try to understand how they have arisen due to causes and circumstances in terms of his past and the times in which he grew up, etc.
And decide that there is no benefit in dwelling on these faults, and, without denying them, put them aside. If we feel that it’s helpful to forgive our father for his faults, fine; but the whole issue of forgiveness or not forgiveness is really not an issue in Buddhism. It doesn't matter whether we forgive or not forgive. But, if that's helpful, forgiveness is fine. It comes from a different conceptual framework from the Buddhist one, but no harm. Forgiveness has more to do with our own feelings; the shortcomings of the father is just a fact, it’s just neutral. From the Buddhist point of view, rather than forgiveness, what we need is understanding.
And then we recall the good qualities of our father, and what good qualities we might have gained from our interaction with our father. And here we have to think of not only what good qualities I might have learned from my father, but also what good qualities I could learn from him, whether or not he’s alive now. And we focus on these facts of these good qualities, what we've learned, with firm conviction that it's true.
Then, we recognize the benefits that we've derived from our fathers in terms of what we’ve learned, what we’ve gained, and we try to focus on that with deep appreciation and respect. We try to feel inspired to develop these qualities further. Inspired by their examples. So we feel uplifted, brightened, energized. We can imagine yellow light coming from our father, from his heart, and entering our heart and filling us with inspiration and strength to develop these qualities. His gift to us.
And now our mother joins him, and we recall all her good qualities and what we’ve learned from that, and yellow light comes from her as well, to us, and fills us with inspiration to develop those further. Her gift to us as well. With the combination of these two lights, feel uplifted and brightened to develop these things more and more. Feel that, filled with light, we shine with this light, and are able to inspire everyone else to develop these qualities as well.
We let that sink in. Slowly return to our usual states. Again, we think whatever understanding, whatever positive force, positive experience we’ve gained from this, may it go deeper and deeper and act as a cause for being able truly to help others as fully as possible.
Just one last comment here for those who might be familiar with certain types of tantra meditations in Buddhism. Perhaps you’ve noticed we're following the exact same structure here, but rather then working with a Buddha-figure, like Chenrezig, and we’re filled with compassion, the yellow light, and then we shine with that compassion and send it out to everyone; here, we’re working in terms of the more ordinary sources of these qualities that we’re received from various people and various aspects of our life. For most of us, this will be far more accessible then working with the idealized form of it, in the aspect of a Buddha-figure. So it could be a stepping stone to that type of practice.
We’ve done the dedication so we can end here.
Tomorrow, we'll work with some of these other categories of objects from which we’ve received benefit and have good qualities. But for your own practice, it would be good to expand what we’ve done here with other family members that have influenced us since we’ve grown up. So that in the end, we imagine our whole family around us, everybody sending yellow light, and feel the integrated whole of all the wonderful things that we have benefited from, from our family. This is really our heritage.
Session Five: The Relation of This Practice with Voidness, Bodhicitta, and Tantra Practice
Unedited Transcript
Listen to the audio version of this page (0:35 hours)
We have been speaking about methods for integrating the various aspects of our lives. And we have seen that in order to deal with the various things in our lives and in order to follow in a more whole-hearted way the spiritual path, it’s very important to have a clear idea of all the factors that are the basis for labeling “me.”
When we speak about the true origins, or true sources, or causes of our problems, the second noble truth, then we always speaks in terms of unawareness – that’s usually translated as ignorance – and this unawareness is about both our persons and about all phenomena in general. Those are the divisions in terms of unawareness about reality and then also we have unawareness about cause and effect, specifically behavioral cause and effect in terms of karma. When we speak about the unawareness of persons, then that includes both ourselves and others. And we’ve seen that a person is something which is imputed on a continuum of aggregate factors – it’s usually called the five aggregates – so body, mind, various emotions, levels of happiness, unhappiness, etc. Based on the unawareness of how we exist, then we have all sorts of disturbing emotions that arise. If we speak in very general terms, we regard ourselves as some sort of solid thing, and because that is not really corresponding to reality, we feel insecure about that.
It’s very interesting to try to investigate what is the emotional equivalent, or tone, of unawareness. When we talk about unawareness, that's sort of a cognitive thing: either we don’t know reality or we know it in an incorrect way. So that’s cognitive. But, obviously, we can look at the same phenomena from an emotional point of view. There’s the emotional component of it, and I think – just from my own contemplation about it – that it would be both confusion and insecurity. And also naivety, although that’s a little bit tricky to say whether or not we would call the phenomenon of our experience of naivety a disturbing emotion or disturbing attitude. Where does it actually fall? But, being confused about how we exist, imagining that there’s some sort of solid entity, feeling insecure about that, then we try make that “me” secure, and we have various disturbing emotions that arise in that attempt.
I didn't say whether that naivety was a disturbing emotion or not disturbing; it is disturbing, it's a matter of whether it’s an emotion or an attitude. We could spend the next half hour discussing the classification schemes here, which, of course, I must exercise a great deal of self control not to do. The problem is that there are very fine divisions which are made in the classification scheme in Tibetan Buddhism, and the different Tibetan lineages have different opinions about that. And then the difficulty is that we have no similar classification scheme in our Western terminology, so it's not clear in our Western terminology whether we are talking about emotions or attitudes, so the two classification schemes don’t mix very nicely.
But, in any case, what we have is either longing desire, which is to get things to us, or not let go of what we have, that’s attachment, in order to try to make that “me” secure; or repulsion, just hostility and anger, just to get things away from that “me,” again with the hope that it will make that “me” secure. Or, we remain naive about things because, again, if we don’t consider something or we deny the existence of something, somehow we think that that will make everything okay, we’re secure. In other words, it's too threatening to really look more deeply into reality. And of course all of these are futile attempts, because when we act them out, they don’t make us more secure at all.
And so, when we analyze this unawareness about how we exist, then we find many levels of subtlety. We may have unawareness based on having been taught certain doctrines of non-Buddhist Indian religions or philosophies and we believe them. And so, this doctrinally based unawareness imagines that the “me” is an atman – that’s the Indian term. And these systems accept rebirth, but this atman goes on and on, and what it experiences is under the influence of karma. A very Indian system. But, this atman, or soul – perhaps that’s the closest that we have in our Western terminology – this soul is something that is static; it never changes; it’s not affected by anything. Second characteristic is that it is partless, which means that it’s a monolith – either, according to some schools, the size of the universe, so we just have to recognize our identify with all the universe partlessly; or, some tiny little partless spark of life. And the third one is that this atman exists or can exist totally independently of a body and a mind. And the different Indian philosophical schools will differ according to whether or not they ascribe to this soul a quality of consciousness or not. So, that's doctrinally-based unawareness. And we, as Westerners, may have learned from our education, religious education, concerning the soul that we may believe in a soul that has one or another of the components of this description. But that would be classified as something else: a type of incorrect consideration, not the whole package. The whole package is what is being discussed here as doctrinally-based unawareness.
Now, what you have to be aware of is that assertions such as the fact that there is an eternal soul, Buddhism accepts that as well. I mean, we have a whole debate here. The question is what are the characteristics of the self, the “me,” or the soul, whatever you want to call it. Buddhism uses the same word, atman. When we speak in Buddhism of what’s often translated as “no self,” selfless, or selflessness – that’s an awkward word – or identitylessness, what really it is saying is there’s no such thing as an impossible soul. It doesn’t mean there is no such thing as a soul whatsoever. Buddhism does accept a conventionally existent “me” or self or person or soul. Because if we fully believe that we have no self, there is no “me” whatsoever, then we know from our Western psychology that such a person can’t deal with life at all. If you have no concept of “me,” then why would you get up out of bed? Why would you take care of yourself? Why would you do anything? So, our work in integrating one’s life is focusing on the basis for the conventional “me.”
A deeper level of confusion – and this automatically arises – is that the “me,” or soul, is self-sufficiently knowable, which means that it can be known by itself, not simultaneously with some aspect of its basis. We would say, “I see Gabi,” as if I’m just seeing Gabi, or “I know Gabi.” How can I see Gabi separately from seeing a body that we named Gabi? How can I know Gabi without knowing something about her? If not at least the name, let alone the mental picture or something about her personality or something like that. But, it seems to us, it automatically arises that I know Gabi, I know myself, whatever. So, we have all these expressions and the emotional and psychological syndromes that derive from it or are based on it, such as, “I want you to love me for myself, not for my body, my mind, my money, but I want somebody to love me just for me,” as if there was a “me” that could be known and loved separate from the basis. So, perhaps we can all recognize that is arises automatically. Somebody would have to teach us that there is a “me” that is the size of the universe. I think that wouldn't just automatically come to our heads. But, certainly, this feeling of “I want somebody to love me for myself,” or “I want to know you,” that comes automatically.
Then, on an even more subtle level, we imagine, even when we understand that the “me” is just what is labeled on to… Well, let me explain “labeling.” “Labeling” is that there’s a basis – so we have the ever changing factors that make up each moment of our experience – and on the basis of that, we can refer to whole thing as “me.” “Me” is not the word “me.” It’s what the word refers to on the basis of all these things that are changing. The deeper confusion about that is that there’s something on the side of each moment, some findable defining characteristic, that makes me “me.” Either it makes me “me” by its own power, by itself, or it makes me “me” in connection with labeling that as the basis for “me.” Thinking that there is something in each moment that makes me “me” or makes you “you,” then again, we could have – and this automatically arises – that “I have to find “myself”; I have to know “myself” Well, what are we knowing in terms of “knowing myself” or “finding myself?” It’s some sort of special characteristic that makes me “me.” Well, if you analyze that, you know, “why do I love you? Well, there’s something special about you, that makes you special, the object of my love and I have to have it.” But, actually, the more that you think about that, and you say, “Well, what is it that I really love that makes you special?” And so, there is this automatic arising misconception that there is something special on the side of this person that makes them special, and that’s why I like them or I dislike them. So, that’s considered the most subtle form of confusion.
Another way of expressing it is that there is something backing the basis here; some backing support that when we focus on the person, that’s what is holding it up. Like the example of something behind the screen that’s casting a shadow.
But we can understand this on a very simple level just in terms of the table, or our body. If we look at it under an electron microscope, it’s made of atoms, and they’re made of electrons and force fields and so on. And there’s nothing solid there that is making it what it is, on its own side, by its own power. What has to go with that – we just stay on the level of the analysis of atoms, which is a beginner step in our understanding of reality – then, what’s most important is the “nevertheless.” So, even though my body is made of atoms and force fields and electrons and all these things and there’s nothing solid about it, and the same thing is true of the chair; nevertheless, I don’t fall through the chair. Somehow the chair supports me. So, that “nevertheless” is very important and that is the key to understanding reality; it’s the “nevertheless.” Nothing is findable: nevertheless, things function.
So, Shantideva says this very nicely. To just paraphrase what he is saying, is that only when we can understand this “nevertheless” on the simplest level – that everything is made of atoms and nevertheless you don't fall through the floor – if you understand that, without contradiction, that without these two aspects being contradictory, then you are ready to go onto the next more subtle level of understanding. If you don’t have that, you’re going to be in deep trouble trying to go deeper. If we can’t understand that, then the deeper that we go, the more we’ll fall into nihilism. I think we can understand just on this level of atoms that it’s not so simple to really understand the “nevertheless.”
This is a long exposition on voidness, which I didn’t really quite intend; but nevertheless perhaps it’s helpful. And the reason why I raised this in the first place was that usually our focus is on the unawareness about the self. And so in the order in which we understand to get to our first understanding of voidness – voidness means an absence of impossible ways of existing – then first we understand that in terms of a person, or self, because it’s easier to understand, and then in terms of all phenomena. When we talk about all phenomena, we’re talking about things that are static and nonstatic – that’s referring to whether or not they change, whether or not they’re affected by anything. Now, when we talk about the aggregate factors of our experience, these include everything that changes, that’s nonstatic. And so in other words, every component of our experience in this particular scheme is something that is affected by something else; it’s brought about by causes and conditions. Although static phenomena are also involved in our experience, they’re not included in the scheme of five aggregates.
Now, when we have a basic understanding of voidness, then the order in which we focus on voidness in our meditation is the reverse. So, first we think primarily in terms the five aggregates – in other words, the things that are changing; in other words, the voidness of the basis of labeling “me.” So, when we see that in our experience, each moment of our experience, everything is changing, everything is affected by other things and changing at different rates, and there’s nothing solid there that remains moment to moment in terms of the basis, then, it follows quite naturally that you couldn’t have some sort of solid findable thing that is labeled on it. So, everything is changing, everything is affected by a million other things, and made up of parts, etc. etc., and so there’s no solid “me” riding on top of this. This always has to be changing from moment to moment.
And we saw that this basis of labeling “me,” our continuum of experiences, there’s the past – what’s already happened – there’s the present – what’s presently happening, and what’s not yet happened. We don't call it “past,” “present” and “future,” those are very different conceptualizations of time. So, in a sense, the conceptual framework is in the reverse because first you have “not yet happened,” then you have “presently happening,” and then you have “no longer happening.” And that’s a huge, huge discussion about the Buddhist concept of time, a very important one. And it’s extremely crucial for being able to understand and meditate on bodhichitta. Remember, Tsongkhapa explains how to specify a state that you’re trying to generate in meditation, then you have to know what it's focused on and how the mind relates to it.
So, bodhichitta has two moments to it – when we say “moment” in Buddhist analysis, that means a phase, it doesn’t last just one instant – but, the first phase is focused on all limited beings, that means absolutely everybody, with love and compassion, the wish for them to be happy and to be free from their suffering. And the exceptional resolve, which is that I’m going to do something about it, which means to lead them all the way to liberation and enlightenment, not just help them superficially. But then, the main focus of bodhichitta is on our individual, not-yet-happened enlightenment, which can happen on the basis of Buddha-nature, etc., way further down on our mental continuum. And the way that the mind takes that is with the intention to attain it, so that we have a presently-happening enlightenment, and the intention to help everybody by means of that. So, of course we have to understand exactly what in the world are we focusing on when we’re talking about a not-yet-happening enlightenment. And for sure it's not some package that’s sitting further down the line, the temporal line of our mental continuum, and coming closer and closer to us on a conveyor belt of time, so that eventually it becomes a presently-happening enlightenment. Not that. This is just to indicate the importance of understanding the Buddhist presentation of the three times. It’s very, very significant. Otherwise, our bodhichitta meditation for most of us is very, very vague. And in fact, for most people, they really don’t understand what bodhichitta is focused on, and they call mediation on compassion “bodhichitta meditation,” and it’s not. Actually, it’s a stepping stone to bodhichitta, but it’s not equivalent to bodhichitta. It’s a basis of bodhichitta, not bodhichitta itself.
OK, so, as I was saying, that we understand the voidness of the basis for labeling “me,” in mediation, and then it becomes easier, the next step in the meditation itself, that of the voidness of the “me” labeled on it. So, we need to have a proper basis for labeling “me.” And what we were describing before is that we can speak about all the problematic aspects that are part of each moment of our mental continuum, each moment of our experience. So, disturbing emotions, our confusion, these sort of things. And we can analyze all the causal factors which have influenced that and reinforced it, etc., all the karmic factors, etc. That is certainly part of the basis for labeling “me.” And so often we just focus on that in our Buddhist practice, because we always analyze in terms of true problems and their true causes. However, also part of that basis for labeling “me” are all the more positive aspects that can be utilized, in a sense, or harnessed, for achieving a not-yet-happening enlightenment. All of these positive aspects have also arisen by causes, conditions, influence of other people, influence of where we live and various things in our life.
Now – as if I’m tying in all the different pieces of what I’ve been discussing for the last hour – if we’re talking about a basis, remember we were saying that we think in terms of an impossible “me,” so there’s no such thing as an impossible “me.” But we need to have, nevertheless, a conventional “me” that functions. Then, what would be the healthiest basis for labeling that “me?” Obviously, we need to label “me” on the totality of the basis, both the problematic aspects and the aspects that can increase and help us to reach enlightenment – the not yet-happening enlightenment that can be attained later on, on our mental continuum. How will the attainment of the not-yet-happening enlightenment come about, so that we have a presently happening enlightenment? The process for that, as we mentioned yesterday, is getting rid of the negative aspects and increasing the positive ones. In other words, we want to eliminate all the problematic aspects for the basis of labeling “me,” and just have the positive ones. So, what do we do? We apply the understanding of voidness. No such things. These impossible things are impossible. No such thing, they don’t correspond to reality.
Now, we get back to our “nevertheless.” Although that understanding of voidness, as long as we stay in that, all these problematic aspects can’t arise anymore. When we don’t understand voidness, then of course they will continue to function. But if we understand voidness, then we realize that there is no supporting basis for it, like some object casting a shadow on a screen, there’s nothing supporting it, it will not arise again. But our “nevertheless” is that it doesn’t destroy positive qualities, because the positive qualities are based on correct understanding of reality.
So, for those who are engaged in tantra meditation, this is the whole basis for what we do in tantra meditation, which is, you know, we have all these different conflicting, problematic aspects. We think in terms of voidness, it’s a total absence of all of that, and then we imagine ourselves in the form of a Buddha-figure, which is basically labeling me on all positive aspects rather then on negative aspects. This is part of the theory behind the tantra transformation; but, with the realization of this as just a similitude of the not-yet-happening enlightenment; it’s certainly isn't a presently-happening-enlightenment. I’m not just presently enlightened because I think I am. If we are focusing on compassion, “me” labeled on compassion and correct clear understanding, that is not contradicted or eliminated by the understanding of voidness, that things don’t exist in impossible ways. Whereas if we are thinking in terms of “me” on the basis of anger, well, when you are focusing also on the understanding of no such thing as these impossible ways of existing, that eliminates that anger. You can’t have anger and the understanding of voidness at the same time. I mean, you can understand voidness and anger, but I’m not talking about that, I’m talking about in terms of what is consciously happening, what you’re experiencing. So the understanding of voidness reinforces and doesn’t eliminate the positive qualities, but it’s mutually exclusive with having the negative qualities. They are incompatible. So, this tantra method is not just the power of positive thinking, but it is based firmly on the understanding of voidness.
Now, tantra practice, dealing with these Buddha-figures – Chenrezig representing compassion and Manjushri representing clear understanding, etc. – that's quite difficult to relate to, because they’re very idealized perfect form of compassion and understanding etc., and here is where our practice of integrating the positive aspects of our life can be helpful. These Buddha-figures are more related to the different Buddha-nature aspects. When I’m speaking about Buddha-nature, I’m talking about those factors that are part of our mental continuum that will allow or transform into the various bodies of a Buddha, the various aspects of a Buddha. So, when we talk about these Buddha-nature aspects, we’re talking about the very same aspects with which the mind works. So, the mind works in terms of many, many different aspects: The mind is capable of understanding things; the mind is capable of taking care of something, so compassion, etc. So, this is what we call the “basis level.” On that basis, it’s possible to achieve the resultant level, which is represented by the Buddha-figure.
Now, in Buddhist analysis we speak of the basis, the path or the pathway mind that is leading to the resultant level. So, we always speak in terms of these three aspects: basis, path and result. Now, we speak in terms of the path. We have all these various Buddhist meditations on compassion and analysis of voidness, gaining understanding – all these various things, very very elaborate, which will help us to attain that not-yet-happening enlightenment, the aspects of which are represented by these different Buddha-figures. However, in the present moment, especially for those of us who are not terribly advanced on the path, we have various good qualities that we have gained through the influence of – now we go to our exercise – various members of the family, from the country that we lived in, from the various occupations that we've had, from our friends, etc. etc.
So, the basis for labeling “me,” of course, is every moment of experience of all the problematic and the positive aspects – and it’s the whole thing. And if we look in terms of a mental continuum from another point of view, then also the basis for labeling “me” is the basis, pathway and resultant phases of the mental continuum. That’s not a temporal line, because basis isn’t like “at the beginning there was the basis and then pathway.” Pathway is beginningless. But that pathway is going to entail getting rid of negative aspects, the problematic aspects, and strengthening the positive ones. It’s difficult to relate to the basis, the Buddha-nature aspects, and it’s difficult to relate to the resultant aspects, these idealized forms of these qualities. So just as in the process of cleansing ourselves of the disturbing sides, we need to work on what are the prominent disturbing emotions and attitudes that we have now, in this lifetime, similarly, it’s difficult to relate to all positive qualities. But what would be far easier to do is to relate to the positive qualities that we have now.
So, if we could recognize all these positive things that we have gained from all these different aspects of our life, and integrate them so that it becomes a harmonious basis for labeling “me,” then we are in a much better position to be able to pursue the Buddhist path. What I’m saying is that this is one step, probably a preliminary step – a “Dharma Lite” step – but a preliminary step for being able to follow the Buddhist pathway, to have a positive basis for labeling “me.” It gives us the strength, then, to engage in the various Buddhist practices in “Real Thing” Dharma , to achieve the resultant level. And as a side benefit, we have a much healthier sense of “me,” the conventional “me,” for dealing with things in this lifetime. And that more healthy sense of a positive “me” is very important for further on in tantra practice, that we don’t get into some sort of weird ego inflation or trip into total fantasy.
Although in our first session today we have not taken the time to do further practice, I wanted to present a much wider extensive scope of where this type of practice can fit into the general Dharma path, and the theory behind it of how it works and how it would be beneficial both on a “Dharma Lite” level and a “Real Thing” Dharma level.
And perhaps this analysis also illustrates a point that I made a the beginning of this visit, which is that as we study and practice Dharma more and more and more, and learn all sorts of different aspects of the Dharma, what we need to try to do is to – again to use this word – “integrate” it, put it all together, see how everything connects to everything else. And when we start to put more and more things together, in many many different ways, then we reap more and more treasures form the Dharma.
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I’d like to leave a little bit of space for questions. There was one question during the break, which was what is the difference between the “self” and the “me,” or the “I.” And I think that since this question was asked by a psychologist, and terminology is a little bit different, then I think really the question is one of what’s the difference between, on the one hand, the impossible “me” – or false “me,” it’s usually called – the false “me” or the “me” to be refuted, and the conventional “me” – that’s the Buddhist terminology – and what is spoken of in psychology as “healthy ego” and “inflated ego.” Because, actually, the word “me” or “self,” from a Buddhist point of view, is the same. So I think the question is about these two conceptual frameworks.
So, when we speak in terms of psychology, and we speak in terms of ego, we’re talking about a conscious state of mind that is thinking in terms of me. Alright? I’m not going to speak in terms of a very specific Freudian analysis or any particular school, but just speaking in general. So, when we think of “me” in terms of the conventional “me,” what Buddhism is talking about is the object of the mind. And so when we think in terms of a conventional “me,” that would be a healthy ego; when we think of “me” in terms of an impossible “me,” the false “me,” then that’s an inflated ego. That’s dealing with something that doesn’t exist, that’s impossible. Such as, “not only do I exist as some solid entity, but I’m the center of the world. I’m the most important one. I should always have my way, etc.” So they’re not contradictory, the Buddhist analysis and the psychological analysis, it’s just that perhaps the Buddhist analysis goes in a more subtle manner of what actually is this impossible “me” and what actually is the conventional “me.”
Many therapies are designed to “You have certain problems, these are the problems, and the therapy will help you to live with them in a better manner.” Whereas Buddhism is aimed at getting rid of the cause of the problem and eliminating the problem completely, not just learning to live with it. So, learning to live with our problems is certainly an initial step, an important step. We speak in Buddhism in terms of the initial scope, that when a disturbing emotion arises, don’t act it out, exercise self-control. So that’s, in a sense, learning to live with it. But, Shantideva says very nicely that things like anger, they are the real enemy and they are not things that you can make peace with, because they are going to lie in ambush and come back and attack us again, and cause trouble again. So it’s not a matter of just making peace with them and learning to live with them in some corner of your mind, but we have to get rid of them completely.
Making peace with problematic situations is, I think, more at the level of what we need to do is to accept them. We have to accept that, let’s say, we were born into some minority group, and the parents split up immediately even before we were born, and we lived in a ghetto, and everybody had prejudice against up, and street gangs and all of these things. Okay, we need to accept the reality of that, so in a sense you make peace with it, rather then just spend your whole life complaining and think that everybody owes you something because we had such a bad deal in life. But then, on the basis of having made peace with that, then we are accepting the reality of that, then you go on to try to improve, get out of that situation.
Any other questions?
Question: The same reasoning that you just used applies to illnesses?
Alex: Absolutely. If we have a serious sickness, there’s no use in complaining about it. That’s certainly not going to help. Or asking for, you know, now the world owes me everything. That doesn’t work. But, we try to turn adverse circumstances into positive ones. So, first of course, one needs to acknowledge that this is suffering; this is not terribly nice. And so one doesn’t deny the unpleasantness of a serious sickness. It doesn't help to pretend that this isn’t terrible; it is terrible, that we have cancer or multiple sclerosis or we’re paralyzed or whatever it might be. But we have to accept reality.
The most fundamental principle of Buddhism is “accept reality.” Understand reality and accept it, don’t project all sorts of impossible fantasies; and transform an adverse circumstance into a positive one. There are many ways of doing that. For example, one friend of mine had a brain tumor, and it was removed, and after that he became a super serious Buddhist practitioner, because more then ever from before, he recognized the precious human rebirth that he has, and that whatever time he has, that he wants to make the best use of it and not just waste it. So, it helped him to become much stronger on the Buddhist path.
You know the definition of life? A sexually transmitted disease with a 100% fatality rate. So this is very true, actually, we all have a precious human life and it’s going to end. It’s a 100% fatality rate. And so, it’s just a matter of when. We never know when. So if we have some really serious disease, it makes us take far more seriously the reality that we all face. And also we should remember that a perfectly healthy person can die long before we would die, even if we have a chronic disease. Anybody can be hit by a car at any time. I think of another friend of mine, who has multiple sclerosis. He was confined to a wheel chair and so he became seriously paralyzed. And he had studied Buddhism before that, but similar to the friend with the brain tumor, he became much more serious about it. And he then became a psychologist and started counseling others who were paralyzed or who had these type of chronic serious sicknesses, because suffering from it himself, having it himself, he was in a much better position to be able to give advice to others, and others wouldn’t resent him. You know, if a very healthy person advises someone like that, if a person who can see is advising a blind person, “Well, don’t feel so bad, you’re blind,” it doesn’t have the same impact as someone who is similarly afflicted. So, whether we’re talking about blindness, whether we’re talking about cancer, whether we’re talking about being HIV positive, it is possible to change and transform this adverse circumstance into a positive one and that will enable us to not only develop spiritually more ourselves, but to able to better help others. And as I said, the basis for it, to help us not feel sorry for ourselves, is acknowledging that “Yes, this is terrible.”
Any other questions?
OK. Then let’s work further with our exercise. We worked with family members. We just focused on mother and father. And unless we are one of those very fortunate ones who have a wonderful mother and father and only a wonderful relationship with them, perhaps we found some difficulty with one or the other or both. And we found that there was some resistance in trying to find some good qualities in this person; it was difficult to discover them. First of all, it’s nearly impossible that there’s somebody that has only bad qualities. Maybe they showed primarily negative qualities toward us, but what about qualities that they showed toward others? Maybe that’s a whole other field, a whole other aspect of this person. And so this means that we have narrowed down the basis of labeling for our mother or our father just to aspects of their interactions with me, and the majority negative. So, we need to expand the basis for labeling our mother or our father and think in terms of their whole life: their interactions with everyone and their interactions with their own parents, etc. And, in this way, we get a little bit more objective about one or the other parent or anybody in this exercise.
So, obviously this exercise is not a simple one. None of the Buddhist exercises are simple. Or Buddhist-based exercises – this isn’t a specifically Buddhist one, it’s a Buddhist-based. When mental blocks come up, and difficulties come up, this is very, very good. Because, as Tsongkhapa always pointed out, you have to be able to recognize the object to be refuted in order to refute it. And so you have to recognize what it is I have to work on before you can work on it. The image that’s used is that if you can’t see the target, you’re not going to be able to hit it with an arrow.
We worked with mother and father, and we can easily see how we can to extend this to various other members of our family. And even if we haven’t had a close relationship with them and not terribly much interaction with them, it doesn’t really matter because in a sense, we come from that family and so we can look at the good qualities of this person in any case, whether or not they particularly specifically manifested in terms of how we interacted with them. If we think that our family is complete – excuse the word – crap, and is complete garbage, then who are we? I mean, they produced another piece of crap. So, that’s, I think, a psychological truth, that one finds, that it’s very important to have a more positive feeling about those that produced us, not just the parents, but the family.
So, let us then go on. And obviously there is no time to go through this whole list, but let’s think in terms of our native country. And I’d like to also include here, although we can do it in separate steps, the native religion that we’ve been born into. I know in a country like this, Mexico, it’s a little bit difficult to separate an influence of the Mexican character from the influence of Catholicism, but for most people those would be separate issues. I’m not talking about identity here, I’m talking about influence; that the influence of Mexican culture and the influence of Catholicism, that would be difficult to separate. But try to think if there are other characteristics of Mexican culture and Mexican mentality that is positive and is part of us.
We start by, let’s focus on our national background first. To start we need to quiet our minds.
And then generate a caring attitude for ourselves. “I’m a human being, I have feelings, I care about happiness and not being unhappy, etc.” You don’t need to go into to great detail.
Now, the next step here, what we did with our parents was to bring to mind a picture of the person or an image representing them. This is of course much more difficult when we’re thinking of our native country, whether it’s of the people here in Mexico or Cuba or Germany or the United States. So obviously visualizing a flag is a little bit silly. In whatever way, even if it’s just the name of the country, try to focus our attention on that.
And we can recall the shortcomings and negative qualities. And see they have arisen from causes and circumstances and that there is no benefit in dwelling on them or complaining about them. Then you put them aside.
Then recall the good qualities of the country, and what good qualities we’ve gained from having come from that background. And focus on these facts with firm conviction, that these really are good qualities and I really have been influenced by them.
And then we try to recognize the benefits we have derived from that nationality in terms of what we have learned. And once we’ve recognized that, try to develop a sense of deep appreciation and respect for our national background. That doesn’t mean become a fanatic patriot and go around waving the flag. It’s much more realistic and not exaggerated.
Then try to feel inspired to develop these qualities further.
Then we think of the native religion to which we were born. Thinking in terms of our family’s religion, not necessarily our country’s dominant religion, unless we went to a school which gave religious training and so on in a religion which was not our family’s. Obviously there can be cases like that.
And somehow represent that in our minds so that we can think about it. It might just be with the mental word. It doesn’t have to be so specific. You don’t have to visualize a cross or something like that, unless that’s helpful. And recall the shortcoming and negative qualities if there are any, and see that they have arisen due to causes and circumstances. And decide there's no benefit that comes from dwelling on that and making a big deal out of it, but without denying it, decide.
And then try to recall the good qualities of the religion, and what positive qualities we’ve gained from the influence of that religion. Even if we’ve turned from that religion, it’s nearly impossible that it didn't have some influence on us.
And think with firm conviction that these qualities are true, which really are qualities of this religion, and they truly have had an influence on me.
Then recognize the benefits we have derived from this religious background in terms of what we’ve learned, what we’ve gained. With deep appreciation and respect for that religion.
And we try to feel inspired to develop these qualities further.
Now, we imagine our mother, our father, and something or representing our national background and our religious background, surrounding us, just in front of us. And we think of the good qualities we’ve gained from our mothers. Do you remember? Yellow light comes to us and fills us with more inspiration to development then further. Yellow light comes from her heart to our heart.
And now add on top of that thinking good qualities that came from our father. Light comes from his heart, so now we have light coming from both their hearts, so we have both these qualities together.
Then add the national character, the positive things we’ve gained from that, positive influence.
And then to integrate these you may have to have some sort of key phrase that represents the positive things from each of these, and repeat them so as to keep them all fresh.
Then add the good qualities and influence that we’ve received from that, from our native religion. All four of them together.
Then, as an integrated whole of all these positive qualities, we imagine that the integration of all of these shines from us like yellow light benefiting everyone, like from a sun.
And try to let this sink in, and think whatever positive force, whatever understanding has come from this, may this act as a cause for really being able to use all these positive qualities to reach enlightenment for the benefit of all.
And slowly come out of this meditative state.
One further thing needs to be added here, which is our understanding of voidness and mental labeling. We need to have that understanding as the container of this whole process, and one of the ways of doing that is to think of it at the beginning, before starting the process, and reaffirming our understanding of it at the end. So, we start in terms of understanding that there’s no such thing as a solid “me.” “Me” is just what the word “me” refers to on the basis of all the everchanging things that I experience in life. And these various aspects that I experience arise from many, many causes and conditions, and have many parts, etc. So there’s nothing solid about the basis and nothing solid about what’s being imputed upon that basis. So, then the process of the meditation is building up a positive basis for labeling, and our feeling of integration of all of that is a feeling of what we would call a healthy ego, what we were discussing before in terms of a conventional “me.” It’s labeled in terms of that. When we do this process in terms of tantra practice and a Buddha-figure, then what we would call this thing of a sense of a “me,” labeled on all of this, is called the “pride of the deity,” the feeling that we actually are that.
And then at the end, it’s important to remind ourselves that the “me” is not identical to any one of these components. It’s not something that exists totally separate from it. It’s not something that possesses these things or lives inside them, like living inside a house. Or is like the boss that now has all these components that it can use. And the “me” is not identical to the totality of this basis, as if the totality of all of this, as represented by this integrated light shining out were a thing, that that’s “me;” because obviously all the parts, as we saw with the aggregates, are changing every moment at different rates, etc. Each of these components has arisen from causes and circumstances, we saw, in terms of the parents and how they grew up, and the country and how it developed, etc, etc.; there’s nothing solid in this whole thing. Nevertheless – it’s our big “nevertheless” – on the basis of all of this, we are able to help others and reach enlightenment. So, that’s important; otherwise, again, one could go to a projection of impossible ways of existing that “I am this big light” and identify with that, or identify with one aspect or another and then again we get an inflated ego.
Now let me just go through very quickly the other steps, the steps that follow what we’ve been doing with this exercise. After we’ve worked through all these categories of positive influence on us such as family, and our cultural and religious background, and what we’ve studied and our teachers and friends and so on, then what could be helpful is to make a list, and list each person or item in each of these categories. Alright? So each of them, write it down, and next to it put some key words of what are the positive things that we’ve gained from each. And then, each morning, if we want to do this as a daily practice or whenever we want to do it, then for each of the categories, read through the list that we have compiled. It’s much more efficient that way, rather then trying to always remember – although ideally we shouldn’t have to rely on the list, but the list will make it much easier. But, reading a list is modeled after the usual Tibetan Buddhist practice of reading a sadhana, which is basically the script of what you are imagining and trying to meditate. It comes from that tradition.
So, for each of the groups of items, then you imagine the group of people within that group around us, and as we recite or read the positive quality that we have gained from each of them, then in a state of firm conviction and appreciation and respect, then yellow light comes to us from each. We can do it one at a time first, or if that’s not necessary, we can just skip to the second phase of that, which is first one and then you add the second on top of it, the third on top of it, so that it’s cumulative rather than first one at a time. But that could be done separately, first one at a time and then in an additive type of way.
And then at the end of each group we have a full integration of all the items within that group, let’s say our whole family, and all our friends. And even if we don’t quite have the quality, let’s say, of a friend, there’s a quality of the friend that we really admire, still we could feel inspiration to try to develop that quality. And then again, having done each of the groups, then we try to do cumulatively a feeling of each of the whole groups. So first, the first group, from the family, that whole influence, then from the whole national and religious and cultural background, and from friends, and what we’ve studied and so on, and try to eventually, in a cumulative way, put it all together. And by having key words for each of these things it makes it a little bit easier because for most of us this is going to be an enormous list.
And we’re shining with light with whole integrated thing, helping others. And we start the whole thing with quieting down and the caring mind, but then the understanding of voidness, the “me” that’s labeled on all of these things. And at the end, reaffirm that understanding of the voidness and the labeling of the “me” on all of this. And all of this, obviously, it’s very complex, and like any sort of sadhana practice, it’s something that we have to build up, through time, through practice, a little bit of this piece, a little bit of that piece, although try to do at least a general thing of the whole thing, but focused on one aspect, another aspect and gradually try to build it up.
This could take quite a while. But, perhaps you can see, those who are familiar with tantra practice, how this is modeled after tantra sadhana. You start with voidness. You then imagine that you are this Buddha-figure, and usually it’s a lot of Buddha-figures around you and a mandala, and each of them, and each of the arms, the multi-arms you have, each of the faces, each of the legs, and each of the things you are holding, stand for a different type of positive quality. And we feel we are the integrated whole of this entire thing. Now, it’s exactly the same structure, perhaps in a more accessible way. And like in a sadhana, we imagine light goes out and benefits everybody with all these qualities. We send out light making offerings to the Buddhas, and this is like showing respect for the sources of all these qualities. And at the end of the practice, again, one thinks of voidness, and then at the end of that, we arise in a simpler form, like the way that we would end this practice.
So, perhaps this type of practice can be a helpful method that is more accessible to us, utilizing certain principles that we find in one aspect of tantra – and we shouldn’t think that tantra is only this – but it’s similar to that, and accessible, and doesn’t require ritual, doesn’t require all these sort of things, as perhaps a stepping stone for us for being to then work with tantra method. Not a substitute, but as a stepping stone. Most of us, coming from a Western background, have a very very different way of thinking and different way of approaching working on ourselves than the traditional Buddhist way, and so what we require is a bridge between the two ways of thinking and ways of approaching, of working on ourselves, of helping ourselves. And so maybe this method that we’ve introduced this weekend can serve as a bridge between Western psychology and tantra.
Let’s end here with a final dedication. Think whatever understanding, whatever positive force has come from this, may it go deeper and deeper, and act as a cause for not only us, but everyone to achieve enlightenment for the benefit of all.
Thank you.
Also, I guess I didn’t make it so explicit that if we were to do a daily practice, what we would repeat each day is just the calming down, a caring attitude, voidness, read the list, do the practice that I’ve outlined, and end with voidness and the dedication. What we were doing here was the exploratory work, to create that list for ourselves, our own personal list. And if you want a fuller type of program of working on oneself in this vein, then I would recommend this program that I developed called Developing Balanced Sensitivity. What we’ve done here is an adjunct to this, a supplement, something more. But there we have twenty exercises, each of which is as extensive as this one in terms of dealing with different aspects that will help us to develop along the spiritual path to be of more help to others. And you can find that on my website for free in the e-book section.
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