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This weekend we’re going to be speaking about karma, and although the topic is announced as “karma: free will versus predetermination,” that will be just a part of what we’ll talk about. I’d like to go into some detail about what karma is, and what the various mental factors are that are involved with karma, and how karma works, so that we have a general idea of how does the question of free will versus predetermination fit into the Buddhist presentation of karma. Also I know that there are many questions that people have about karma and so I’d like to try to weave different themes here into our weekend. But we need to be quite clear from the very beginning that Buddha mentioned himself that karma is the most difficult thing to understand in his teachings, far more difficult to understand than voidness. So if it’s complicated and if there are many aspects in it that we can’t understand, then that’s not something which we should be surprised at. That is of course the way that it is. Also we should realize that there are many explanations of karma within Buddhism. There’s not just one explanation, and so this means that we can understand how karma works in many, many different ways, and the different systems will give us different insights into how karma works.
There’s a presentation in the Theravada system which is very different from the presentations that we have in the systems that the Tibetans studied from India and it’ll be just, I think, too confusing and complicated to try to cover the Theravada presentation as well; but we should at least be aware that it’s quite different. Within those presentations that Tibetans study and follow, we have the Vaibhashika one which comes from Vasubandhu, an India master, in his text Abhidharmakosha. But in his commentary, he modified that and gave a Sautrantika position. And in other texts that he wrote, he modified it even more and gave a Chittamatra explanation. So this is a good example of how one master can develop in his life different systems and explain things from different ones.
In addition to Vasubandhu’s texts, the Tibetans study Asanga’s texts. One of them is Abidharmasamuccaya, but he wrote several others as well, and they take material from all of them. And this presents karma from the Chittamatra point of view, and [it has] many points I should say that are similar to what the Sautrantikas accept, and it’s also what the Svatantrika Madhyamaka accepts as well and, in the non-Gelugpa schools, also Prasangika Madhyamaka. When we get to the Gelugpa version of Prasangika, they accept something similar to Vasubandhu’s Vaibhashika position, but changed according to the Prasangika understanding of voidness. So for those of you who are familiar with these different tenet systems, that makes a little bit of sense. For those of you who are not, then it doesn’t really matter, don’t worry. It’s just that there are several distinct systems for explaining karma and we can gain insights from all of them. And consequently, because of that, of course it’s complicated and can be confusing because there are so many different explanations.
But I think there is enough in common in Vasubandhu and Asanga’s systems, and the way that Gelug Prasangika interprets that, that we can look at a common store of explanations about karma so that we can actually work with it in our daily lives. And so I’ll try to explain from that point of view of the common material, but in certain points indicate the main different positions. Also I should point out that it is not just the Tibetans that follow a course of studying both Vasubandhu and Asanga’s approach to karma. The Chinese did that as well in the Chinese traditions that actually emphasize studying the Indian literature.
Okay. Now karma has basically two varieties – this is what all these schools say. There is the karma that relies on the mind (this is mental karma) and it is equivalent to the mental factor of an urge (bsam-pa). It’s the mental factor that moves the primary consciousness and its accompanying mental factors to an object. And because it’s a mental factor, it is differentiated here from the energy-wind or the lung that performs the same function. So there’s an energy-wind that moves the package of the primary consciousness – let’s say the visual consciousness – with all its attendant mental factors: attention, concentration, etc., disturbing emotions or whatever – it moves it to an object. So energy-wind does that and also a mental factor does that; and that mental factor is an urge, it’s called, and that’s equivalent to karma, mental karma. This is called urging karma. And then the second type is a karma that relies on either the body or speech. This is physical or verbal karma, and it’s driven by and based on the karma of an urge, and it’s what draws the body or the speech into an action. That’s called urged karma. So there’s one that draws the mind to an object and there’s one that derives from that, that draws the body and speech into an action.
From the point of view of Asanga, both of these are mental urges. Vasubandhu and the Prasangika have a slightly different explanation of the urged karma and that’s a little bit more complicated – there, it’s actually a form of energy, in their system. But what’s interesting here to note if we look at Asanga’s system as the basic system, if we look at Gyaltsab Jey’s commentary – the way he describes it is that karma is like a magnet, and the mind (or the speech, or the body, whatever it is) is like a piece of iron, and the karma is what moves, by its own power, the mind to an object. So it’s not that the karma (the urge) comes first and then the mind moves; it’s what actually is moving the mind. It’s like a force in physics, but it’s a mental force and of course there’s an energy there as well.
For the physical and verbal, Vasubandhu and the Prasangika are saying that it’s more an energy. Asanga says both of them (both the urging and the urged) are mental factors and Theravada agrees with that – that both are mental urges. And so it’s very important in this presentation to realize that karma is not at all an action – it’s the motivating urge that brings on an action. So that’s really a very misleading translation of the word karma, to call it an action. The question is, is that a literal meaning? Not really. Karma is from the verb kr (“to do”), that’s true, but it’s not so much the action – it’s what does or makes; it’s the maker, the doer. And so what does it do? It brings the mind to an object, or the body and speech to an action.
Now, also, the usual English rendering of the word “urge” as “volition” and then speaking of karmic actions as volitional actions, that’s also misleading. We have to correct that and be a little bit more precise. “Volition” implies will, or an act of will, and thus it’s closer to the actual word “intention,” and so this also we have to clarify. An urge and an intention are two quite distinct mental factors. Asanga defines intention (‘dun-pa) as the wish to possess a desired phenomenon; it serves as the basis for undertaking something with joyful perseverance. The phenomenon here could be objects, states of mind, or actions. And then Gyaltsab Jey comments on the definition – he says that it is a mental factor that’s aimed at a phenomenon that has been thought about, and which has keen interest in it. The intention could be the wish to meet with something that you’ve previously cognized or done – you’ve thought about it and there’s the wish to meet with it again – that’s intention. Or the wish not to be parted from something that’s presently cognized or presently being done – the intention not to stop eating. Or it could be keen interest in something to be attained or done in the future – an intention to go to the movies later. So there can be no intention concerning something, without having previously thought about it. That indicates that we need to have become certain about a phenomenon before having an intention about it.
So it’s actually, when we talk about what ripens from the karmic aftermath, it’s usually this intention – that’s one of them: the wish to do something. The urge (karma) doesn’t ripen from karmic aftermath. It’s the wish to do something that then brings on an urge – the intention that then brings on the urge to do it. It’s not the urge to do it. It’s the urge that brings us into the action of doing it. What ripens from karma – one of the things that ripens – is the wish to do something. So it would be an intention. And it’s from that, that we get an urge which actually brings the mind and then, based on that, brings the body and speech into an action – based on that intention. According to Vasubandhu there is an intention with every moment of cognition, but he doesn’t stipulate (as Asanga and Gyaltsab Jey do) that the intention has to be about something that you have thought about and ascertained (in other words, become certain of beforehand). It’s not that you have to have become certain about a certain object, or a certain action, before you can have an intention to acquire it or not let go of it, and so on. Nevertheless, in each moment there is still a general intention, which is a wish to do something. And this is what Vasubandhu says is present in each moment.
Now, if we look at the analysis that Vasubandhu gives to intention, then it gives us a whole different insight or picture into what does it mean when, in the West, we speak about certain actions that are intentional and certain actions that are unintentional. So let’s say you drive your car and you hit somebody. Well, you had no intention to hit the person, but you did have the intention to drive the car. So then you get into the discussion of whether or not the result of the action is what you intended. That’s a different discussion. But everything has an intention, otherwise you wouldn’t do it.
So it’s these kinds of differences that we have to be very, very careful about in trying to understand the consequences of unintentional actions, and so on, and not be misled by some of the English (and probably the German) translations of these terms: of karma as “actions” and urges as “volition.” And thinking that karma is just volitional actions – and if you didn’t intend it, it’s not karma. It’s not like that. It’s much more complicated. And it’s not really that complicated – it’s fairly precise. It’s just one has to keep the definitions clear. That’s always the problem in understanding this material: we just go by the words that the early translators have chosen and we’re not aware of the definitions. And so we think that these words mean what they mean in our own language and they don’t.
So, do you have any questions about this?
Question: [inaudible]
Alex: Ok, let me repeat the question. Could you explain once more the order between the intention and the urge? What’s happening here? And is there a gap somewhere in which we can make choices?
Alex: Well, let me explain. First there is an intention – you wish to do something. You know: I want to do something; I want to repeat what I did in the past; I want to continue and not stop what I’m doing now; or I want to do something next, in the future. And then we speak about the mental karma. The mental karma would be: then, there’s the urge that draws my mind into thinking, “Yes, I’ll do that.” Now, there is a gap here between the intention and the urge. In other words, the intention or wish comes up to, for instance, go to the refrigerator and take something to eat. We would experience that as a feeling comes up – I feel like going to the refrigerator and getting something to eat. And then there’s a gap between that and the urge which actually draws our mind into thinking, either verbally or nonverbally, “I am going to go to the refrigerator and get something to eat.” Now, after that may come another intention or wish, which would be the wish to actually move my body toward the refrigerator, and move my hand to open the refrigerator, and take something out of it to eat. Now here comes another gap between that and the urge which would actually drive us to go to the refrigerator and follow out that wish or feeling to actually go there. And so, these are two gaps that we experience between the intention and the urge; and it is here where the choice comes in. You often ask about: is there a gap where we can make a choice between when the feeling comes up to do something and we actually do it? And this is where it is. This is how we would explain it.
Participant: How is it with some things, for example, the urge to go to bed?
Alex: First, you feel like going to bed – that’s the intention. I feel like going to bed. I notice that I’m sleepy – so some information comes in. And then: I feel like going to bed, I have interest in going to bed – that’s the intention. Then there’s an urge (mental karma) that causes me to think: “I’m going to go to bed now.” So we make the decision: “I’m going to go to bed now.” And then there’s an urge that brings the body into the action of getting into bed – that’s the physical karma.
Participant: But what you’re saying is that, I mean, there could be another intention going on – that actually I don’t want to go to bed. I want to stay up and meditate all night.
Alex: Right, so then we have – so this is interesting – so then another intention comes up, a wish to stay up all night. So now two things are ripening from two different groups of karmic aftermaths. One is feeling like going to sleep; the other is feeling like staying up and meditating. Then you have a mental factor that is, you know, consciousness is aware of this. And then you have a mental factor of indecisive wavering (the-tshoms): which shall I do, this or that? And then, eventually, you would get – if you make a decision – you would get the mental factor of discriminating awareness (shes-rab) that discriminates between – this is what I want to do, and this is what I don’t want to do. And then conviction (mos-pa), which actually makes the decision that definitely this is what I’m going to do and what I’m not going to do. And then an urge – and you think: “Yes, now I’m going to meditate” – so it’s the mental karma that draws the mind into thinking that. And even then you have a gap – you might decide that you don’t, or that the telephone rings or something. And then you would have the physical karma, which is the urge that actually moves your body into sitting down and starting to meditate.
Participant: And then you fall asleep!
Alex: So what is that? Sleepiness arises as a mental factor that accompanies the meditation. Then the intention or feeling like: “I feel like going to sleep.” And then it’s not so much that you think to go to sleep – it’s that the mental karma would draw the mind into a state of sleep.
Question: [inaudible]
Alex: Let me repeat your question. What’s the role of discriminating awareness here? Discriminating awareness discriminates this is what I want to do from this is what I don’t want to do – that’s what it discriminates. This is beneficial; this is not beneficial. Then if we follow Asanga’s definition of intention (which is that it’s based on having thought about something and come to a decision), then we have, based on this discriminating awareness, for instance, that I discriminate that this is what I want to do: I want to go to sleep and I don’t want to stay up and meditate. Then comes the intention, which would be the wish or feeling to go to sleep which is based on this decisiveness. Now it’s after this that an urge would come with which your mind would actually think: “Yes, I am going to go to sleep.”
Question: [inaudible]
Alex: Right, so now we have the question is it a rationally thought out intention or not? And Gyaltsab Jey says very clearly that it has to be something you’ve thought about before, deliberated about. And then you have a whole discussion of actions that you enter into without having deliberated it before, those that you have deliberated before – what are the results of each of them – and so on. If you haven’t deliberated it before, like I haven’t thought: “Ah, I’m going to drive my car in order to kill insects.” I didn’t think it out and decide that’s what I’m going to do. I just had the intention to drive the car. Then that’s an example of a karma about which there’s no certainty of when it will ripen. It’s not that there’s no certainty whether it will ripen at all. One has to make this differentiation. I mean these are the things I want to get into in this weekend.
There’s a difference between karma that there’s no certainty that it will ripen at all, and karma which is what they’re mostly talking about – which is that there’s no certainty about when it will ripen: this lifetime, next lifetime, or in some lifetime after that. And that can be really weakened further and further, so it’s really very distant; like doing a lot of Vajrasattva mantra. So the whole thing is a fairly complex system, but once you get the idea it’s not so difficult, actually, to get the general principles of what’s involved. But one has to be quite precise about the mental factors and the steps that are involved.
Question: [inaudible]
Alex: The question is: Sometimes the process seems to be fairly unconscious, without thinking – for instance, there can be some biscuits on the table and we think I’m not going to take one, but then we take one anyway. This is a differentiation between the mental karma and physical karma. It has to do with the causal motivation and the contemporaneous motivation. Causal motivation could be one thing: I have the thought to not eat it. But then what actually drives me to eat it is a completely different motivation which drives the body to actually take it – it’s another one. So the urging karma doesn’t have to lead to the urged karma being the same thing. As I say, it’s fairly complex. And what I wanted to add was this thing about when we had the discriminating awareness – I’m going to do this and not do that; I’m going to meditate and not sleep – and then there is the mental factor of conviction, in which you definitely decide that you are going to do that – decisiveness (nges-pa) is added to the thing.
Now you ask, well, where does the “me” come in who has made this choice? And this is what we have to be: I mean this is – I’m jumping ahead of our discussion, but we might as well bring it in here as an introductory prelude – that you have to remember there’s no independent “me” from the system. We think: “I am independent from the whole thing and then I’m going to choose one or the other.” That’s a completely false view of “me” as totally independent from the aggregates. The “I” is what is labeled onto this whole process. And so from an experiential point of view, it’s experienced as “I made the decision,” but it’s not that there’s a separate “me” from the whole system making the decision. The decision has happened, it has arisen, based on many, many, many, many factors. We can get into the whole discussion of causality. One discussion of causality – that is called the acting cause – in which everything except what actually happens is the cause for it, either directly or indirectly. So everything is interconnected in the universe. All of history, the development of this universe, is responsible for the cookies being on the table that I have the urge to eat. Everything is involved in the causation process.
Alright, so it’s not my fault! I mean, this gets into another thing – that again there’s an independent “me” from the whole system that’s to blame. The dinosaurs are responsible for the cakes being on the table. They are to blame. So the understanding of this whole issue of who makes decisions, and is there free will and determination, and so on, has to be understood in terms of the Buddhist explanation of how the self exists. And the fallacies all come up from thinking that there is a “me” independent from the whole system of what’s going on. So then one really has to understand the relationship between the “me” and the aggregates. So karma is so complicated and difficult to understand – more than voidness, because voidness is just one little piece that you have to understand in order to understand karma.
Let me just add with this example of taking the cookie, the biscuit; Asana gives a long list of different types of constructive and destructive actions, and that taking the cookie doesn’t have to necessarily be motivated by greed or desire for the cookie. It can arise simply from strong habit. I am not hungry; there’s not this – I have longing desire for this cookie – but just out of habit you stuff it in your mouth.
Questions, please?
Question: [inaudible]
Alex: So the question is about certain actions that we do in our life. That we intend something to happen; we do an action, we commit an action that we hope that is going to bring about that aim, and it doesn’t bring about that aim at all.
So this is very thoroughly analyzed in the Buddhist presentation of karma. For a certain pathway of karma (it’s called the pathway of impulse), the actual action itself has to be initiated and has to reach its conclusion. Now you can initiate an action, but it doesn’t reach its conclusion. You shoot somebody with the wish to kill them and it doesn’t reach their conclusion, you’ve missed. Or you shoot them in the arm and they don’t die. So in fact the act that’s completed, which is of wounding somebody, is different from the act that was initiated. So then you haven’t committed the action of killing somebody – although that was your intention – you’ve committed the act that wounded somebody. So the consequences follow from a mental karma of thinking to kill somebody and from a physical karma of wounding somebody. So one has to start to analyze much more precisely what’s going on. It’s not the case that we initiate an action and it reaches the conclusion that we intend. Not at all. So often when – and we’ll get into this on the weekend – but all the different factors have to be complete for a certain action to have happened. When some of the factors aren’t there, what happens is that it deconstructs into a different action. So this example of shooting somebody to kill them – because it didn’t reach the conclusion (the person didn’t die) then it deconstructs into just wounding somebody. Or they say that, “Well, you didn’t kill the person so there’s no karma of killing.” Yes, there’s no karma of killing, it’s true, but there is the karma of thinking to kill, and there is the karma of wounding somebody. It’s not that there’s no karma. “Karma” I’m using here in a very loose sense.
Participant: I was thinking of a cowboy film I saw recently and somebody whose father was killed by the “baddie.” And he spent the next twenty years training to be the best shot in the West, so that he eventually killed the baddie. So presumably that’s all tied in as well. If I try to shoot somebody but I just haven’t learned how to shoot, then that’s different from if I have spent the last ten years learning.
Alex: Right, as in the cowboy film, somebody who spends ten or twenty years training to be a good shot so that they can actually kill somebody – the karmic results of that killing is much heavier than somebody who, without any training, just shoots and happens to hit the person and kill them. Sure. This goes into the big long discussion of all the factors that make the ripening of karma heavier or lighter. So how much you planned it, and how much effort you put into it, and how long, and so on, affects, of course, the ripening. So eventually, the more we think about karma, the larger and larger our minds become because you have to bring in so many different factors. Eventually, you have to bring in everything. That’s why it’s the most difficult thing to understand. That only a Buddha can understand it fully because only a Buddha has the omniscience of knowing everything. And it’s based on a Buddha knowing everything (being omniscient) and specifically knowing all the factors of karma, that a Buddha knows all the causal factors of why somebody is in a certain mental state that they’re in, and what would be the effect of teaching them something, and then what would be the best thing to teach, and the effect that that would have on everybody that this person meets with, forever.
Question: [inaudible]
Alex: The question is that when somebody shoots somebody and they miss, then this is the result of whose karma?
Well, everything that happens is the result of many, many different factors, not just the result of one thing. Buddha said a bucket is filled not by the first drop or the last drop, but by a whole collection of drops of water. So the person could shoot and because their hand moved, or they sneezed, or something like that, they got distracted at concentration. That could be the reason why they missed. Or it could be that the person that they were aiming at moved, and for that reason they missed. These are the various circumstances that are coming up. So let’s say, for instance, you move – what is that the result of? You would have to say that’s the result of an unspecified action; that’s not the result of a constructive or a destructive action. So you might have the karma to be killed, but you have many other karmic factors that arise. So it’s not that a factor arises of “not to be killed,” although it could be. In other words, what I’m saying is that there are many, many different factors which are involved in why an action wouldn’t reach its intended conclusion – some of which are happening from our side, some of which are happening from the other person’s side.
Because this is the difficult question: Let’s say I cross the street and I am hit by a car – did my karma cause the car to hit me? Well, you can’t really say that. Then you get into a very solipsistic view of the universe: that everything is caused by me. I didn’t cause the other person to drive the car at that time. Does my karma ripen for me to cross the street at just the time that the other person is going to be driving? Well, no, you can’t say that either, because that again seems that I am influencing the other person driving. So you have to say that there are many, many causes and circumstances that are ripening from the other person’s side for them to drive the car at a certain time. And here is another circumstance from my side: that I’m crossing the street. Now, these can act as circumstances for my karma to be hit and the other person’s karma to hit somebody to ripen. But you have to differentiate between a cause of something and a circumstance.
There are always plenty of circumstances for something to ripen. So then it gets into the very difficult discussion of what causes this to ripen, and this circumstance and not that. And there has to be sufficient circumstances for something to ripen, in addition to the mental factors on our side of craving and grasping for an identity and all this stuff which causes a karmic aftermath to ripen. So there are many, many factors that are involved. And then the question is how far are you going to take it? Because then you have to start asking how did the karma know that the other person was going to be driving the car at just that time, so that you crossed it at just that time – and that gets pretty weird. So it’s just a dependent arising on many, many things.
Question: [inaudible]
Alex: The question is the relationship between karmic causes and the circumstances for karmic causes to ripen. Let’s say I drive my car and there is a rainstorm, and the road is slippery, and I have an accident – I smash into a tree. Did my karma cause the rainstorm? You can’t really say that. The rainstorm came from many, many other causes. It acted as a circumstance. So you live in a place that has rainstorms; you happen to feel the strong intention and urge to drive at that time – but it didn’t cause the rainstorm.
So all of this is dealing with the very complicated question: is everything that happens in the universe the result of my karma? This example of everything that happens in the universe is my fault. I am reminded of someone that I knew, that when they would go to a football game and their team lost, they would say that my team lost because I was there. Because I went there, it was my fault. This type of real paranoia – maybe paranoia isn’t the correct word here, but really sick.
Chittamatra doesn’t say that I’m the only one that exists in the universe and that everything is created from my mind. It talks about collective karma, shared karma, and so on, but there’s no findable basis outside that we’re all sharing. But of course the Chittamatra position of no external phenomenon and then how you account for the existence of other sentient beings is rather difficult. It certainly doesn’t say that everybody exists in my head and my karma’s the sole thing that’s influencing everything that happens in the universe. Certainly not. Everything is interconnected. So you can say, well, every being who is going to be reborn in a certain universe – that’s the result of their collective karma that the universe evolves in a certain way.
But then this brings us into another topic, which we probably don’t have time to do tonight, which is: what are karmic actions and non-karmic actions, and are there certain things that happen that are not karma?’ And this we have to look at quite carefully. And we have – Vasubandhu has a presentation, Asanga has a presentation, and Theravada has a presentation as well (we can bring in the Theravada system also here; it’s useful). So the question is really quite complex. But the fact that the person moved when I shot is not due to my karma. It’s the other person’s karma that they moved. So the circumstance was not complete for my karma to kill somebody to be completed. Although I had the intention to kill, the circumstance wasn’t completed. And the circumstance is provided by many, many, many other karmic factors of many other beings, and non-karmic factors as well. The weather – lightning went off, or it thundered and I got startled, and so I missed. You haven’t gotten rid of your karmic tendency to kill somebody – that’s still there – but the circumstance wasn’t complete for it to ripen fully now.
Participant: It’s not your fault, so now you have less karma to deal with?
Alex: No, it’s not that you have less karma to deal with; it’s not that you’ve won. It’s just you’ve postponed it, you’ve postponed it. The man is not dead, so that particular action has not been an action of killing; but you still have that tendency to kill, so it will come up in a different situation.
Okay, I’ve been using “karma” in our discussion here in a very loose, popular sense to refer to the entire process. But that’s not precise. In Asanga’s system the karma is the urge that brings us into an action. Then there is the actual action: it’s called the “pathway of the karma.” And that action itself acts as a karmic force – either a positive karmic force (bsod-nams, Skt. punya), or a negative karmic force (sdig-pa, Skt. papa), or an unspecified karmic force. A positive karmic force is called “merit,” usually. A negative karmic force is called “sin,” or something like that. And then, after the action is finished, there’s a continuity of that karmic force; but now the karmic force is in the nature of a karmic legacy (sa-bon), I think I’d call it.
So there are two types of karmic legacies. There’s one which is the continuation of the karmic force – you have to have different words for these so I call it the “karmic potential.” And then there’s the one which is usually called the “seed,” which is the karmic tendency. So, anyway, you have karmic force (that would be the positive karmic force or the negative karmic force) and there is the karmic tendency. These are slightly different. Then there is also constant karmic habit (bag-chags), which is asserted only in the Mahayana systems, which continues to make appearances of true existence and limit the mind.
Why don’t we make it more simple, an abstraction. The karmic force has two phases – one is the action and one is an abstraction afterwards which continues to be the karmic force. So after the action you have the second phase of the karmic force, which is an abstraction, plus you have an abstraction which is the karmic tendency. Plus you have another abstraction which is the constant habit, which is just labeled – it’s not something physical that you can find; it’s just labelled on the mental continuum. So it’s the combination of these, which altogether I call the karmic aftermath (because there’s no word in the traditional texts to cover all of them) – it’s these that are going to ripen.
And so how do they ripen? They ripen when there is – it’s described in the twelve links: craving; and then some obtainer attitude, like basically identifying “me” with what’s going on). Craving to be parted from unhappiness, for not to be parted from happiness, or to remain in a neutral state – that’s the craving. Then the obtainer attitude identifies with what’s going on. And then you get the activated karmic aftermath. That becomes activated, and that you have to have circumstances, external circumstances as well, and then it gives the ripening. And the ripening, there is many, many different things that it ripens into: a feeling of happiness and unhappiness, wanting to repeat something similar, experiencing things happen similar to what one did before, and then a more general, comprehensive thing of being in an environment and so on. So, when we talk about what happens, it’s a ripening of the karmic aftermath; it’s not the ripening of the karma itself. There’s the karma that brings on the action, there’s the action, there’s the karmic aftermath and then there’s the ripening.
Participant: So sometimes in a loose way you can use the word karma for both?
Alex: Yes even in the texts, when we talk about “lendray” karma and its results, they use the word “karma” very loosely to cover the whole process up to the result. But that’s really not technically what it means. But that’s the popular usage of it. So one has to remain mindful when talking about it to use the technical terms correctly, and not make it confusing when saying that karma ripens, although that is an easier way of saying it. It’s the aftermath of the actions that are brought on by karma.
Ok, so now after an action, karmic aftermath, you have three abstractions. In other words, they are just labeled – you can’t actually find them; they’re not physical; they’re not a way of being aware of something. So the karmic force, karmic tendency – these two together are called the karmic legacy (the term I use). They ripen only sometimes, intermittently, not all the time. I don’t feel like killing somebody every single moment. I don’t feel like eating every single moment. Only it ripens intermittently, sometimes. Then you also have a constant karmic habit that ripens all the time – every moment, we have limited cognition. The other one: we get angry only some of the time; we don’t get angry all the time. Note that what ripens here is our experience of something, not the thing itself that we experience.
What ripens is my experience of seeing this room. The room itself doesn’t ripen from my karma. My experience of being hit by the car ripens, not the car, not the car driving on the road – that doesn’t ripen from my karma. My experience of being hit ripens from my karma. And after the result, then you can get another karmic impulse. But you don’t get a karmic impulse (a karmic urge) as a result of ripened karmic aftermath. Karma can’t ripen from karmic aftermath. You see how that works?
What ripens is seeing a beautiful person and the feeling of happiness and, from the aftermath of the disturbing emotions, longing desire. These are all ripenings. Then based on that, you could have the urge to think: “Oh I’ll say something to this person in order to have some sort of union with this person.” Then that could bring on another urge with which you actually go and say something, or go and do something. What ripens is just the experience and the feeling of happiness. And of course from that feeling of happiness, you crave not to be parted from it, and then you identify with the whole thing, and all of this is going to be involved here.
So we will continue tomorrow and what I’d like to begin with tomorrow is the differentiation between karmic actions and non-karmic actions. Are there things that happen that are not the results of karma? That I think is very important to understand.
So we think whatever positive forces come from this, whatever understanding has come from this, may this act as a cause of reaching enlightenment for the benefit of all. Thank you very much.
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We’ve been discussing karma and we saw that there are various systems with which karma is explained, in general. But what we are speaking about when we talk about karma is our behavior, what brings on our behavior, and the effects of our behavior on ourselves, and how this builds up various habits and tendencies and so on which are going to then ripen into various things that we experience with, basically, suffering – various types of suffering of samsara, whether it’s the suffering of pain and difficulty, or the suffering of change which is our ordinary type of happiness (but it doesn’t last and doesn’t satisfy), our so-called worldly happiness, or just the all-pervasive problem of samsara: that we continue to have this type of basic aggregates (body and mind and so on) that is going to continue to bring on the other types of suffering. So if we speak in terms of feelings, what we have is the regular type of suffering of pain, our ordinary, so-called “tainted” happiness, and then the neutral feeling which is associated just with having a body and a mind.
And so karma explains, basically, how this whole system gets perpetuated. And it has nothing to do with reward or punishment, which would imply some external figure from the system who is giving that reward or punishment. It is not deterministic, because it is possible to change what we experience; it’s possible to change what we do. And it’s not predetermined, because predetermined would imply that there is somebody external to the system who has decided what’s going to happen. It’s not total free will, which would imply that there is a “me” who is totally independent of everything that we experience, and is able to make decisions independent of everything. But rather, whatever we experience can be explained – there are causes. It’s not that what happens to us is without any cause. So there’s a big difference between something being deterministic and something being explainable, and this we will have to explore.
Now when we start to look at what’s the difference between something being deterministic or something being explainable, deterministic, I think, has the connotation (maybe you can correct me from science) that once all the variables are given in a system, then the result is determined. Whereas explainable means that whatever happens can be explained. So I think the difference is the direction in which we analyze. If, given the variables in a system, we analyze forwards, then it’s determinist. If we analyze backwards from what’s happened, it’s explainable.
Question: What’s the difference between deterministic and predictable?
Alex: Deterministic means it’s definitely going to be this. The other one would be basically a probability based on statistics, based on average, that you could predict what is going to happen, but there’s no certainty that that definitely will happen. But it is within certain parameters – it’s not that anything could happen, but it’s, given the variables in the system, the various possibilities of what could happen. But in both cases we’re working from a given system to predicting what’s going to happen in the future. Whereas, everything is explainable is working backwards; whatever happens, happens for causes and you can figure out what the causes are. And I think from a Buddhist point of view – well in many ways we can discuss both – but certainly what is absolutely for sure is that whatever happens can be explained.
Now the question is, given the variables, there are almost countless variables that affect what’s going on. What happens – and this is why we need to look a little bit more closely at the Buddhist analysis of the different kinds of causes, although that’s very complex. But we look at one type of cause, which is the acting cause (byed-rgyu) – it’s everything other than the result itself, which implies that everything is interconnected and everything affects everything. The whole universe is one interconnected system. Nothing is independent, which of course if you think about it logically, coming from the Big Bang, if we use that as a model, of course everything has to be interrelated. And so unless we’re a Buddha, we don’t have all the information. We don’t know all the variables. Only a Buddha is omniscient. So if we try to look at what’s going to happen, all we can do is give a probability of what’s going to happen, because we don’t have all the variables. A Buddha knows all the variables, so a Buddha knows what’s going to happen. But that then gets into a complicated discussion of past, present, and future; and as we’ve discussed in the past – that’s terrible, I’m sorry! – as we’ve discussed before, the past, present and future aren’t things that are existing somewhere in space-time. But rather, in Buddhism, we speak about the past as what’s no longer happening and [the future as] what has not yet happened. So the discussion becomes very, very complicated and very difficult in terms of what does a Buddha actually know. It says the Buddha knows the three times without impediment and without attachment.
But the important thing, I think, is to understand that the system is dynamic that we’re talking about here. Dynamic system means that it’s not that given all the variables, the system is then closed and then you can say what’s going to happen. And then the question is, once the system is closed, then is there is choice that comes in there? There’s sort of this gap and there’s the choice, and then the result of the decision occurs of what you’re going to do or what’s going to happen. I mean, when we talk about determinism there’s two issues here for explainability. One is in terms of what we do; the other is in terms of what will be the result of our actions – although of course they are interrelated here. But what I wanted to say is that it’s a dynamic system, which means it’s never closed – that there are always more variables every moment which are affecting things. And not all these variables, as we were indicating yesterday, are coming from our own side, because everything is influenced by everything else – all the circumstances around – and that’s changing all the time. So it’s never a closed system.
And also when we look at choice, we have to look at what’s actually happening. As we analyzed yesterday, there are mental factors of discriminating awareness, conviction and so on; so when a decision occurs, there’s no separate “me” making a decision. However, the way it’s experienced – it’s experienced in terms of “I made the decision” and, conventionally, that’s true. So again, we have to look in terms of what does it mean to say that I chose and yet Buddha knew or knows what I’m choosing? “I chose” is how I experience it. Buddha would experience it as a decision occurred on this mental continuum. Both of them are valid, unless we think in terms of a separate “me” making a decision, an independent “me” making a decision, which of course is not the case.
Question: So is it also not the case that Buddha wouldn’t know beforehand what the decision was?
Alex: Right, but it’s not the case that a Buddha didn’t know and just made a good guess of what’s going to happen. That’s why we need to have a clear idea of already passed, presently-happening, and not-yet-happened – and what that means. It says so in the qualities of a Buddha, that a Buddha knows the past, present and future without impediment and without attachment. It’s one of the ten qualities of a Buddha’s mind.
Question: And is this to be taken literally?
Alex: It’s to be taken literally, but with an understanding of the voidness of the three times. Not literally in terms of, you know…
Participant: There’s no future there that the Buddha can cognize.
Alex: Right, so this is why I’m saying it’s not very easy to understand what in the world the Buddha actually knows.
Question: Another point is does he know tendencies? Could he be wrong or could he be undetermined about something that will happen or not?
Alex: Could he be undetermined? What does that mean? Could he not know?
Question: Yeah, could he know that there is no way to predict?
Alex: Could he know that there’s no way to predict? That, I don’t know. Could he know that it can’t be known? No, because everything can be known from a Buddha’s point of view and it’s not the case – this is what’s so difficult – it’s not the case that the Buddha knows this by inference (i.e. given all the variables, the Buddha can infer what’s going to happen) because inference is conceptual cognition and Buddha does not have any conceptual cognition. So he knows it straightforwardly without relying on a line of reasoning. And this is very complicated and difficult to understand.
Question: Does a Buddha know really what’s going to happen in the future?
Alex: Yes, because you have so often in the tantric initiations that they speak about: Buddha will predict when our enlightenment will occur. So clearly a Buddha knows what has not yet happened and there are cases of clairvoyants where people know what has not yet happened. But, as I said, this is very complicated topic. When we speak about what’s translated as “future,” it means “not yet happened.”
So remember we had negatingly known phenomena and affirmingly known phenomena. An affirmingly known phenomenon would be, for example, an apple. A negatingly known phenomenon would be, for example, not an apple. Now in order to know a negatingly known phenomenon, you have to beforehand have made two sets, a set and a counter-set, conceptually, such as, for instance, “apple” and “not an apple,” and then excluded something from one of the sets: “This is not an apple.” But to know an affirmingly known phenomenon, you don’t have to make these two sets (a set and a counter-set) and exclude something from it. All you need to know is “this is an apple.”
Also, an affirmingly known phenomenon can have more than one element in it and one of those elements could be a negatingly known phenomenon. So for example, we could speak about a table without an apple on it. This would be an affirmingly known phenomenon. You just know the table. Now part of that is the negatingly known phenomenon “without an apple on it,” and for that you would have had to conceptualize, before that, two sets: something on something else, and something not on something else – here specifically with reference to things on the table and things not on the table.
Now if we bring this to our example here, my enlightenment which is not yet happened is an affirmingly known phenomenon. It is just my enlightenment; it’s modified by “it’s not yet happening,” so it would be a “not-yet-happening enlightenment.” On the other hand, the not-yet-happening of my not-yet-happened enlightenment – this would be a negatingly known phenomenon. In other words, in order to know the not-yet-happening of something, you have to have conceptually beforehand made two sets: a set of what’s happening and what’s not happening, and then exclude this phenomenon from the set of what’s happening now so that you know the not-yet-happening of something. My not-yet-happening enlightenment is not happening now.
So what do we know when we know my not-yet-happening enlightenment – my enlightenment which is not yet happening? Well, we can understand this by asking a similar question: what appears when we know a table without an apple on it? What appears is the basis – which is the table – and we know indirectly, in other words what does not appear, is an apple on it. So, what also appears is an absence of an apple on it. An apple doesn’t appear; an absence of an apple appears. So the absence of an apple is imputable on the table.
Now for my not-yet-happening enlightenment, we also have to look at what is the basis upon which it is imputable? The basis is our mental continuum, for everything that’s imputable isn’t necessarily negatingly known. Like a person is imputably known on the aggregates. It’s not something physical and it’s not a way of knowing something. So we look at this result, namely my not-yet-happening enlightenment, and since it’s a result of what we’re doing now, it’s not happening now – it’s imputable on the mental continuum. Now something that’s imputable on the mental continuum – that just means that it’s what a word refers to on the basis of the mental continuum – now you can know that with straightforward cognition. For instance, I can see a person; it’s not that I have to infer a person. I can see a person, even though a person is just what can be imputed on a set of aggregates. So I think we have to use that way of thinking to analyze being able to know straightforwardly without relying on either a line of reasoning or a concept of a not-yet-happening enlightenment. We need to make a distinction here, however. In the case of apprehending a person imputable on a set of mental aggregates (for example, on a body), then the person actually does explicitly appear. But in the case of apprehending a not-yet-happening enlightenment on a mental continuum, then the enlightenment itself, which has not yet happened, is only implicitly known – it doesn’t actually appear. Only a presently-happening enlightenment could appear.
Then we have to bring in the whole discussion of the voidness of cause and effect. One line of reasoning that’s used to refute the true findable existence of results or effects is that at the time of the cause, the result neither truly exists nor truly is totally nonexistent. If it truly and findably existed at the time of the cause, then there would be no need for its production or its arising; and if it were truly nonexistent at the time of the cause, then it could never arise, because there could be no arising of something that doesn’t exist at all on the basis of true findable existence. The position that the result already exists, findably and truly at the time of the cause – that’s the position of the Samkhya School of non-Buddhist Indian philosophy – and it’s certainly not like that. It’s not that the result exists already in the causes that’s waiting to pop out, to manifest. Presently-happening enlightenment is not existing in the presently-happening causes. The not-yet-happening enlightenment is not presently-happening, only the not-yet-happening of the not-yet-happening enlightenment is presently-happening. So one really has to understand, or at least try to understand, the voidness of cause and effect, in order to know what will be the result of something.
Let’s say we have water put into minus twenty degrees; it turns into ice. So I have a glass of water and I know that if I put it into the freezer it’s going to turn into ice. Do I know the ice, the not-yet-happened ice? Well yes, that not-yet-happening ice is not present now, but I know it. Now do I know it through a law which would be conceptual, the law being a law of physics or something like that: water plus minus twenty degrees equals ice. Or can I know it without the medium of that law coming to my mind, which would be a conceptual thought. You don’t have to actually verbalize it, but it’s a concept. Buddha doesn’t have to apply the concept, although there is a concept that water with minus twenty degrees makes ice.
Participant: But the concept is not what is causing the water to freeze.
Alex: The concept is not what’s causing the water to freeze; the concept is just a way of explaining it, of understanding it. So these are the type of things we have to think about in order to try to approach the question of what does a Buddha know. A Buddha knows the not-yet-happening enlightenment, the not-yet-happening result of behavior. And there are laws of karma.
Question: [inaudible]
Alex: The question is if the Buddha knows the not-yet-happened enlightenment of Jorge, and Jorge decides that I’m not going to work toward enlightenment anymore – well, Buddha knew that. [Buddha] knew the not-yet-happening decision of not working to enlightenment and knew zillions of eons ahead that something was going to change. Now how does Jorge experience it?
Mind you, there’s no independently existing Jorge in the system. So from the point of view of the mental continuum on which all the various actions are taking place from moment to moment, there is discriminating awareness, and conviction, and decision making, and stuff like that; that arises as a result of an incredible amount of causes that are connected to the mental continuum and many, many causes and conditions that are not connected to that mental continuum: the weather, an earthquake, God knows what – this is also happening. So from his point of view, from the one who experiences it subjectively, what’s happening?
When we talk about awareness, mind, the arising of a mental hologram, which is equivalent to knowing something – that happens without an independent “me,” but it is experienced individually and subjectively. So of course it’s experienced as a decision, and it is a decision – conventionally, it is a decision. Nobody else is forcing you to do it. But whatever you decide has an explanation, and Buddha sees all of this because a Buddha has all the factors that are involved which can all be explained by laws – although laws are just an approximation, after all, to try to explain things.
Participant: But that still sounds quite deterministic. I mean you made a comparison between deterministic being explaining in a forward way, whereas causation is more an explanation that’s directed backwards. But the point is that a Buddha, when we take the example of predicting enlightenment, then a Buddha does predict things. So, he’s also directed into the direction of things that are not yet happening and not back to the causes, but based on the causes directed at the results, or possible results. And so even when there are countless causes and when they are constantly changing, etc., he would still be experiencing all of them, and he still would be experiencing all of their interconnectedness, and would experience them in each moment of their change, and so on – so that would still sound pretty deterministic. And then Mark added, for example if the Buddha would know that Jorge attains enlightenment in a given amount of time – 6,438 eons – and would tell that to Jorge, then that would be pretty fine because then wouldn’t it be that Jorge wouldn’t need to do anything anymore because the point is that the Buddha would have predicted it, and how could it be more certain than having been predicted by a Buddha. So why do anything at all then at such a point?
Alex: But a Buddha would know the effect of telling Jorge that his enlightenment will take place in 6,438 eons and so would have factored that into the equation. And obviously in the next life, Jorge will have forgotten what the Buddha said – might even forget it in this lifetime as well, or not believe the Buddha. But a Buddha would know all of that.
Now I must say I’m just playing with the idea, but let me introduce my own ideas here and see if this makes any sense. Let’s just jump into it. There is a book which was written at the end of the nineteenth century called Flatland and in this it speaks about a two-dimensional universe, Flatland, and a three-dimensional being that visits the two-dimensional universe. And, of course, from the perspective of the three-dimensional being, he is above the plain of Flatland and can see much, much wider than people of Flatland. The people of Flatland can only see sort of directly in front of them; whereas, the three-dimensional being can see the whole thing. And when the three-dimensional being walks through Flatland, then all they see in Flatland is a two-dimensional shape; and of course that shape changes as the three-dimensional being lifts the leg up, and then all of a sudden it disappears, and then appears again in another place by putting the leg down; and then the size changes, and so on; and sometimes there’s two of them because there’s two legs, and so on.
And so this I think is suggestive (at least maybe it’s suggestive) just by playing around with the idea of how we could understand these extraordinary powers of a Buddha. If we take seriously the concept that we are getting in the West that there are not just three spatial and one temporal dimension, but there are ten dimensions, or eleven dimensions, and who knows what they’ll decide in a few more years – how many dimensions there are. But if a Buddha would be able to operate in all dimensions, then the situation of a Buddha with respect to our view of three spatial dimensions and one temporal dimension and what our limited awareness can perceive – remember this is a sentient being with a limited mind, limited hardware (the apparatus for perceiving); we can only perceive three spatial and one temporal dimension, like the Flatlanders can only perceive two spatial dimensions – so Buddha can perceive the whole thing and operates in the whole thing.
And so when we hear about a Buddha manifesting in many, many forms simultaneously and a Buddha changing sizes (Milarepa as well; Milarepa fits into the tip of the yak horn) and these type of things – and manifests everywhere in the universe all at once, and so on, I think we can understand it or at least one way of understanding it would be by this example of the three-dimensional being seen from the perspective of Flatland. So if we can understand this in terms of the physical dimensions, I don’t think that’s so difficult to understand the physical dimensions and how a Buddha’s mind is omniscient and so is pervasive with the entire universe. So a Buddha can manifest in the entire universe in many, many different forms; so Buddha can also manifest in the three times. So I think that would be the same in terms of the temporal dimension as well. But this two-dimensional Flatland – one could also imagine the Flatland people can’t see somebody coming from far away distances, and stuff like that, that a three-dimensional being can see (has the perspective to see) that this one is coming but a car is coming in another direction, and so on. They can see what’s happening – all the things that are going on, you know, at the same time.
And from the point of view of the Flatlanders, what the Buddha is seeing is the not-yet-happening of somebody arriving and that not-yet-happening is nonstatic. It’s coming closer and closer, and this is exactly what Buddhism says, that not-yet-happenings are impermanent or non-static phenomena. They’re changing every moment because each moment they are – instead of being x minus ten seconds, they’re x minus nine seconds, x minus eight seconds and so on. They’re coming closer and closer to becoming a presently-happening event. But of course that event is not a findable thing which is existing on its own and then modified by a time variant. It’s not like a suitcase on a moving conveyor belt coming closer and closer to us. So one has to connect this, of course, with the understanding of voidness, of true findable existence. So this whole issue (determinism is going forward, and explanation is going backwards) is from our point of view of being able to perceive three spatial [sic! temporal] dimensions one dimension at a time. From a Buddha’s point of view, a Buddha can perceive all three times simultaneously. I mean that’s what is said, but it doesn’t mean that the three times are all presently-happening. That’s what is important to add to this. It doesn’t mean that they are presently-happening, but a Buddha can perceive all of it.
So then we use the example: I have an ice cube tray with water in it. I’m going to put it in the freezer. Can I know the not-yet-happened ice? Now, can you know the not-yet-happened ice? And I think that you could know it. Now, could you know it through visualization? Yes, but you wouldn’t have to visualize. But the not-yet-happened ice isn’t presently-happening; it’s not presently here.
Participant: You can say ice will occur, but I don’t think I can imagine exactly how that ice will appear.
Alex: So I mean your point is that I don’t know exactly the shape and so on. Well would I know it with my eyes, or would I know it through the mind, or how would I know it and how precisely would I know it? Well if I knew all the variables of the distribution of the temperature within the freezer, then I would know the formation of it; and if I knew the exact status of the freezer, and the electric grid of the city, and the building, and the country, and so on, I would also know the not-yet-happened electric failure. And if I knew the behavior of everybody, I would also know the not-yet-happened terrorist attack on the electric grid that would also cause there not to be a not-yet-happened ice (or the not-yet-happened ice not to be presently-happening for a very long time). So Buddha would know all these factors.
So I’m just suggesting a line of thinking, a line of analyzing, of could I know the not-yet-happened ice, and would I be able to know it through a concept (water plus freezing temperature equals ice), or I don’t really have to know it through a concept. And when I know it, am I visualizing it? No, that’s conceptual. I could visualize it; I don’t have to visualize it. And so if a Buddha were operating in all dimensions and able to perceive all dimensions, probably this is what Buddha’s seeing in terms of seeing the three times simultaneously. But it’s not that they are all presently-happening. It’s very difficult for us to conceive of this other than with an appearance of true existence and adding in a spatial grid to it in the present, a presently-happening spatial grid. There it is, and if we go fast enough we can get to the future. Anyway, these are just ideas that I play with. I don’t know if they are helpful or relevant or if they are just complete garbage, but I find it useful for starting to deal with these very, very difficult issues of these extraphysical and extratemporal and extrasensory powers of a Buddha.
Buddha does know all his previous lives and knows them all simultaneously, and all the not-yet-happened future activities that the Buddha is going to do. Although it’s an already-happened activity of the past and the not-yet-happened activity – we would have to say – of the future, all of those are affirmingly known phenomenon. So in a sense, the Buddha is appearing in the three times – we’re all appearing in the three times – by the continuity that has no beginning and no end. So the only problem is: could I change what already happened? No. Could I change what’s not yet happened? Well, if I could change it, I would know that already.
Well what does change mean? This is the problem. What does change mean? As though the future was already truly existent – and then, could you change it? I must say that I don’t have complete clarity on all these issues. I’ll be perfectly honest with you. They are very, very difficult issues, some of the most difficult issues. But I think the most important point is how do we experience things? And we experience things in terms of choice, and so there are various gaps that occur. There is a gap between when we perceive information – if we can use that word, although that’s a difficult word in a Buddhist context; but we perceive things: sights, sounds, and so on. And when an intention occurs, we wish to do something. We wish to repeat what we have done in the past, we wish to not stop what we’re doing now, and we wish to do something in the future – it’s not yet happened. So there’s a gap between that, and so we experience does the intention happen or not; and then various intentions could come up, or various feelings. We described that we differentiated, you know, it’s a feeling. I feel like going to sleep; I feel like meditating. And then you think about it, so there’s indecisive wavering. Then you have an intention: “I’m going to meditate.” Then there’s another gap between when you have that intention and the karma which makes the mind think, “Yes I’m going to do that.” And when you actually do it, there’s another gap: are you going to act on the intention or not? And during these gaps, it’s not as though the system is closed, of course, because many, many other things are happening. Circumstances are happening as well. Memories come up, all sorts of things come up: habits come up, the telephone rings, a lot of things can happen. The Buddha knows it, but how are we experiencing it? We’re experiencing it from the point of view of choice.
Participant: Then choice becomes not only like an illusion, it becomes an actual illusion.
Alex: No, no, it’s like an illusion, but it occurs, so there is a choice that’s being made. How do you understand choice? What does the word “choice” mean? We’re not going to decide this issue so simply. We have all weekend to discuss this; we have a whole lifetime to discuss this. Remember that we started out the whole weekend with the statement that the Buddha said that karma was the most difficult thing to understand, of anything. And also, as we discovered, the correct understanding of voidness is just one part of what we have to understand in order to understand karma. We need to understand the voidness of cause and effect. We need to understand certainly the voidness of the self. And we need to understand what mind means. And there’s nobody outside of the whole system, neither Buddha nor us, that’s deciding what’s going to happen.
Choice has to do with the issue of decisiveness: how indecisiveness goes to decisiveness – that’s where choice comes in. So we have to understand the connotation of the Western word “choice,” and is it really relevant here or is the whole concept of choice based on the concept of a truly independently existing “me”? And our concept of no choice is also based on a concept of a truly existing “me” who has no choice. This I think is crucial to our understanding this question of free will, determinism, choice, etc. I think the whole way that the question is phrased is from a point of view of considering the self truly existent and independent from the system, and either I have choice or I don’t have choice. You have to be careful that you’re not saying, “Yes, I understand voidness,” but actually you’re taking a Chittamatra or Svatantrika point of view as opposed to a Prasangika point of view. You’re saying you know there’s no independent me, but that’s not deep enough – that’s not a deep enough understanding of how the “me” exists. We’ve learned this from our study of the tenet systems. Okay? So basically we need to do a great deal of thinking.
So, if you like, I can explain a little bit here about karmic and non-karmic actions so that we have some idea here of what we are actually talking about when we talk about karma and this whole thing of choice. In Theravada, for example, there are five systems of natural order. These are the five niyamas in Pali. They talk about physical order – physical order are the principles of physics that govern such things as the changing of seasons, temperatures, and weather. That’s not karmic, that’s just the physical order of things. Then there is botanical order – these are the principles of botany that govern the growth of plants, so this would cover the issue of leaves falling from a tree, which leaves fall and how they grow and so on. Mind you, all of these are dealing with movements of energy. Karma is a movement of energy.
Then there is the karmic order; and the karmic order are the principles of karma that govern the physical, verbal and mental behavior of limited beings (kama in Pali). The fourth one is the cognitive order, and these are the principles of cognitive science that govern the sequence of moments that are involved in the process of sense perception. Theravada has an incredibly complex description of the sequence of moments involved with perceiving information, discriminating it, getting a concept, thinking about it, and so on – and there’s an order. So it would be our equivalent of all the steps of how the brain works. These are also movements of energies. So that’s the cognitive order; that’s also not karma.
Then there’s the dharmic order. The dharmic order refers to the laws of the universe, specifically to the laws of causality and also refers to the fact that all conditioned phenomena (that is all phenomena that arise from causes and conditions) are nonstatic – they are impermanent; they arise, abide, and cease, and are in the nature of suffering, and lack an independent self. So, these laws are also not karma. So we have in the Theravada system already that there are many other movements of energy and actions that take place, such as the changing of the seasons, and plants growing, and the brain working – and things in general arising, abiding, and ceasing that are not karma.
Now in Vasubandhu’s system – this is specifically in his Chittamatra texts he speaks of this – he says that there are “operational impulses.” We use the word – see I mean all these in this system are called with the word “karma” but it’s not our regular karma, so we have to talk about impulses, movements of energy. So there’s “operational impulses.” These are involved in the operation of, for instance, the sensory apparatus of the eye when seeing. So it’s a little bit equivalent to the Theravada cognitive order, although the analysis, how it operates, is different from the Theravada. It’s not talking about a sequence so much as just the energy involved, movement of energy involved. And then there’s “impulses entailing endeavor.” These are the impulses or movements of energy that are propelled by the motivating drive of an agent – that’s the system’s karma. The operational impulses of energy are non-karmic. This is what the commentator to Vasubandhu’s texts, the Indian commentator Sumatishila, in the late eighth century explains.
Now since there are two types of movements of energy (one are impulses that are propelled by the motivating drive of an agent, and one that are not), then it becomes very important for us to understand, what does the word “motivation” mean? What does motivation mean in Buddhism? And this is also a very difficult and complex topic. Motivation in English comes from the same word as motion, and this is really the connotation of the Sanskrit word as well – and the Tibetan word (kun-slong). It means literally an inciter, something that causes something else to arise. Often in the West we use motivation to mean the aim or why we did something. Like we usually use the word in the West, you know, my motivation for going to university is to be able to get a good job and support my family. That’s not really the meaning in the original here. It’s much more the idea of something that causes something else to arise.
So, it’s defined as a way of being aware of something that drives the primary consciousness and concomitant mental factors (in other words, the mental factors that go together with it in a package), it drives it to an action or a state of mind [and] that doesn’t necessarily endure throughout the action or the period in which the state of mind occurs. And so it has two meanings, two usages. In one context – in the list of destructive, constructive, and unspecified phenomena, different types of ethical status of karmic actions – motivation refers to the naturally destructive or naturally constructive or naturally unspecified emotions and attitudes which incite an action or a state of mind to arise. So it could be naturally destructive, let’s say anger drives the mind to a certain action. Or it could be a naturally constructive state of mind like absence of anger, non-anger, imperturbability, you can’t get angered; or a belief in what’s a fact, faith, this type of thing – that could drive the mind to a certain object or state of mind. Or it could be something unspecified, like hunger drives the mind to want to eat. So here I translate “motivation” as a motivating emotional or mental state.
But elsewhere, particularly Asanga, uses the term in the expression “a motivating drive,” and this is the drive or the attitude, literally, to undertake an action, and it’s always accompanied by a motivating emotional or mental state. And so in many ways it’s the same as an urge, as karma. The difference is that karma as an urge, the mental factor of an urge, is always a mental factor; whereas a motivating drive can either be a mental factor or a primary consciousness. In the case of bodhichitta as a motivating drive, bodhichitta is a primary consciousness; it’s not a mental factor. Primary consciousness is what is aware of just the essential nature of a phenomenon; a mental factor qualifies it. So bodhichitta is just aware of the essential nature of Buddhahood – of our own not-yet-happened enlightenment – that’s a primary mind. So “motivating drive” is a wider term than “urge,” which is karma.
When we talk about motivating drive, there’s a causal motivating drive. Vasubandhu explains, this – in his Chittamatra texts – has two aspects. This is the mental karma. Causal motivating drive – the urge to take an action – and then the urge that decides definitely to do so. And then the contemporaneous motivating drive is the urge that actually sets us into motion. There are these phases. So when we talk about karmic action, karmic action is something which is done with endeavor, endeavor means that there is a motivating drive. There is an urge – or in the case of bodhichitta, it’s a primary consciousness – but in most cases it’s an urge that has two phases. The first phase is to take a certain course of action and that decides definitely to do so, and then the urge that sets us into motion. We are talking about physical and verbal actions – the first phase is the mental; the second phase is the physical or verbal aspect here. So this is what karmic actions are talking about; that’s quite different from the variable of it being with intention or not with intention. Remember the urge is like a magnet, it just moves the mind to a certain object. Intention: we’ve thought about it and come to a decision – so that helps the motivating drive, but it’s not the same as the motivating drive.
Another way of looking at it would be a causal motivation draws us to engage in an action in the first place, so it’s the drive to do or say something. And the contemporaneous motivation, it’s contemporaneous, it occurs right before the action, and it’s the drive with which you actually choose to engage in the action right now with a specific movement of the body or specific words. And mental actions have only this contemporaneous motivation, the second one. You can’t have the drive to think in a certain manner without actually doing so immediately when you have that drive, even if you decide to put off further thought until later. Now of course the motivating drive can change during the action. You could choose to do something else during the action. You’re hitting somebody and then you decide to hit him in a different place; or you have not so much anger, if we use the other meaning of motivating emotional state, and then it could change. You have more anger, or you have less anger, or you start to feel sorry for the person because they’re crying, whatever; it can change during the action. It has to obviously change during the action in order to stop doing the action.
Just one final point here, which is very interesting, that this system of the causal motivating drive consisting of the urge to take a certain course of action, the urge that decides definitely to do so, and the contemporaneous motivating drive being the urge that sets us in motion – this comes from Vasubandhu’s Chittamatra texts – and when we apply this to bodhichitta, we have the exact divisions of bodhichitta that we are familiar with. So bodhichitta as the causal motivating drive is the wishing state (or aspiring state) of bodhichitta. That has two parts. The mere aspiring state is merely the aspiration, the urge to take a certain course of action to reach enlightenment. And then the promised state of aspiring bodhichitta is the urge that decides definitely to do so – I’m definitely going to do that, nothing is going to turn me back. Then the engaged bodhichitta would be a contemporaneous motivating drive; it’s the urge that actually sets us into motion, that we’re actually going to engage in the actions that will bring us to enlightenment. So actually this manner of division applies not just to bodhichitta and reaching enlightenment, but, as Vasubandhu points out, it applies to all types of actions (physical and verbal actions). That’s very interesting.
So these are karmic actions: actions that are driven by the endeavor of an agent who does them. Whereas things that are happening more mechanically without endeavor, without a motivating drive, these are not karmic – like the operation of the eye. We can go into this a little bit further tomorrow, but Asanga has five categories that he speaks about of different types of movements of energy. We could list them just quickly so we don’t have to go through all of this again tomorrow.
Focusing impulses are those involved when looking at a visual object, so it’s similar to these operational ones of Vasubandhu. Then he has functional impulses; those are involved when something performs its function, like the earth functioning to support a house is in the commentary, but that would also be the stomach functioning to digest things. So that would also come into Vasubandhu’s operational thing. And then there’s the impulses entailing endeavor, which is the same as what we had with Vasubandhu – that’s karma. And then there’s transformational impulses, those that are involved with a piece of gold transforming into a piece of jewelry. So that’s more in terms of just mechanical things with the elements; there’s an impulse of energy, a movement of energy, with which water transforms into ice, or gold is made into a piece of jewelry. And then attainment urges, which are those involved when actually attaining an arya pathway of mind (liberation or enlightenment). This is the movement of energy that actually brings you to the attainment of enlightenment. You can’t say that that’s karma, that that’s a karmic thing and it will result in suffering. That’s Asanga’s division.
And Asanga says that of these, practically the only one that is karma are the impulses with endeavor. Now to understand this expression “practically the only one,” we have to look at the commentary, and Gyaltsab Jey in his commentary gives an explanation. The word “practically” there is saying that there’s debate over whether the functioning impulses and attainment impulses are karmic or not, because the functioning impulses (like with the stomach) actually does bring harm to others – you know, to the small creatures – so you could argue whether or not that’s tainted, whether that’s destructive by different categories that Asanga gives of what’s destructive. And the attainment ones – well at the moment before liberation you’re still in samsara, so is it tainted or not? So it’s just indicating that you can have quite a bit of debate on these points.
But where this becomes very interesting is the whole issue of digestion, because eating is an unobstructive, unspecified action. So, unspecified – meaning that eating in itself is neither constructive nor destructive; it takes on the ethical status of the motivating emotion that accompanies it. You could be eating just because of greed – so it’s destructive. You could be eating so that you will have the energy to help others – it’s constructive. You could be eating just because it’s time to eat – it’s unspecified. And it’s unobstructive – it doesn’t obstruct liberation or enlightenment, but it still is tainted with grasping for true existence, so it still perpetuates samsara. That we have to differentiate from digestion, the functioning of the stomach, which is going to kill any beings, tiny creatures that are in the food; and that’s non-karmic, it would seem from this example. And the reason why this is pointed out and why they make this differentiation is to counter the Jain position. And in Jainism they say that the digestion and all these things, it’s all karmic. And so, you know, it’s killing creatures, and so in order to achieve liberation in the end you have to starve yourself to death – stop all karma.
So, Buddha rejected that when he rejected these severe ascetic practices. The founder of Jainism came fifty years before Buddha. So this is one of the reasons why it’s important to make this differentiation. One has to eat, even if you’re doing it just because it’s time to eat. But eating is a karmic action, that’s because it’s tainted with grasping for true existence. But it’s an unspecified one: its ethical status depends on the motivation. And you can change eating into a cause for enlightenment – you know, I’m eating in order to have the strength to reach enlightenment and benefit everybody. So you do that with grasping for true existence, without grasping for true existence, and so on. Eating itself is not a problem: even though it may be tainted with grasping for true existence, it doesn’t obstruct liberation. Although if we just eat with our ordinary state of mind, neither constructive nor destructive, just mechanically you have to eat, still it perpetuates having this type of aggregates that will always need to eat, which generates into an unspecified – into a neutral feeling – neither happiness nor happiness, but it perpetuates samsara. The point is that it doesn’t obstruct liberation. This is why you have unspecified phenomena that are obstructing liberation and those that don’t. Eating doesn’t.
Now on the other hand, a deluded outlook toward a transitory collection (in other words, identifying with our aggregates) can accompany any type of state of mind: constructive, destructive, or unspecified. So that deluded outlook toward a transitory collection is an unspecified phenomenon, but it’s an obstructive one: it obstructs liberation, and in order to achieve liberation we have to get rid of it. We have to rid ourselves of it, what’s normally called we have to “abandon” it with an understanding of voidness. But eating is not in the same type of category. It’s an unspecified phenomenon because it takes on the ethical status of whatever motivating state of mind accompanies it, but it’s not something which you have to purposely get rid of in order to achieve enlightenment. It’s not something which the understanding of voidness is necessary in order to rid yourself of it. Nevertheless, when you achieve liberation, you do get rid of it. It goes away automatically. That’s because you no longer have these tainted aggregates that require this type of eating.
We have to point out certain things don’t obstruct liberation. That’s like conceptual thinking. It doesn’t obstruct liberation, because bodhichitta is always conceptual [before enlightenment]. This is the Gelugpa point of view. So it’s not something to be abandoned. It’s not something that obstructs liberation or obstructs enlightenment and it’s to be gotten rid of. You will automatically be rid of it [i.e. the conceptual type of bodhichitta] when you’ve gained enlightenment, like you will automatically be rid of eating when you gain enlightenment. A Buddha doesn’t have to eat, but it’s not something that you have to work on the path in order to get rid of; although in the case of conceptual thought you try to minimize it. Like when you have destructive conceptual thinking, just like you would try to minimize destructive eating when you eat merely out of greed; or eating out of anger: I don’t want you to have the cake; I’m not hungry but I’ll eat it because I don’t want you to have it.
I should just add one small point which is that when we are studying things like karma, we don’t expect that we’re going to get a linear explanation. We’re going to get pieces of the puzzle and the task is to put it together ourselves. We’ll get different pieces of the puzzle at different times.
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In our discussion of karma yesterday, we were speaking about the issue of free will or choice versus predetermination or determinism, in general. And we saw that there are many, many factors which are involved here and many pieces of the Buddhist teachings that we have to put together in order to understand what’s going on with this whole issue. And we saw that free will implies that there is a “me” which is truly existent, independent from everything else that is going on, that could then make choices just based on itself, not relying on all the various circumstances, conditions, mental factors, and so on. And we saw this basic fallacy in this way of thinking, that choices do take place and they’re based on various habits of, not only manners of behavior, but also habits – I’m using habits here in a very loose sense – from our disturbing emotions or positive emotions and so on. It could also be influenced by things that are not connected with our mental continuum, like various external circumstances: the physical circumstances of what’s going on, of the weather, or the universe, or the circumstances from the influence of other people, people that we meet, society in general, governments and so on. And, similarly, the various teachings that we might come in contact with which also obviously derive from other people’s mental continuums. And that choices do take place in terms of the mental factors of discriminating awareness, indecisiveness, and so on, intention, etc.; and of course these are experienced subjectively as making a choice. The problem of course is the connotation of our Western concept of choice: that it implies an independently existing “me” that is making choices – and so I think to understand the whole issue, we need to try to stop thinking, or not approach it thinking in terms of the variable of choice.
And predetermination is excluded because there is nobody there who’s decided what is going to happen, which is the connotation of pre-determination. They’ve decided before it’s going to happen, and although a Buddha knows what is not yet happened, what has already happened, and what is presently happening – all of which of course are changing constantly, because presently-happening is changing – nevertheless, the Buddha hasn’t determined it. And it’s not that it’s determined or fixed. This is very difficult to understand and requires really deep understanding of voidness: voidness of cause and effect, voidness of the three times, and so on.
And we’ve also seen that there are a number of movements of energy, some of which are karmic and some of which are not karmic. If a karma is talking about movement of energy – which can either be a mental urge or it could be physical energy, depending on the system that we use for our understanding karma – it’s the movement of energy that brings the mind and the body and speech into a certain action – then there are many movements of energy. And we’ve seen that there are movements of energy (if we look at the Theravada system) in the physical order of the universe, like with weather and so on; the botanical order with the growth of plants; the cognitive order, in terms of how brain and cognition functions one step after another; and the dharmic order about how impermanent phenomena in general arise, abide, and cease; then the actual karmic order. So the other ones (excluding the karmic order) are movements of energy which are not karmic.
Karma – we can see this more clearly in Vasubandhu’s discussion – these are movements of energy that are propelled by the motivating drive of an agent that with endeavor, that want to actually do something, put effort into doing something. And that of course is what’s involved with karma as opposed to what Vasubandhu calls operational impulses – operational movements of energy which are just involved, for instance, with the eye seeing, or we’ve spoken yesterday about the stomach digesting.
Asanga makes it a little bit more full when he speaks about the focusing movements of energy – that’s what’s involved with perception. The functional ones, which are the ones in which something is performing a function; so the earth supporting a house. But here we put the stomach digesting food and obviously killing little creatures in terms of that. Transformational movements of energy, which a piece of gold transforms into something else – a piece of jewelry. And then attainment movements of energy, with which you actually attain liberation, enlightenment, or an arya pathway of mind. And so, again, in all of this, it’s only the movements of energy that entail endeavor, a part of an agent doing it. Endeavor means an effort, there’s a movement of energy driving a physical, verbal, or mental action from the side of the agent. Only that is what we’re talking about when we speak of karma. And so obviously a Buddha knows all these various variables in the system, and everything that happens to us is not based totally just on our karma. The fact that we meet with it and how we experience it of course is based on our karma, but what happens in the universe is not just based on our individual karma.
Now there’s a problem here. The problem is that, first of all, if we look at the Kalachakra teachings, the Kalachakra teachings speak about the winds of karma and says that there are external and internal winds of karma. And so the internal winds of karma are driving the body and this is referring to movement of the energies in the subtle energy system; and here it seems as though it gets a little bit into functional type of things within the body. But usually when we talk about the movements of the subtle energies in the energy system, these are being moved by disturbing emotions and attitudes, and the conceptual thought that will be accompanied by that, but also the regular perceptions that are accompanied by that as well. So this is a little bit difficult to reconcile because included in the movements of the subtle energy system are the movements of the energy involved with perception, which the commentaries to Vasubandhu said were not karmic. So how do we understand this? I really must say that I don’t know.
The same thing in terms of the external winds of karma; this is speaking about the winds of karma that are involved with the planets. And so again that seems to be in one of these categories here of functioning of things, or in the Theravada system the physical order, which are not karmic. So now how do we reconcile this? How we reconcile the teachings in Kalachakra with these general teachings here on karma, and likewise the teachings that we find in many other tantra systems (and particularly in mahamudra and dzogchen) is that all appearances are the play of the clear light mind. And so, in this sense, we have the entire universe being the play of the clear light mind.
So how do we put these things together? The same thing with astrology. And in Kalachakra it’s correct that they speak about the external and the internal winds of karma being parallel to each other so that we can work with the understanding of voidness, with the subtlest level of mind, in order to get rid of these movements of karmic wind which are causing samsara, basically, and are impeding us from being able to be of best help with others. There is certainly the presentation that the configuration of the planets and so on mirrors the karma. The position of the planets when we are born and how they move during the lifetime also mirrors what is going to happen in the lifetime. So then this gets into really a discussion of causality that we’ll have to go into a little bit: the different types of causes and conditions and results that are discussed in Buddhism.
But the point being, in terms of how we reconcile this, the question is what is the relationship of the clear light mind, or mind in general, with matter and energy? And we can say, for example, that our experience of matter and energy is an appearance of the mind, the clear light mind. That’s one way of saying that, because the energy-wind which is making that appearance, in terms of the mental hologram, is the subtlest energy of the clear light mind which then takes on grosser forms.
Now it is possible, of course, to interpret this view of everything coming from the clear light mind in terms of a Chittamatra explanation. In the Chittamatra explanation they would say that appearances and the mind (or consciousness) that perceives these appearances both come from the same natal source (rdzas). They both come from a seed of karma (what we’ve been calling a karmic tendency) that is on the alayavijnana (the storehouse consciousness); and they would call the clear light mind the “storehouse consciousness” when you have a Chittamatra interpretation of tantra. In the sutra system, Chittamatra doesn’t speak about the clear light mind. But in any case when they say that both the appearance and the consciousness of the appearance come from the same karmic tendency or seed as its natal source, a natal source is like the oven out of which a loaf of bread comes. And Chittamatra asserts that both the appearance and the consciousness of true findable existence, and that appearances of an external world – these do not actually refer to something external. It’s not that these appearances come from their own natal source outside of, or separate, from the mind.
Now this is very different from the Prasangika point of view of tantra as is explained in the Gelug system. According to Prasangika, nothing has true findable existence; and they do assert external phenomena in the sense that the appearances of external phenomena do come from the external elements as their natal source, although the appearance of these external phenomena are made of the subtlest wind. The subtlest wind is what makes up the mental hologram that represents external phenomena in our cognition or perception. In this way, everything that we perceive is the play of the clear light mind. So external objects are asserted by Prasangika, so they would be asserted in tantra. Now an “external object” means it’s not coming from a natal source which is the mind. It’s coming from its own previous natal sources in its own continuity. So when we talk about the relation with mind, everything is related to mind, meaning that what things are are what the words and concepts for them refer to, it doesn’t mean that the mind creates them. This is how we have to understand everything is the play of the clear light mind from a Prasangika point of view.
So we have to get back to the discussion of the universe. You can say that the way that the universe evolves is due to the collective karma of everybody, and there is the condition of the clear light mind in which there are the potentials and so on for the various things to happen. It can be imputed on the continuity here (we speak just in the Kalachakra system). And they say that you have space atoms that in-between universes – you know, universes evolve and then collapse and then evolve and then collapse – so in that period in-between (it’s like the clear light mind period in death) you have a space atom. And the space atom is understood in several different ways; not only the space between things or the smallest component of things, but it’s also the condition in which the various laws of physics are not operating. And so you have [within this space atom] a trace – here I like to use the word “trace” for “seed” – so you have a trace of the elements, but the elements are not working with each other. The laws of physics are not combining them; they’re not combined. And it’s only with the effect of karma on them, from the mental continuum of others, that they will then start to come together again.
Just as the same thing happens with death existence, then making another lifetime; and depending on one’s karma, the throwing karma, then in a lifetime the mental continuum is going to connect, or more specifically, the subtlest energy that supports the clear light mind of that mental continuum plus the subtlest creative energy drop which (analogous to the space atom) has within it the traces of the various elements, but in a situation or state in which they are not coagulated with each other or combining with each other. This package of a clear light mind, subtlest energy, and subtlest creative energy drop is going to connect with various external elements and the form of the body is going to be determined or shaped by the karma. It’s going to be an insect body, a human body etc.
And so, similarly, the formation of the universe – how the universe is going to be – is similarly going to be affected by the collective karma of everybody that would have the karma to be born in that universe. And so then you get the winds of karma regulating the revolution of the planets and so on, how long a year is going to be, there are going to be seasons, day and night – these sort of things. The origin of it is going to be affected by the collective karma of the beings; but the substance of it is in that space atom in terms of traces of the elements. Now how do those traces exist? What establishes them is just what the concept or name for them refer to. So it is connected to the mind in that way, but not literally coming out of the mind. So there’s an intimate relation between matter and energy and mind, but it’s not so straightforward.
And the way His Holiness explains it is that although you could say that the collective karma from clear light mind – and not some universal clear light mind, but from everybody’s clear light minds operating together – that that in a sense helps to shape the universe; you can’t say create the universe out of nothing, but shape the universe. Nevertheless, once it starts in a cycle, then you get the type of thing that you have in the Theravada or in Vasubandhu and Asanga, that there are various things that start to operate which are then not affected by this specific karma of the individual beings. Like the example His Holiness always uses is which leaf falls off a tree, at which time, and where it falls on the ground. So that then, His Holiness says, the laws of physics, the laws of botany, the laws of weather – and these sort of things – take over. Now of course we are not independent from that. We experience weather, but we’re not creating the weather in the most fundamental sense. Now of course we affect the weather – the greenhouse effect and stuff like that. So we’re not independent of it. The causal relationship here is very complex, but there are laws of physics and laws of nature and they take over; although the laws of physics and the laws of nature will be, in a sense, shaped by the beings that will be affected by them. But then they take over, in an impersonal way. So that’s the way His Holiness tries to resolve this real dilemma here, without it becoming a very solipsistic type of thing where everything is just created out of my mind.
Question: [inaudible]
Alex: Do the people who come at the end of a phase of the universe have input to the beginning? Not necessarily. It’s the same thing as saying are all the people who were born in Tibet and suffered under the Chinese occupation, were all of them Tibetans before in previous lifetimes; and it was because of what the Tibetans did in the past to the Chinese at the time of King Tri Songdetsen, that there’s this happening to them now. No. They could be born from any other place, any other life form, and be born in Tibet at the time of the Chinese takeover. That doesn’t discount the historical causes that have caused what has happened. So then these are different types of causes. So it’s the same thing in terms of the universe.
In Buddhism, they talk about countless universes; so it’s not just that there’s one universe. A universe is pretty big – I mean that’s what we think of as a whole universe. Well there’s many of those, countless of those, and they’re all going through their phases at a different rate. So when one universe is expanding, another universe is contracting. And so there’s always a place where mental continuums can take rebirth. It’s not just that there’s an empty eon and everybody is just sort of hanging out in a bardo, or something like that, waiting for the universe to evolve. So you would say that the beings who would have the karma to be reborn in that universe – and not just at the beginning, because at the beginning there aren’t any beings in the universe; it takes quite a long while before beings, the universe has to form first before there can be beings, and at the end there’s going to be a long period without any beings as well – so those who would have the karma to be born during the whole time when there’s going to be beings in that universe, who have built up the karma for that, would affect the structure of that universe.
Now then it becomes a really difficult metaphysical question. How can you say that they have built up the karma for a not-yet-happened universe? Then we have to get into the discussion of the reality of the future; the not-yet-happened universe is not happening now, but it is an affirmationally known phenomenon and it exists. It exists in a sense that it is knowable; “exists” doesn’t mean that it is happening now. We have to make the differentiation here which often we don’t: for something to exist doesn’t mean that it’s happening now. According to Buddhism, what exists is what can be validly known, and this means either by valid bare straightforward perception or by valid inferential cognition.
So, for instance, the no-longer-happening fall of ancient Rome can be validly known, or the no-longer-happening living dinosaurs can be validly known. That doesn’t mean that we can validly see dinosaurs walking around on the Earth now. Presently-happening or presently living dinosaurs – that doesn’t exist, that can’t be known. But dinosaurs that no longer live – that can be validly known. They would be validly knowable by valid inferential cognition based on valid perception of their bones (which would be their remains), and then the valid inferential cognition that the bones of something must have been produced by a living being. Now the same thing is true for the not-yet-happened universe to be validly knowable – that also for us this is something that can be validly knowable on the basis of valid inferential cognition.
And so the not-yet-happened universe does exist. And we’ve already discussed in quite a lot of detail how a Buddha knows what is no longer happening and what is not yet happened through valid nonconceptual straightforward cognition. There’s no need for us to repeat that now. But please recall our discussion of how cause and effect actually exist, and that at the time of the cause, the result neither truly exists findably, nor truly does not exist. That means that at the time of the cause, it can be validly known. It does exist in terms of what the word or concept “result” refers to on the basis of all the causes and conditions. And as such, the result can be validly known at the time of the causes despite the fact that the result is not happening at the time of the cause.
Question: [inaudible]
Alex: Well, in different universes are there different physical rules or different physical laws? We would have to say that probably that could be the case. I mean if we look at the dimension of desirable objects, the dimension of ethereal forms, and the dimension of formless beings (the so-called desire, form, and formless realm), there are different laws which are operating. For example, there’s nothing destructive in the form and formless realms; and there’s no smell and there’s no taste in the form realm. I mean there’s lots of different factors that are involved in those realms. So if that’s the case with this particular universe, it could be – I mean I think that there would still be the six realms of beings, that seems to be fairly constant, but I don’t really know. I mean certainly there are so many different planets in which there are undoubtedly life forms in this universe and they would have different temperatures, different types of things in which they could live. We have beings that can live in water. We have beings that can live in air. Maybe in other universes there are beings that could live in ice, or who knows what? Let’s not even say that the laws of physics are for sure in this universe. And what I wanted to go on to say: the laws of the universe, the physical laws of the universe, are not inherent in the universe. They’re not findable in the universe. They’re just mental constructs that help us to understand something. To say that the laws of the universe are operating – physical order, and so on, is operating – it’s not saying that those laws exist anywhere, that they’re findable. It’s just that we can understand them.
So we’re talking about the operation of things and this thing gets into the deterministic thing as well, which I wanted to bring in the discussion of quantum physics here. But when we talk about “what is anything?” anything is what the concept or label of things refer to. So can you say that actual tables and chairs and things like that exist? Are there tables and chairs? Well we say conventionally there are tables and chairs, so, well, what is there? Is there undifferentiated sort of mega-soup out there; and that when we label them – that it then appears as that object or becomes that object – certainly not. So the same thing in terms of quantum mechanics; it’s not that there’s a certain prescribed amount of quantum possibilities and it’s actually truly existing out there; and when we perceive it, then it makes it into the object in a certain location and so on. I mean that’s the same as saying that things are created by mental labeling. It’s just a different form of saying that, and so we have to then eliminate this idea of true existence in terms of, well it truly is that – all these quantum possibilities. It truly is the particle being over there and that now I just saw it; or that it truly is in all these places simultaneously, and my seeing it just sort of fixes it. So if you start to think about that, now we have to start putting that together with all the karmic possibilities; and is it that they’re all the karmic possibilities and then when we actually do it, one karmic possibility then happens? And so all these karmic possibilities are actually existing somewhere and Buddha knows them all; or is it that there’s really only one karmic possibility, like there’s the object is only one thing and when we see it we find it out. So Buddha knew what it was going to be, and when we do it we find it out. So these are all fallacies.
But then how it actually is, it’s not so easy; but we have to try to avoid these extremes, because it is true that as soon as we see something – in a sense, it’s what Tsongkhapa said – our [limited] mind makes an appearance of it as truly existent. And so in terms of the quantum possibilities of particles being in several places simultaneously, and then you see it and then it’s in one place, so what is that? The mind has made an appearance, a truly existent appearance, of it being in one place, hasn’t it? So the whole quantum physics and quantum mechanics explanation of things is, in a sense – when you put it together with the Buddhist teachings, it fits into the description of how our mind makes appearances of true existence, which is very interesting. And then what one has to do, as I said, is now transpose that whole discussion into the discussion of karma and karmic possibilities, and the whole discussion of determinism or free will, and so on. And that’s why I say that the whole discussion of determinism, free will, what the Buddha sees, and so on, what a Buddha knows – it’s hard for us to even consider the questions because just the way that we are approaching it implies true existence to the whole thing. You see the problem here?
If we speak about choices, it sounds as though the choices truly exist. That there are choices, and they’re not-yet-happening choices, and now we choose one and then we make it happen, and then the others are no longer possible. And that’s a false way of looking at things, in terms of things having true existence, but as soon as we start to conceive or just try to ask the question “Do we have choices?” it implies that the choices truly exist somewhere. They’re not yet happening, and either they are somewhere inherent in the universe and then they have to just manifest, you know sort of a Samkhya type of thing, or the whole idea is a bit strange here. And that was the connection that we made with quantum physics. There’s no need to go into great detail about quantum physics. It’s just that particles – there’s just a huge probability function of where they are, and you can’t know the location and the speed at the same time, and so in a sense you can say that they’re simultaneously everywhere. So all of them are truly existent, in a sense; but when we actually perceive it then we finally locate it in one particular place, and so the perceiver interacts with the system. But this one has to be very, very careful of.
Let’s not talk about it in terms of physics, let’s talk about it in terms of karma. It’s the same thing – that there’s these limited amount of choices given the variables that could be made; they actually exist, and now we’re going to choose one. It’s like, here are all the things on the menu, and we’re going to choose one, and then that makes it happen. Or did Buddha know there was a menu, and Buddha knew the menu, and Buddha knew beforehand what we’re going to choose.
There’s no menu. Things don’t exist that way. And even if we speak in terms of tendencies, or seeds, it’s not that the result is existing already in the seed, because it can be affected. There are all these factors that affect the ripening of karma, even after we’ve done an action – I’m using “karma” in the loose sense of that it will ripen from the karmic aftermath. If we repeat the action or we never repeat the action, if we regret, if we purify it. Even other people’s prayers can affect, for instance, what’s going to happen in the bardo in terms of the next rebirth. There are many, many things that can affect what’s going to happen, even after we’ve done an action; what’s going to ripen. So were all those possibilities already present and existent? No.
So then it still becomes very difficult to know, well, what does a Buddha know? And unfortunately the answer is well you have to become a Buddha before you’ll know what a Buddha knows. That’s not a very comfortable answer, but when we have difficulty answering a question (such as free will, determinism, predetermination, and so on), often the problem is that the concepts involved with asking the question are faulty. And so it goes back to the fourteen questions that Buddha didn’t answer, he didn’t specify an answer to, because the way it was formulated was one in which no matter what he answered, people would misunderstand it. Does the universe have a beginning or doesn’t it have a beginning? Well, obviously there are teachings that it has no beginning; but when someone’s talking about a truly existent universe, whether you say it has a beginning or no beginning, there you’re going to misunderstand it. So when you talk about truly existent choices – do we have a choice or we don’t have a choice – again, no matter what we answer, it’s going to be misunderstood. So this adds onto what we were saying yesterday in terms of one has to understand how the self exists in terms of decisions happening.
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Our discussion has brought up several questions and several topics, which more pieces of the puzzle can be added to by looking into these topics, so that we have a larger picture of what’s involved with karma. One of these topics is the topic of the different types of causes, conditions, and effects. What actually are causes for what happens to us, causes for what we experience, causes for what we see? And there’s a list of six types of causes. We find this in Abhidharmakosha from Vasubandhu. Asanga gives more detail on them. I don’t want to go into tremendous detail about this because it’s really quite complicated, but just to give you a general idea of what’s involved.
We have, first of all, acting causes and these are all phenomena, other than the result itself, which did not impede the production of the result, which did not prevent the production of the result. Asanga includes even those that do impede the production of the result, so everything other than the phenomenon itself. The example is hail and a crop – a hailstorm. Hail, from Vasubandhu’s point of view, would impede the production of the crop; but Asanga would include it as a cause for the crop, because the crop will be smaller or will be damaged or it’ll be this or that. So it impedes the production of it, but it influences it. And Vasubandhu divides that into potent acting causes – such as a seed for a sprout; and impotent acting causes – such as the space that allows a sprout to grow; or the mother or the clothes of the farmer who planted the seed. So he divides like that.
Asanga actually gives twenty divisions of this and it becomes incredibly full and complex: all the different types of causes that there can be. I don’t really want to list the twenty since we don’t have time for that. If you’re interested in that, you can find the full list on my website in an article called “Causes, Conditions, and Results.” You can find it in the “Fundamentals of Tibetan Buddhism” section, level four, under the topic “Types of Phenomena.” But, just a few examples: The ground is something that we rely on, so it’s a cause for us to be able to live; or water for a fish; or light for being able to see; or fire for being able to change wood into charcoal; or parts of a syllogism that cause us to be able to understand inference; or seeing the defining characteristics of a basis for labeling; or hearing the sound of a word as a cause for understanding what the object is or what the word means. And there’s a list of twenty of these acting causes, and it becomes really quite complex. That’s the most general type of category and a lot of the karma aspects come into this, the acting causes.
Then there’s the simultaneously arising causes, and these are the causes that arise simultaneously with their results. So that starts to become a little bit strange. Can you have the cause and effect simultaneously? And remember we had a lot of discussion in Shantideva refuting that, but this is referring to two phenomena that mutually contribute to the production or arising of each other. One can’t exist without the other. For example, the elements of a material object and the object that’s made out of them. They mutually cause each other and they’re at the same time; or the defining characteristics and a basis having those defining characteristics, they’re at the same time. This is a table because of the defining characteristics of the table. The defining characteristics of the table don’t exist first – they’re simultaneous with the table; or the mental factors and the primary consciousness that are together. You can’t have one without the other, and they support and cause each other. So we have simultaneously arising causes.
And then we have equal status causes. These are causes for which the results are later moments in the same category of phenomena as they are. They have to be in the same ethical category of constructive, destructive, or unspecified; or it would have to be in the same realm: desire, form or formless. So this would be like prior moments of something, like patience, is an equal status cause for later moments of it. This provides continuity. Or it can also be for moments of something of equal status causes the next superior level of it. So you get: the discriminating awareness from hearing the teachings acts as a cause for the discriminating awareness of thinking about the teachings acts as a cause for discriminating awareness of meditating on the teachings. It’s equal status cause.
Then there are concomitant causes: this is a subcategory of the simultaneously arising causes. These are the things that share five things in common. Remember we had the primary consciousness and the mental factors that accompany them have five things in common: the same focal object, the same mental hologram, the same cognitive sensor that they rely on, the same time, and the same slant (they are working harmoniously together). This is the list that Vasubandhu gives according to the Vaibhashika theories, and Asanga gives a slightly different list according to the Chittamatra theories, but you can find that detail on my website as well.
And then there are driving causes. Driving causes are the disturbing emotions and attitudes that generate other subsequent disturbing emotions and attitudes in the same realm. And so you can have, for instance, anger could lead to bearing a grudge and wanting revenge; or the deluded outlook toward our aggregates (the transitory network) can be a cause for attachment, leading to more and more types of disturbing emotions.
And then the ripening causes are the destructive and the tainted constructive phenomena that have the power to produce the aggregates of future rebirth states. So this would be the body, types of consciousness, feelings, and so on – that they could produce. These are all unobstructive, unspecified. So this is basically referring to the mechanism of throwing karma. We talk about completing karma, what completes the circumstances of a rebirth – that would have to go into the acting causes.
So these are the six types of causes. But we see from this that there are many different types of causes for what we experience. The material (the elements) of some object are not a karmic cause. In this list, the karmic causes are just limited to the ripening causes and one aspect of the acting cause. And a lot of these aspects are having to do with how things continue, how disturbing emotions continue; and how the various aspects of our mental phenomena actually work.
We have this in the discussion of the four conditions. There’s the causal conditions – these are all causes that have the power to produce a specific result. This refers to the five types of causes other than the acting causes – one category.
Then the second is immediately preceding conditions; so it’s the immediately preceding moment of awareness that produces the appearance-making and cognizing of the next moment of awareness as its result. Because of this type of condition you have beginningless and endless mind. This is because each moment of cognition has to have an immediately preceding condition, in other words another moment of awareness or cognition in order to account for the fact that it is an awareness, that it has an awareness aspect. And likewise each moment of cognition acts as an immediately preceding condition for the next moment of cognition and so, like this, there can be no beginning and no end to any individual specific mental continuum. So only primary consciousness and mental factors have this.
Then there’s a focal condition, that which presents an aspect of itself to be an object of cognition. We’re talking about conditions for cognition. And then there’s the overlord condition or dominating condition, that which produces the essential nature of something, such as the eye sensors for the visual consciousness and the attendant mental factors of the visual cognition. The eye sensors referring to the photosensitive cells of the eyes; they rule what the result of them will be, namely that the cognition or consciousness that results from them will be visual. The causal conditions, on the other hand, produce the special features of something, such as the mental factor that accompanies a visual consciousness being attachment. So the eye sensors will make a cognition, a visual cognition; and things like prior moments of disturbing emotions and stuff like that will make the cognition have this special feature of being with attachment. These are conditions.
And then you have a discussion of additional types of causes and conditions. So here you have the obtaining causes of something. The obtaining causes are that from which one obtains the item as its successor and ceases to exist when its successor arises. This is referring to what we had before – the seed or karmic legacy, you know, a seed producing a sprout. It’s that from which you obtain the result as its successor, but it no longer exists when the successor arises. We’re not talking about higher moments and later moments of the same thing, like disturbing emotions producing the next moment of disturbing emotion. So the same thing in [the example of] an uncooked dough is the obtaining cause for a loaf of bread. We’re not talking about the material, the elements of the bread. We’re talking about that from which we obtain the result and which then cease to exist when you get the result. So the seeds for cognition as well.
Then you have simultaneously arising contributing conditions. These are items that must exist prior to the arising of something, and which assist in making the arising happen, but don’t transform into what arises – so the water and fertilizer for a sprout. The karmic seed is the obtaining cause for the consciousness of a cognition, and it’s the simultaneously arising contributing condition for the visual form in the non-Chittamatra system. The obtaining cause for the visual form, in other words for the appearance of a form in a visual cognition would be the elements of the external object, the visual form of which (or representation of a visual form of which) is appearing in the cognition. It is from that previous moment of the external elements that one obtains the visual appearance, and that previous moment of the external elements cease to exist at the time of the actual visual appearance. And, moreover, the previous moment of the external elements would also be the focal condition for the visual cognition of this form to arise. But remember, focal conditions are only for cognitions, they’re not for objects that appear in cognitions. On the other hand, the simultaneously arising cause of that visual appearance or mental hologram in the visual cognition would be the subtlest energy wind that accompanies that mind, or that is the basis for that mind. This is, in a sense, what that mental hologram is made of.
So we can see from this that the analysis of what are the various causes and conditions for a particular cognition are extremely complex. The obtaining cause for the cognition would be, of course, the karmic seed or the karmic tendency. When that karmic seed or tendency has finished producing its cognition as its result, then it ceases to exist. But you have to keep in mind that one karmic tendency or seed can give rise to a whole series of cognitions, or it could give rise to only one cognition. But in any case, when it is finished giving rise to its cognitions then it ceases to exist. And that karmic seed itself, if we ask what was its obtaining cause – it was the karmic action. That also has ceased when that karmic tendency arises. That karmic seed is the contributing condition for the visual appearance (the mental hologram) that arises in the cognition, in the sense that you couldn’t have a mental hologram unless there were a seed of karmic tendency that produces a consciousness that is aware of the mental hologram. But that karmic seed or tendency is certainly not the obtaining cause for the visual appearance, in the non-Chittamatra systems of course.
Another example of simultaneously arising contributing conditions would be that you have, let’s say, a karmic tendency for something terrible to happen to you, but you could have contributing conditions like regret, purification practices, not repeating the action again – these sort of things, which will contribute then to what will ripen. So it affects what will ripen; so the effect is much less than if you didn’t have these contributing conditions. That’s like the water and fertilizer; you don’t have too much water and fertilizer, the sprout that grows is going to be very small. That’s the whole point here: the results that happen are affected by a huge number of different types of causes and conditions, not all of which are karma. That’s the point of this whole analysis, the relevance of it.
Then you have a similar family cause, which are items in the same category of phenomena as the results which serve as the models for them. So you have to have a model of a clay pot in order to get a pot; a previously existent external model of a visual form of a clay pot. That’s a similar family cause for the visual form of a clay pot.
Then, finally, you have the natal sources of things: that which gives rise to something or from which it arises, so a womb for the natal source of a baby; an oven for a loaf of bread; or a karmic seed in the Chittamatra system for both the consciousness and the form. And a natal source can give rise to two inseparable things, like a whole and its parts of the clay pot; or it can give rise to two separable things like two clay pots; the natal source here being the potter’s wheel. And some natal sources cease to exist after they give rise to something. A seed is the natal source of the sprout, it ceases to exist; or others can continue to exist, like the potter’s wheel after it produces a clay pot.
So when one gets this brief list of causes and conditions – Asanga gives great detail of various different types within these, subcategories – then we start to appreciate that what happens, what we experience, is not all explained by karma. Many, many different causes and conditions which are affecting what happens. And obviously these are systems that you have to really write down, study, work with, analyze, debate, try to figure out. These are very, very complex, but I think one can start to appreciate the sophistication of the Buddhist analysis of cause and effect. It’s not so simple.
And then I’ll finish this discussion with the different types of results. There are five different types of results and those are important to understand in terms of karmic results – what kind of results come from things. And then when you study abhidharma, you get into what causes can produce what results, and how many causes. That’s where you really start to understand this, when you work all of that out in the abhidharma studies. It’s very complex, and it’s the last thing they study in the Geshe training because it’s so complicated. Well, also, not only because it’s so complicated, but it’s explained in the Vaibhashika system and Chittamatra system and so you want to have Prajnaparamita and Prasangika very well under your belt before you get into this, otherwise you will get attached to the Vaibhashika system – was what Serkong Rinpoche explained, the young Serkong Rinpoche. He said that’s why they study it last.
I mean, you see the relevance of all of this. I hope you see it’s not just boring details. But when we talk about karma and karma is accompanied by disturbing emotions that makes it destructive, constructive or so on; well, where do these disturbing emotions come from? What are the causes of them? Is it karma? Well, it’s much more complicated than that. I see something, a person, and it’s accompanied by attachment. Well, what are the causes for that? This is why when you start to talk about karma and do I have choices, then you have to see, well, where’s everything coming from that I’m experiencing. Do I have a choice that the consciousness that relies on the eye sensors is going to be visual consciousness? Obviously not. And what’s the cause of a previous moment of attachment producing another moment of attachment? Do I have a choice over that? So I mean this is why this analysis of all these causes and conditions is relevant here, although it might seem incredibly boring. But one has to get the basic principles of how Buddhism analyzes cause and effect in order to be able to then apply it. So it’s just another piece of the puzzle.
So I hope as a result of this discussion here of the different types of causes that one doesn’t get discouraged. The point is if we really want to try to understand karma, we need to have respect for the topic and realize how many different things we really need to have an understanding of before we can really tackle this question. You know, I have anger. Where did that anger come from? Or desire; I see somebody and have desire or attachment. Well, there’s a seed of attachment; did that seed cease to exist after I’ve had the attachment? Does it get more attachment? What was the cause of seeing this person? How much is involved with the karma of the other person? How much is involved with my own karma? How much is involved with the elements? How much is involved with the weather? There’s just so many different things. And other things can influence, you know, I might normally have a lot of attachment with this person, but then there’s another circumstance, that it starts to rain, we run inside or something like that, or we have to run somewhere, or another person comes along that we meet, and it changes completely that interaction. And so although we have that seed of attachment, and we’re meeting the other person who would be the object of attachment, well it’s not arising because there are other things which are interfering.
So it becomes incredibly full when we try to understand; and then what can I add into this? Well, I’ll see the ugliness of the body when I visualize the bones. Well, where did that habit come from? The influence of others, and why did that ripen at that time? Well, because of this practice and that practice that I’ve done before. So is all this karma? From one point of view, yes. But it’s not a simple karmic transaction that’s happening here. It’s very complex. Can you find the origin of any problem you have? Let’s say you have anger or something like that, well can you find the ultimate origin of it? Yes, Buddhism says if we go deeply enough, the ultimate origin of it is grasping for true existence, that all of it comes out of that. And that’s what you need to work on, you can work on the temporary things: of overcoming attachment, of lessening what’s going to ripen from karma (with regret and purification and things like that), but ultimately what you have to have is the nonconceptual cognition of voidness. If you’re focused on that and totally absorbed on that, then as long as you can sustain that, there’s nothing that will activate any of these tendencies and habits and so on. It’s finished. And so you want to be able to do that forever, which is as a Buddha; and it’s not just going into some Never Never Land that you can come back from. This is the actual opponent, not just an escape from the grasping for true existence.
So if we have a problem, then how do we do it? Do we just go to work in an orphan house to collect more positive force? Or do you work specifically on the problem where you just attack it from a point of view of grasping for true existence? It’s a multiphase attack. So you do all of them. Work on a temporary solution to the problem, a temporary opponent, work on gaining a deeper opponent to it, work on building up more positive force, work on purification, a multidirectional, multiphasic attack; because unless we’ve built up a tremendous amount of positive force we’re not going to understand voidness at all. And where does all that come from? Is that based on karma that we’re able to do that? Well, not completely. Yes and no. Is this based on previous habits? Well, not necessarily; there’s a first time that you develop bodhichitta. That development of first time of bodhichitta is not based on a previous habit of bodhichitta, a previous tendency of bodhichitta. You didn’t have one. It has risen by the influence of teachers, and influence of teachings, and your community, and the circumstances, and a lot of positive force that one has built up before. That’s why Shantideva has the seven part practice before the development of bodhichitta; and on the basis of that, without there being a prior seed or tendency to develop bodhichitta, you develop bodhichitta for the first time. So this is a very clear example of how we can develop, how there can arise progress on the path without there necessarily having been that we’ve done it before; and how things arise through the causes of so many conditions without there being a seed for it before.
So now I’m just thinking, because you just throw out as a teaser, then one could debate is there a first Buddha. There is no first Buddha. There always has to have been an enlightened being. There can’t be a first time when anybody in general became an enlightened being. That’s one of the teachings in Buddhism in terms of beginningless mind and so on. So how do we reconcile that with that you could develop bodhichitta for a first time? That you can debate with each other and try to figure that one out. That’s the type of thing that one debates about and tries to figure out.
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We were speaking about the different types of causes and conditions and in order to finish that discussion, let’s just give the five types of results.
First of all, there are ripened results. Ripened results are the unobstructive, unspecified items conjoined with the mental continuum of a limited being, such as the body, the consciousness, the feelings, which come from a ripening cause that was conjoined with his or her mental continuum. This is one of the results of karma. It comes only from constructive and destructive actions. Those were ripening causes. So, unspecified actions don’t give any ripened result. Buddha didn’t specify that it was constructive or destructive. So, ripened result would be the body, the mind, feelings of happy or unhappy – I’m a little bit unsure about a feeling of neutral, because that should be what comes from unspecified phenomenon, so that’s not too clear here. But they speak particularly of happiness and unhappiness that we feel. Those are unspecified, which is quite interesting. So suffering is not something which is destructive – suffering itself, being unhappy. Something is destructive if it ripens into unhappiness or some further suffering; and suffering itself, or unhappiness itself, does not necessarily ripen into more suffering. Otherwise, if that were necessarily the case, it would be impossible to ever get rid of suffering. The same thing would be true of happiness. Happiness isn’t necessarily constructive. Happiness is unspecified. Something is constructive if it ripens into further happiness and, again, our ordinary happiness isn’t something which necessarily brings us more happiness. If you call samsara, the suffering, the all-pervasive problem, then you could say that that’s destructive. But just the feeling of unhappiness is neutral, it’s unspecified. So we have ripened results.
Then we have results that correspond to their cause. These are of two types: the results that correspond to their cause in our behavior, and the results that correspond to their cause in our experience. This we have very much discussed in karma. They can arise from either destructive, tainted constructive, or unspecified actions. So any of these are going to ripen into that. The ones that correspond to their cause in our behavior are the mental factor of liking to do an action in a particular moment similar to what we’ve done in the past. So that would be feeling like repeating the action. Or it could be even stronger – wishing to do an action, in which case it’s equivalent to an intention, where you thought about it and you really wish to do it. And the results that correspond to their cause in our experience would be the experience of a situation in which something similar to our previous action happens back to us – and with that, there’s always a problem. Some people say you hurt somebody, and so they hurt you back on some future life, and from what I’ve heard it’s quite specific with a specific individual being. It’s not that I hurt somebody and then in the future somebody totally different is going to hurt me back; but rather I’m going to get into a situation in which I am hurt. That’s more like it. The fact that somebody else hurts me, it’s from their karma. The fact that I experience that being hurt would be the result of my karmic actions, but it’s specific.
So, for instance, we know this from the example of, for instance, many of us might have had the experience of meeting somebody and instantly we feel some sort of karmic connection with the person, either a positive one or a negative one, and although lust or hostility may also be involved here, the fact that the object for these is this particular person could in many cases be due to a previous life connection. So, it’s that specific; it’s not that I was friends with somebody in a previous life and now in this lifetime I’m going to be friends with somebody else. It’s with that specific mental continuum. So the same thing – if we’ve hurt another being, then in another lifetime we’re going to experience being hurt by that other being.
But this is not so simple; there can be a lot of misunderstanding or confusion about this. Let’s say, for instance, I am in an accident. I go outside of my house, I cross the street and somebody driving a car at that time hits me. Is it that I caused the other person to hit me? Well, there’s many things happening from their side. How did that person know that I was coming out of the house at just that time so that they would hit me? Well, it isn’t like that. Everything arises from all these different types of causes and conditions, and when the causes and conditions are appropriate, then a certain type of karma will ripen. So this is why, for instance, in the Thirty-seven Bodhisattva Practices it says that when you have in your homeland (or in your home village, or in your family home, or whatever), when there’s circumstances that are going to cause you to have attachment, or anger, or to stay naive, uneducated and so on, that it’s a bodhisattva practice to leave, so that one avoids the negative circumstances, the negative influences which would be the circumstances for more negative karma to ripen.
So we can change the circumstances. So the circumstances are very important. So when circumstances are correct, then things happen. You know people say well, how did the lightning know to strike me? And it’s not that the lightning knows to strike me – there’s circumstances of weather, and so on, that are affected by so many other things. So we have the experience of a situation in which something similar to our previous action happens to us. So this is our experience of something, but the thing that is experienced by us is caused by its own prior causes and conditions.
Question: We experience what?
Alex: Being hit by a car. When we experience being hit by a car, this is the result that is similar to its cause and its experience from having hurt, in some previous lifetime, that same person who hit us with the car. It’s not that we necessarily hit him or her with a car, but we certainly did cause harm to that person; and it’s not just to any person – it’s to that specific person. But it’s not that our karma has caused this person to decide on that day to drive their car. Our karma hasn’t created the car; it hasn’t created the person. So we need to understand these things.
Then we have the overlord results, or the overriding results, or comprehensive results. That’s the type of environment or society in which we are born or enter: being in a poor country, a rich country – these type of things, and the way it treats us and how it affects us. Or it also can ripen into objects, such as our possessions and what happens to them. From stealing, we buy things and they instantly break – this type of thing. They are called overlord results because, like an overlord, they extend over and dominate everything that we experience in a particular rebirth; and in many cases these results extend out to dominate the lives of many others who, for example, share an environment because of having built up the karmic causes for being born and are living in it.
Then we have man-made results or results made by a person, literally, and these are two types: man-made results that are produced or develop, and man-made results that are attainments. And both of them arise as a direct result of effort of a limited being. They don’t ripen from karma. For instance, when you bang your foot, the bruise is the man-made result of banging your foot. Or you do business and you make a profit; the profit is the man-made result from the business. Why does one person succeed in business and the other doesn’t succeed in business? Well, that’s a result that corresponds to their cause in terms of our experience, but that’s the result of something different. In other words, whatever profit we make, that’s the man-made result of making business. It doesn’t ripen as a karmic result from doing business. The only thing that ripens as a karmic result is the actual amount that we make: whether our profit is large or small.
An example of the second type of man-made result (a man-made result that’s an attainment), would be the attainment of a seeing pathway of mind; in other words, a path of seeing, which would be nonconceptual cognition of voidness as the result of the prior moments or sequence of meditation with a conceptual understanding of voidness. That attainment is the man-made result of the meditation. It’s not something that ripens from the meditation as its karmic result. You have to bear in mind that man-made results are things which follow immediately from their causes in most cases. So, for instance, you bang your foot and you get a bruise; or you sell something for a price higher than what you paid for it and you make a profit; or you sit down and you do a meditation and at the end of the meditation you achieve an attainment of another level of mind. These are things that follow immediately from the action that is their cause, and they’re not something that ripen through a long process of karmic tendencies or seeds and habits and so on which are laid on a mental continuum.
And then the last one are results that are states of being parted. These are static states that are attained by means of effort, but which are neither produced nor ripen from that effort. In other words, you meditate nonconceptually on voidness and it acts as a circumstance for a true stopping – being parted from a portion of the disturbing emotions – but that being parted lasts forever. A true stopping lasts forever; it’s static. So meditation on voidness is the circumstance for the attainment of that state, but it doesn’t create that state. You see, a mental continuum has never been stained or tainted by the fleeting stains of the disturbing emotions and their tendencies. By nature, the mental continuum is pure of all these things or parted from all these things. And so when we meditate on voidness nonconceptually, then that acts as a cause for an attainment, but what is that state that we attain? That state that we attain or that situation that we attain is the state that was always the case with no beginning and no end: that state of being naturally pure or parted from any type of fleeting stain or disturbing emotion. That state is a static phenomenon. It’s not produced by anything; it doesn’t affect anything, or produce any effects. It was always the case and always will be the case, so it’s not technically a result of anything. So here, when we call that state of being parted a “result,” that’s only being given the name of a result, it isn’t actually a result. All that we can say is that meditating is the cause for bringing about the attainment of this state. That attainment is a man-made result, that’s an attainment, and the actual state itself is a separational result which is just given the name of “result,” but is not actually a result because it was always there, it was always the case.
What we can see from this presentation of causes, conditions, and results is that only some causes of things are karmic causes, which lay karmic forces and tendencies and habits on the mental continuum which after a long period of time will then ripen. And we’ve also seen that only certain results are karmic results that come from such a mechanism. But there are some causes which are not karmic and there are some results which are not karmic. And so the whole process is very complex, and not everything that happens is explainable by karma or is a hundred percent karmic. Moreover, one phenomenon can act as many, many different types of causes for many different things, and one result can be many different types of results of different things. This is the point here. It’s not that one cause causes one result, and one result comes from only one cause. But to be more precise, one action, one movement of energy can be different types of causes for different things. Then it’s not the same type of cause for many different things, although it could be, but it’s different types of causes for different things, and one thing that happens is different types of results of different types of causes.
And all of this is very important for trying to understand, well, why does something happen, and do we just explain it in terms of my karma? Well it’s far more complex, especially when we consider the whole issue of choice, and one phenomenon of course is the result of many other things and is the cause for many further things. And as we had, many of the causes are even simultaneous with the phenomenon, like the elements that make up a material object, or the mental factors that accompany a moment of cognition. So while you’re hitting somebody, there’s anger as well. So what is the cause for something happening in the future? Is it the anger? Is it the hitting? Is it the combination of the two? Do each of them come from different causes? How can we affect the result of that hitting somebody? Can we affect the bruise that it gives to the other person? Well obviously no. Can we affect the karmic results of what we did? Well, then we have to analyze. Can we affect the result of the anger? Can we affect the result of the hitting? And how much choice do we have in that, and how much choice did we have in terms of the anger arising, and how much choice did we have in the hitting arising or in acting out that anger? And where are the gaps in this whole process where we can actually affect the situation and what can we actually do?
All this gets very interesting, doesn’t it; and of course extremely complex. Now to understand this we have to bring in everything that we’ve discussed so far, particularly in terms of voidness. The most important gap, I think, is between when there is the experience of a ripening of karma. So let’s say we see a beautiful person. Now of course, they’re not inherently beautiful; it’s our own way in which we consider them beautiful. A pig wouldn’t consider them beautiful, and the one that the pig considers beautiful we probably wouldn’t consider beautiful. So there’s the experience of that, and then there’s also the way that we consider it, which is another factor which comes in. But I mean where the gap is, is when we experience something, we see a person and a certain feeling to do something arises. “Feeling” here I’m using in the Western sense. From a Buddhist technical point of view, you would say it’s a wish arises, and this would be to repeat something similar to a pattern of what we have done before. This would be a result that ripens from karma that corresponds to its cause in terms of our behavior. So let’s say the feeling comes up to go over to this person and start talking to them in a seductive type of way in order to try to seduce them into having inappropriate sexual behavior with us.
The first gap occurs between when this feeling or wish to go over to the person arises and when the urge or mental karma arises for us to actually think with decisiveness that, “Yes, I’m going to go over this person and I’m going to engage them in conversation with the seductive aim to get them to commit a certain sexual act with me.” So there’s a gap there; we don’t actually have to start thinking that way even though the feeling comes up to go over and speak to the person. There’s a difference between that wish and then actually thinking, “Yes, I’m going to go over.” There’s a gap between the two. At that point we could either start thinking in that way or not think in that way. So which one is going to happen? Which one are we going to choose to do and is this ripening from something?
Let’s look at it a little bit more carefully. In terms of what has already ripened here and what will ripen next? There’s seeing the person. There is a feeling of happiness that also ripens from different karmic aftermath, not from the same one. And the feeling to repeat a certain action, feel like doing it; it also could come from a different karmic aftermath. Now of course there has to be certain things that go with this. So there’d be a certain type of way in which we consider the object – that comes from a different type of tendency. And there could be the influence of other people that are involved here as well. A friends says, “Ah, go over and try to pick up this person in a sexual liaison.” So there are many, many different things that could influence it. So there’s a gap there, and so then you start to think, “Ah, yeah, I’m going to do it.” Then it is the mental karma comes up, that impulse, that urge with which we think about it. As a result of having thought about it and decided, we now have the intention, “Yes I’m going to go do it.”
And then there’s another gap between when we think to do it and we actually go and do it. There’s another gap there when many other things could happen and influence. We could remember the teachings on karma. We could remember the teachings on the dirtiness of the human body, or our cell phone rings, or the other person’s cell phone rings, or somebody comes up to the other person, or the other person walks away, or it starts to rain. I mean all sorts of things could happen. And whether or not there’s longing desire here is something else. It could just be that we were goaded on by our friends; you know, “Go do it; go do it!” And I have to be a man and I have to do it. But I don’t actually have desire. There’s many, many factors that come up. So there are these gaps that are there in which many different circumstances also have to come together. And depending on lots of different circumstances, different things will ripen at that time: whether we remember, whether we don’t remember the teachings, whether there’s the influence of others around us, the circumstances, what the other person does, the one that we find attractive. There’s lots and lots of things that affect here.
So there is this gap. There’s an interval in the sequence of moments here in which the outcome could be different. And then we get back into our whole discussion of choice. But, this is the whole point of our discussion of the causes and conditions and the different types of result. Everything that’s happening in each moment is the result of so many different types of causes, and there’s so many different causes and conditions happening in each moment that it’s enormous.
Question: The question is can meditation make that gap longer, that interval longer, so that we can actually affect what’s going on?
Alex: Sure, that’s exactly the point of meditation here, so during that gap we could, for instance, remember the teachings on ethical self-discipline and all about the disturbing emotions and their disadvantages and the negative consequences that come from them and so on. But, “Oh this person looks so pretty to me.” And then, even though you remember these teachings, you go anyway and try to seduce the person. But then the power of the motivating emotion will be less and if the power of the motivating emotion is less, then that affects the result of what will ripen from it. And many other things will affect the result as well, a tremendous amount of things affect the result not only during the action, but afterwards as well.
So what we want to do, through what’s called in the West “mindfulness meditation,” is to try to notice, when we feel like doing something, that there is this interval: I feel like doing something; I feel like getting up from meditation and going to the refrigerator – and when we actually decide to do it. You deliberate and you think about it, “Yeah, I’m going to get up and go,” or we might not even deliberate. We might, “I feel like it,” and you just go to refrigerator. But there was a gap there between those two steps, and during that gap other variables could occur and other states of mind could arise, and we would experience that as a choice. We decide (there’s decisiveness) to really think about it and decide to go or not. We could decide not even to think about it, or having thought about it we could decide not to go, or even without consciously deliberating about it we could decide not to go – and when that happens, that decision occurs on the basis of many, many, many different causes and conditions.
It’s not, as we were explaining before, that there’s a separate “me” from the whole incident, and there’s separate choices that are existing somewhere sort of in front of us that we can push a button and choose this one or choose that one. That’s not the way that it exists. But choices occur; decisions occur. Decisive discriminating awareness between two alternatives – when we have indecisive wavering – that decisiveness occurs. And also, if you think about it and decide, “Okay I’m going to get up,” between when you decide to get up and when you actually do get up there’s another gap in which you could affect what you do and change. When you have that piece of chocolate in your hand, am I really going to put it in my mouth or not?
So this is where the so-called mindfulness meditation is helpful. If you can notice each moment in the sequence, then you notice that at any of these moments you could change what you do, or at least you could change the way in which you regard the object. Let’s say if it’s to eat the chocolate, that really isn’t going to bring me ultimate happiness and once I chew it several times it’s going to turn into vomit. If we change the way in which we regard the object, then the motivating emotion or attitude with which we actually eat the chocolate, with which we actually put it into our mouth, is going to be far less disturbing then that original motivating emotion of greed with which we decided that we were going to eat it and went over to the refrigerator and actually put it in our hand. And so, consequently the karmic results of eating this piece of chocolate with greed are going to be far lighter.
This is why there’s such an importance placed to making a difference between the causal motivation which initially drives us to do a certain action and the contemporaneous motivation, which is the motivation with which we actually enter into the action. So it is in all these various gaps that we actually are able to make choices that can affect what we do and can also affect the outcome or result of what we do.
So this our discussion, then, of karma, free will, predetermination and determinism. And we’ve seen that this is not a very simple topic. This is something that requires a deep understanding of voidness: voidness of the self, voidness of the choices that we have – that none of these exist independently from the entire system, a complex system of causes and effects which are occurring in each moment, some of which are karmic and some of which are not karmic, some of which we can affect, some of which we can’t affect. And it’s on the basis of these choices that we can make, within the context of voidness and karma, cause and effect, that we can actually make the choices to work toward enlightenment for the benefit of everybody.
And so let’s end our discussion here with the dedication. We think whatever positive force and understanding has come from all of this, may it act as a cause for reaching enlightenment for the benefit of everyone.
Thank you very much.
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