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Part One: The First Four Points
Today I was asked to teach about a Lojong text consisting of seven points. Most people translate "Lojong" as "mind-training." This is not a terribly good translation because for most people "mind- training" sounds like an exclusively intellectual activity. Lo actually means "attitude" and jong is both "to cleanse and to train," in the sense of purifying or getting rid of negative and destructive attitudes and building up more positive ones. So the essential purpose of Lojong practices is cleaning our minds and hearts out of negative attitudes and training in positive ones to replace them. In contrast to previous occasions when I have emphasized the first several points more than the later ones, here I shall devote more time to explaining the last three points. Of course it’s not appropriate to begin in the middle of the text, so I shall just go quickly over the first several points. In reviewing them, I shall focus on some of their more difficult aspects.
The Lojong practices came from India into Tibet with Atisha in the Kadam tradition and were incorporated into all four schools of Tibetan Buddhism. In fact, this is one of the basic teachings that bind all of these traditions together. The only significant difference in the commentaries of the different schools is in the explanation of voidness. Each school explains the voidness lines in the text it according to its own approach.
Atisha received the Lojong tradition from his teacher Dharmarakshita. Dharmarakshita is the author of Wheel of Sharp Weapons. The Seven-Point Attitude-Training was written by the Kadam Geshe Chaykawa about a century later. Two lineages of the teachings derive from his disciple, Geshe Lhadingpa. One went to Togmey-zangpo, the author of Thirty-seven Bodhisattva Practices. It is followed by the Kagyu, Sakya and Nyingma schools. The other reached Tsongkhapa almost three centuries later and is followed by his Gelug school. The two lineages differ in their arrangement of several lines in the verses and the inclusion of several lines not found in the other lineage. Even within each lineage, many editions or versions of the text exist, also differing in these same ways. His Holiness the Dalai Lama has explained that such things occasionally occur, particularly concerning such topics as Lojong, and the differences in the editions are not significant. The intended meaning is the same in all of them. The edition that I follow here is the Togmey-zangpo version and follows the explanation I received of it from Serkong Rinpoche, supplemented with some points from Geshe Ngawang Dhargyey.
Point One: The Preliminaries
Prostration to great compassion.
Train first in the preliminaries.
The first of the seven points is the preliminary teachings. These are the general common preliminaries that are the basis for all Mahayana teachings. They are: precious human life, impermanence and death, and then what is usually called "refuge" – but I find that term a little too passive. We don’t just look at the Buddha, Dharma and Sangha and say, "Oh, save me!" Instead, "refuge" is an active state of mind of moving our lives in the safe and positive direction indicated by the Buddha, Dharma and Sangha. Then there are the teachings on karma, behavioral cause and effect. Finally, there are the disadvantages of samsara, which refer to the uncontrollably recurring situations of life, specifically in terms of rebirth. Being under the influence of disturbing emotions and attitudes, which lead to impulsive behavior, or karma, we create problems for ourselves over and again in this life and in future lives.
[See: The Four Thoughts that Turn the Mind to the Dharma.]
The important thing about the preliminaries is that they nurture a very special attitude toward life that serves as a foundation for all the teachings that follow. We appreciate the precious opportunities that we have in this life, and we realize that they will not last forever. Therefore we need to take advantage of our current favorable situation by working to get rid of all our problems and their causes, and the resulting confusion and suffering. To go in that direction, we need to work with behavioral cause and effect, not just pray that we get to some goal without actually doing something. We are not just trying to make samsara a little bit better for ourselves – which is, if we are honest, what most of us are really interested in. Actually, we have a much higher goal: improving future lives as a step on the way toward complete liberation from all our shortcomings, difficulties and confusion – no matter how many lives that takes.
For most of us, that is really quite difficult. For one thing, most of us don’t really think in terms of future lives, let alone liberation from rebirth. If we don’t believe in rebirth, how can we aim for liberation from it? And if we don’t believe in rebirth, how can we possibly want to become enlightened so that we can help everybody else to get out of uncontrollably recurring rebirth? It is not easy if we don’t have a deep conviction in rebirth.
If we ask what we can do about this as Westerners, I would say first of all try to understand what is meant by the Buddhist explanation of rebirth. Even if our motivations are actually focused on improving this life, we can at least be open to the idea of rebirth and think in terms of rebirth, liberation from rebirth, and helping others to overcome rebirth. We need to acknowledge the sophistication of the Buddhist explanation, the difficulty and importance of understanding it, and take interest in studying and meditating enough on the subject until we gain a correct understanding.
I say all of this because Lojong teachings are very advanced. They are not at all beginner teachings! For instance, there is a teaching that at the time of death, we need to pray to be reborn in one of the hells; that is quite difficult to relate to, isn’t it? In any approach to Dharma teachings, it is important to be quite honest about our current level of development, and to have a very good idea of what the actual path is and not to pretend to be more advanced than we are. This text teaches the attitude of really wanting to bring all cockroaches to enlightenment. Most of us are certainly not at this level. Whatever our levels of understanding, we must really try to realize that the practice of Lojong goes very deep and very far. It is a very long-term practice. We can start with it now and get some benefit from it. But since the practice is progressive, we want to keep the perspective that as we go further with it, we want to come back again and again to certain points and go deeper into them.
In the context of this text, we don’t go through the basic preliminaries just once. They are not something to be done just once and then we go on to more interesting stuff. The text is written from the point of view of people who really have bodhichitta. Bodhicitta is a heart that is aimed at our own individual enlightenment that we have not yet attained, but for which we have the Buddha-nature qualities that will allow us to attain it, and it aims at it with two intentions. The first intention is to reach that enlightenment and the second is to be able to benefit all beings by means of this. Although that order of the two intentions is how it is presented in the texts from the oral teachings, this is the opposite order of them in practice. The main intention is to help beings, and because we are so moved by compassion and concern for others, we must help them overcome their suffering. So, although we may try to help them as best as we can now, to really help we need to eliminate all our shortcomings and realize all of our potentials. We must become Buddhas in order to be able to help as fully as is possible. So the aspiration to Buddhahood comes second – it comes from the first aspiration, to help all beings.
It is fantastic to have a precious human life, to have the opportunity to help others. But it is impermanent! We’re going to die and we never know when. That is horrible! That motivates us to try to help people as much as possible now, before we get Alzheimer’s and can’t even use our minds and then we die. So to help others, we have to take genuine safe direction or refuge in Buddha, Dharma and Sangha and avoid destructive behavior. And because of its disadvantages, we must also avoid the lure of samsaric rebirth in general, in the sense of not getting attached to its ephemeral pleasures, or getting upset by difficulties. It is very straightforward: we are trying to help people and not get caught up in our disturbing emotions. So the preliminaries here are to be understood in the context of bodhichitta.
Point Two: The Actual Training in Bodhicitta
The second point is the actual training in bodhichitta. The discussion of this is divided into deepest bodhichitta and conventional bodhichitta.
Ponder that phenomena are like a dream.
Discern the basic nature of awareness that has no arising.
The opponent itself liberates itself in its own place.
The essential nature of the path is to settle
within a state of the all-encompassing basis.
Between sessions, act like an illusory person.
Deepest bodhichitta is a mind that is aimed at voidness or reality. In order to achieve enlightenment, we need to understand reality in order to remove the confusion that is caused by shortcomings and problems and the habits of that confusion. Voidness means an absence of impossible ways of existing. And the different Indian theories and the different Tibetan Buddhist schools all define "an impossible way of existing" slightly differently. But regardless of how the verse in the text is explained in the different commentaries, it is important not to project impossible ways of existing in the process of helping others. It is particularly important, when we are trying to help others, not to think of a solid me over here who is so wonderful, since I am doing this type of practice, and there is poor, wretched, solid you over there that I am helping. Or, there is poor me over here solidly existent, and how can I possibly help you with your suffering over there? That also is an impossible way of existing. We are interrelated; we don’t exist as isolated beings in a vacuum. We interact with each other – we can help each other.
Another impossible way of existing is feeling that we can just cure everybody’s problems in an instant because we are all-powerful. That is also impossible. In order for others to overcome their problems, they need to overcome the cause of their problems, which is confusion. To eliminate confusion, we need to understand reality, and no one can understand reality for somebody else. We can show the way and try to make life a little bit easier for others, but they have to understand reality themselves. The point here with deepest bodhichitta is that, in trying to help others, we need a realistic attitude.
Then the second part of the second point is conventional or relative bodhichitta.
Train in both giving and taking in alternation,
Mounting those two on the breath.
This line deals with our meditation session, which is primarily the practice of tonglen, giving and taking. We do not have time here to go into detail, but tonglen is an incredibly advanced practice and difficult to do sincerely. It is quite easy to play at doing it, but to actually be sincere in taking on the sufferings of others and to actually experience that suffering is very, very advanced. It requires a genuine understanding of the nature of pain. If we don’t really understand the nature of pain and suffering and its relation to the mind, we would be terrified to actually take on somebody’s cancer or the pain of their cancer. I think that is why understanding the nature of reality and the nature of the mind is so important. When we have the compassion of wishing others to be free from their problems and we are willing to take on those problems, that means that we are willing to experience suffering ourselves.
This doesn’t just mean that we’ll take that suffering away from them and throw it away – we have to actually have it pass through us. We need to experience it ourselves. On the first level, it means not to be afraid of being sad at other peoples’ suffering. It is sad that somebody has cancer or that somebody has Alzheimer’s. It is very sad! To do this type of practice, but then to just put armor around our feelings because it is a bit much is not the point at all. We need to feel the sadness and the pain of the other person, and see that at the level of the basic nature of mind, the pain and the sadness are just waves. The basic level of the mind is pure experience and has joy and happiness as its natural qualities. It is on that basis that we are able to project happiness to other beings. But without the actual realization of voidness and a lot of practice in mahamudra, it is very difficult to do tonglen sincerely. This is not meant to discourage people from practicing tonglen, because even at earlier levels of development it is very helpful. But to be able to take in, experience, and dissolve suffering into the natural happiness of the mind and send that happiness out is a very advanced practice. That is really how it works. If we look at it this way, it is actually a practice of mahamudra for, in a sense, our own benefit.
[See: Developing Balanced Sensitivity, chapter 15.]
So how does it actually benefit anybody else? Everybody has their own karma, so how can we take on somebody else’s karma with tonglen? For karma to ripen requires circumstances, and what we can do is provide certain circumstances for other people that will help the ripening of their karma occur more quickly and in different forms. If someone has an illness, the karma to have that illness has already ripened as the illness. But if it is an illness that can be cured, people will only be cured if they have the karmic cause to be cured. So what we can do is to provide some circumstances that allow for the ripening of their positive potentials.
For example, how does the Medicine Buddha practice work? Medicine Buddha isn’t God; he can’t cure us from disease just from his own power. But by making the offerings and doing the practice, it creates a condition for the negative karma that is perpetuating our illness to ripen in a much smaller way. Inspiration from Medicine Buddha is actually inspiration from our own individual clear light minds, which helps bring these deeper potentials to the surface and ripen. This inspiration is what is usually translated as "blessing": "Oh, Medicine Buddha bless me to get better!" Our strong motivation to be healed to be able to help everybody provides a circumstance for the negative karma within us to ripen in a much smaller way and for the positive karma then to come up to the surface and ripen. The energy of inspiration from the individual clear light mind within us, represented by Medicine Buddha, is what allows that whole process to happen.
It is the same thing with tonglen practice. This provides a circumstance for the other person’s negative karma to ripen in a much smaller way and for their positive karma to ripen much sooner. Our own clear light mind is inspiring and the recipients don’t have to know about it – in fact, it is best if they don’t know about it. To be able to take in and feel the suffering, and to let it naturally dissolve into the pure foundation of clear light mind, requires the immense energy of bodhichitta, as in any Mahayana Buddhist practice, and inspiration from our own teachers. So before doing the tonglen practice, of course we need to have all the stages for developing bodhichitta very strongly. This is very important. Of course we need to have some love and compassion to even consider taking on other people’s problems. But on a deeper level, we need that loving compassion not just to be willing to take on the problems, but to be able to get to the clear light level of mind. As I say, this is a very, very deep practice.
One further thing about tonglen is that it is based on the understanding of voidness, the deepest bodhichitta. If we think in terms of a solid me, then we will be too scared to take on someone else’s suffering. It is very important to dissolve that very strong sense of "me" that prevents us from really wanting to do the practice on a sincere level. So we take on the suffering of others, we actually do experience it, but we are able to handle it. That is the point. We have the understanding of voidness; we have some basic ability with mahamudra practice to dissolve the suffering into the clear light mind. We do not just hold on to that suffering and keep it inside us. And having the actual source of happiness from the clear light mind, we give it to others.
How can we actually experience someone else’s suffering? It is basically the strong wish to take on the suffering and experience it that acts as a circumstance for our own negative karma to ripen into suffering. We want that to happen in order to burn that negative karma off. That is yet another level that we need to work with in the practice of tonglen. It is not that we are going to take in someone else’s suffering like taking their sandwich and eating it ourselves. It is much more subtle. It all works in terms of circumstances and conditions.
My own teacher, Serkong Rinpoche, always used an example that made everybody uncomfortable. He used the example of a great lama who did this practice and took on some terrible injury or sickness of somebody else and died from it. He would go into detail about this every single time that he taught tonglen. The point was that we need to be so sincere and willing to take on the suffering of somebody else that we would be willing to die. So we would ask him if somebody like you were to do that, Rinpoche, wouldn’t that be a shame, to take on the suffering of a dog and to die from it. He used an example in response. He said that if an astronaut gets killed in space, the astronaut becomes a hero and everyone, the people and the government, will take care of the astronaut’s family. So he said, likewise, if a great teacher were to do tonglen and die, in the process the teacher either would attain or nearly attain enlightenment by the strength of his compassion and bodhichitta, and by so doing the teacher would take care of the disciples through his inspiration.
What was really very extraordinary was that having taught this so many times, my teacher actually did it. He died through a practice of tonglen. There was a serious obstacle to His Holiness the Dalai Lama’s life, which Serkong Rinpoche saw. He told one of his more senior Tibetan disciples that it would be very good if he himself, Serkong Rinpoche, could take on this obstacle to His Holiness’ life.
I had taken Serkong Rinpoche for a physical examination just a few weeks before and he was in perfectly good health. But on a particular day, Rinpoche ended a teaching that he was giving, up in a remote area of the Himalaya mountains in Spiti, India, and went to a specific person’s house. He stopped at a monastery on the way to make offerings. The monks said, "Please stay" and he said, "No, if you want to see me again, you’ll have to come to this house where I am going." At the house he did his usual very intensive evening practice. He told his senior disciple that he could come into the room. Rinpoche sat in a certain posture that was not the way that he would usually go to sleep, and started doing a practice that was obviously tonglen and just died.
It was extraordinary because exactly at that hour, at that time, His Holiness was in an airplane flying to Geneva. Yasir Arafat was also flying into Geneva at the same time. The authorities there were worried about terrorist problems and they said that they couldn’t guarantee the safety of His Holiness. When Rinpoche did this practice, Arafat was in the air flying to Geneva and he just changed his mind; they turned the airplane around and didn’t land in Geneva. By what Serkong Rinpoche did, this huge obstacle in His Holiness’ life ripened, but just in a trivial way. When he landed, there was confusion at the airport; the car he was driving in got lost and there was some problem with the car. But that was the only obstacle that happened to His Holiness. That negative karma ripened into something very small for His Holiness and what Serkong Rinpoche did acted as a circumstance for his own karma to die to come to the surface and so he died. He was 69 – not terribly old. But he thought that the greatest contribution that he could make was providing a circumstance for His Holiness to live longer. By that example, he has inspired disciples enormously. I always wonder if in fact he knew for many years that this was going to happen, because I know that he did have extrasensory perception. I witnessed that several times in my interaction with him.
[See: A Portrait of Tsenzhab Serkong Rinpoche.]
Tonglen only works like this if we have a strong karmic connection. Obviously we do with many of our family members and closest friends. Serkong Rinpoche had such a connection with His Holiness, as he had been one of his teachers from childhood. The important thing is to have the courage to feel that even if we experience our relative’s sickness, may this be a circumstance for his or her sickness to become less.
Often we do this tonglen practice when we ourselves are sick. We then think to take on the sickness of everyone suffering from the same disorder. Afterwards, while we are still experiencing our sickness and the suffering it causes, the sickness of others may not go away. But we can work with our own pain and the mental anguish with basic mahamudra methods, having a feeling of being the entire ocean, and visualizing the pain and suffering as just a wave on the surface of the ocean that doesn’t disturb the ocean’s depths.
If we practice tonglen with the aim of taking on everybody’s cold in order to be cured of our cold, it won’t work. Even if just unconsciously we think that, it is a major obstacle to it ever working. It really has to be on the basis of pure compassion. In most cases the practice doesn’t work, because we don’t have a strong enough karmic connection with people. That is why the prayer, "May I be able to eliminate the sufferings of all beings in all lifetimes," is important – because it will establish the connection for this type of practice to work.
What is the aim of the practice? The aim of the practice on one level is to help others, for sure. But in most cases it won’t work. So a secondary aim is that it will help us achieve enlightenment. How? It involves bodhichitta, so it must be a method for achieving enlightenment. What will help us reach enlightenment is developing the courage to overcome self-cherishing – "I don’t want to deal with your problem!" – and the willingness to deal with everybody’s problems. As a bodhisattva and as a Buddha, we will have to be willing to actually be involved with everyone’s most horrible, terrible problems. It is to help us overcome the self-cherishing attitude: "I don’t want to get involved; I don’t want to get my hands dirty. I don’t want to go to the old age hospital and deal with all of those Alzheimer’s patients, because it is just too depressing and sad. I can’t deal with it." We have to overcome the feeling of a big, strong, solid me that underlies the self-cherishing attitude.
I don’t know what visualizations you’ve learned for tonglen, but the ones that Serkong Rinpoche and His Holiness the Dalai Lama teach are absolutely horrible and are very, very powerful. All traditions of the practice explain doing it in connection with the breath. With compassion – the wish for others to be free of their problems and the causes of their problems – we imagine these coming into us in some graphic form when we breath in. With love – the wish for them to be happy and to have the causes for happiness – we send out to them, in visualized forms, whatever they might need. But with these more advanced methods that Rinpoche and His Holiness teach, we don’t just visualize black light coming into us; we visualize dirty substances, thick car oil, grease, filth coming into us so that we can work on overcoming our feeling of not wanting to get ourselves dirty. That is the first step. Next, we imagine that the actual suffering comes in the form of urine, diarrhea, vomit, and blood and guts. This helps to overcome feelings of indifference, like, "Oh no, there is somebody who was just hit by a car lying in the road. I don’t even want to look at it, it’s so gruesome and horrible."
To overcome that, we start by being willing to deal with less terrifying things, like diarrhea and vomit. This sort of practice is very strong, very powerful. Then we imagine the suffering to come in the form of what we are most afraid of: spiders, scorpions, cockroaches, snakes, rats, or whatever it is. We imagine that we breathe them in and they come down to our hearts. So we are really working very strongly with the solid ego inside which says "No way do I want to deal with this!" That is why I say the practice of tonglen is incredibly advanced and deep. To really get down to this clear light level, we have to be able to let go of and dissolve all our fears, all our ego defenses, in addition to the actual pain and the fears of others that we don’t want to experience.
Even on earlier levels, the practice can be very beneficial, because it helps us take the person’s problems seriously. That is the first step: taking them seriously. By taking on the problem, our attitude is that we will deal with it as though it were our problem. For example, consider a homeless person on the street in the winter who is hungry and cold, has no work and no home, and is in pain and sick. We try to imagine what it would be like to be like that, so we feel the suffering. We try to come up with some sort of solution of how to deal with it. When our friends tell us about their problems and so on, we take it seriously. Just practicing on that level is very beneficial, but don’t think that that is the only level. There are many, many deeper levels.
In taking on the suffering of others, we have to be careful not to go to the extreme of being a martyr: "I am going to take on everybody’s suffering for the glory of Buddha." This is not at all the way to practice. Also it is important not to feel that taking on all suffering is the path to enlightenment. That is also not the Buddhist way. Also one has to be very, very careful not to take on the suffering of others because of a feeling of low self-esteem: "I am such a terrible person, so I need to suffer by taking on other people’s suffering. I deserve it"
This practice may remind us of the image of Jesus taking on the suffering of humanity: Jesus certainly was willing to experience the suffering and the fear of that suffering. But from the Buddhist point of view, nobody can prevent all the suffering of the universe. Although we cultivate the aspiration that by our experiencing the suffering, may others be free of it, it is very important not to inflate ourselves into feeling that we can perform miracles and solve everybody’s problems. The best that we can do is to provide circumstances for their negative potentials to ripen in very small ways and for their positive potentials to ripen more quickly. The goal is certainly not to punish ourselves by taking on suffering. The main point is to develop the courage to help others even in the most difficult situations – the Kosovos, Bosnias and Rwandas of the world.
Next is what we do in between sessions, in our daily lives.
(In regard to) the three objects,
(take) the three poisonous attitudes
And (give) the three roots of what is constructive,
(While) training with words in all paths of behavior.
The three objects are those whom we find attractive, unattractive, and neutral, and the three poisonous attitudes are longing desire, repulsion, and naivety. When we are experiencing longing desire for someone whom we find attractive, repulsion from someone we find unattractive, and naivety toward someone we find neutral so that we ignore the person, we imagine taking on these three poisonous attitudes from everyone who suffers them. We then give them the three roots of what is constructive, namely detachment, imperturbability, and lack of naivety. In so doing, we deal with our own problems with such objects. We may supplement our practice with words, such as, "May all the sufferings of others ripen on me and may all my happiness ripen on them."
As for the order of taking, start from myself.
If we are suffering from a certain problem, we need first to be able to accept and deal with it, before we can apply the method of taking on the same problem from everyone. For this reason, the order of practice is to start with ourselves. Otherwise, if we cannot face our own problems, we might be dealing with others’ problems as an escape.
Point Three: Transforming Adverse Circumstances into a Path to Enlightenment
The third point is transforming adverse circumstances into a path to enlightenment. This is divided into several parts: one concerns our thoughts and the other our actions.
Transforming our thoughts concerns the thinking behind our behavior and then our view or outlook on reality. First, the thinking behind our behavior:
When the environment and its dwellers
are full of negative forces,
Transform adverse conditions
into a path to enlightenment,
By banishing one thing as (bearing) all blame
And meditating with great kindness toward everyone.
I won’t go into tremendous detail about behavior, but the main emphasis is to see that our difficulties come from cherishing ourselves and that all positive qualities come from cherishing others. Thus, we banish or rid ourselves of one thing, self-cherishing, as bearing all blame for our suffering. And, having realized the benefits of cherishing others, we meditate with great kindness toward everyone. Thus, when suffering occurs, we try to see it as the fault of self-cherishing – egoism. What do we actually mean by self-cherishing or egoism? Let’s give an example, because it is quite important to identify what is making so much trouble for us.
Say we are invited for a meal to somebody’s house and they make something that we don’t like. We suffer; we are unhappy. So here is a negative situation. How do we change this into a positive situation to help further us along the path to enlightenment? That is what we are talking about. What is the fault here? Why are we suffering? If we start thinking of this terrible person who made something that we don’t like, and putting all the blame on that person, the problem is that we are thinking only of ourselves. We are not thinking about the other person who really wanted to make a meal that pleased us. Our host or hostess didn’t have the intention of making something that we didn’t like, and so it is only because we are thinking only of me and "what I like" and "what I want" that we suffer and are unhappy. So in this situation what we try to do is to use the circumstance to attack this strong preoccupation with me and what I want.
We can see that the structure is really quite similar to tonglen here. Remember in tonglen, in the stronger visualizations, most of us naturally resist taking diarrhea and vomit into ourselves. This is because of strong self-cherishing. We don’t want to get dirty; and so we need to overcome that unwillingness to deal with the dirtiness and the sufferings, and let it pass through us. Likewise, don’t make a big fuss over the fact that we don’t like what the person is serving us for dinner. Because of our wish to bring happiness to the other person, we take on the suffering of eating something that doesn’t taste very nice to us. There are certainly exceptions, for example if we are allergic to a food that will make us sick. We don’t have to be fanatics. Still, there are ways of excusing ourselves that are more considerate of the other person rather than just thinking in terms of me, me, me and getting angry, thinking: "Are you trying to poison me! Are you trying to make me sick!"
Another way to change a negative situation into a positive one is to see it as a way of burning off our negative karmic potentials. In order to achieve enlightenment, we need to get rid of our negative potentials, so let’s get it over with. It’s like going to the dentist: rather than having the dentist do a little bit of drilling for five different sessions, get it over with all at once and then it is finished. Do the whole thing now and then it is out of the way.
When we think of taking on others’ suffering, it takes the focus away from just thinking about "poor me," which is again self-cherishing and self-indulgence. What we strive for instead is a little bit like the example of a mother, whose baby has a cold, thinking, "I wish that I could have the cold instead of my baby, because I am much better able to handle a cold than my baby is." If we are taking care of someone with a cold, we need to be willing to catch the cold ourselves. If we are very uptight about it, it doesn’t work. Mother Theresa used to say this to people who would come to work with her. She said that to work with the lepers, we have to be totally willing to catch leprosy. If we are afraid of catching leprosy, forget it. In fact, the more afraid we are of catching leprosy, the greater the chances are that we will catch it, which is a bit ironic. If we are afraid that something is going to go wrong and we are very tense about it, then things very often do go wrong.
Voidness, from meditating on deceptive appearances
As the four Buddha-bodies, is the peerless protector.
We can also transform difficult circumstances into positive ones with our view or outlook, namely our view of voidness or reality. Again, there are many ways of explaining this line, depending on how the different Tibetan Buddhist schools teach voidness. But I don’t think that any school teaches that suffering doesn’t exist. Rather, we need to see that suffering arises from causes and conditions. It is an experience of the mind like any other experience – it is no big deal. Of course, it requires a great deal of understanding to be able to apply voidness.
That is how we transform difficult circumstances with our thoughts.
The supreme method entails four actions to use,
(So) instantly apply to meditation
whatever I might happen to meet.
Transforming adverse circumstance with our actions entails four actions or methods to use. The first is often called "collecting merit," which is a bit of a misleading translation. We are not collecting merit points, like collecting stamps, and if we get enough, we win a prize. The term actually means to strengthen our networks of positive potential or positive force. In other words, by acting in a constructive way and using our positive qualities, we can change negative circumstances into positive ones. When a negative circumstance arises, such as an accident, rather than getting depressed or frightened, we can use it as an opportunity to help the people who are hurt. So it builds up more positive force within us and changes the whole situation.
The second method is purifying our negative karmic potentials or force. For example, if we have acted in a negative way and hurt somebody, we may feel guilty afterwards. We can change that circumstance into a positive one by doing more purification practices. Rather than feeling guilty, we acknowledge that what we did was a mistake. It doesn’t mean that I am a "bad person," but I regret having acted in this way. I will try my best not to repeat it, reaffirm my safe and positive direction in life and do some constructive things to counteract it.
The third and fourth methods are a bit difficult for us Westerners to understand. The third is making offerings to harmful spirits to bring us more suffering. Often it is explained as: "Harmful spirits, please do me even more harm." Then the fourth one is requesting the help of the Dharma protectors.
Let’s look first at the practice of making offerings to the harmful spirits. There is a very lovely practice that can be done here, which a Western Dharma teacher friend of mine, Tsultrim Allione, developed based on the Buddhist practice of chod (cutting). She calls it "feeding the demon." Let’s say we are really miserable, unhappy and depressed – things aren’t going well. Imagine that this problem is being caused by a harmful spirit, a demon. Try to feel that there is a demon inside us, and visualize that it has some form or shape – whatever form seems fitting to us. Then the demon comes out and sits on a cushion in front of us. Ask the demon, "What do you want?" Then the demon tells us what it wants – "I want people to pay attention to me; I want people to love me." Whatever it is that is haunting us: "I want good health; I want to be young again" and all of these things – these are the harmful spirits that haunt us. And then feed the demon, give the harmful spirit what it wants. "You want love, so I’ll love you. You want energy, you want youth; I’ll give them to you." This is a very, very powerful and helpful practice. When the demon has had its fill, most people find that it goes away. I think that although in many of the texts we pray for the harmful spirits to give us even more harm, this way of feeding the harmful spirits is also extremely effective. It shows us that we have inside us the things we feel we are lacking and need. We can draw on our own inner strength to provide them for ourselves.
With any practice, the way that we enter it and the way that we exit is very important. As with entering and exiting a computer program, we have to do it properly, otherwise the computer crashes. Likewise, when doing meditation practices that deal with powerful emotions, we have to enter and exit gently or else we may also crash. So the way to enter and exit is to focus on the breath, just focusing on the sensation of the breath coming in out of the nose or the sensation of the abdomen going in and out as we breathe. That connects us more with the body and the earth, and that is extremely helpful if we are dealing with really negative or terrifying emotions. If doing this practice is a particularly strong emotional experience, it is best to focus on the abdomen going in and out. That’s because that is the vicinity of the navel chakra, which is the earth center, what we call in the West the center of gravity of the body, so it grounds us more.
This is really a very interesting exercise. I think it is always important to try to go deeper into these various teachings. Although on the surface some of them may sound strange, if in fact we do take safe direction or refuge from the Dharma, we can have confidence that there is something that makes sense here. It is not just some weird superstitious Tibetan trip. It is something we can do when we are feeling haunted by feelings like: "I want to be accepted, successful; I want to be loved" – it is something that we can use very effectively to change it.
The fourth action to use is requesting the enlightening activity or enlightening influence of the Dharma protectors to bring more suffering and destroy our self-cherishing. A less skillful way of working with protectors is that we make offerings to help our positive potentials to ripen and things to go very well. This is not the best way of working with a Dharma protector, because then the positive potential is finished and we crash and are left with the negative potential. The better way to work with Dharma protectors is making various pujas and offerings to help our negative potentials to ripen, but in a minor way – so that obstacles that might have come in a bigger form get burned off in a more trivial way. Then we are left with our positive potentials, so things go well.
Here’s an example of how this practice can work. I used to travel with the old Serkong Rinpoche as his interpreter on world tours and, before tours, he’d always have a big protector puja done. Then at the beginning of the journey, something would always go wrong, but it would be trivial. Once we took the overnight train down to Delhi from Pathankot on our way to the airport and something didn’t work out with the train reservation. The only place that we could sleep on the train were the berths that were right next to the toilet in the third-class sleeper. There were only two berths, so Rinpoche and I each had a berth and the two Tibetan attendants had to sleep on the floor. So there was a negative situation, but it wasn’t a big deal – it only smelled bad and was uncomfortable – and it burned off obstacles. The rest of the trip went very well.
With the Dharma protectors, the main thing to request is: "bring me suffering; bring on the ripening of my negative potentials. I can handle them." Our willingness to experience what ripens acts to lessen our suffering and then the obstacles are finished. If things are going badly, then bring me more, so I can get rid of the whole thing. We are not praying to God, to the Dharma protectors or to the Buddhas to give us these things, but actually our wishes and prayers help create the conditions for our own karma to ripen. It is quite practical actually.
Point Four: Condensation of the Practice in One Lifetime
The fourth point is condensation of the practice in one lifetime into five forces. This can be done in this life itself and also at the time of death, and it too is really quite practical.
In brief, the essence of the quintessence teachings
Is applying the five forces.
In this life, each day we can have, as the first force, proper intentions. When we wake up in the morning, frame the intention, "May I be able to help everyone; may I be able to achieve enlightenment to help everyone fully." This is important not only when we wake up, but anytime when we encounter a difficult situation. For example, the kids are screaming and yelling, and we are about to go into their room and quiet them down. We can set the strong intention, "May I not lose my temper and may I treat them in a loving way to stop their fighting." But this must be done in such a way that our motivation is really to benefit the children, not just that they calm down for our own peace of mind. Before going shopping, we can have the intention to buy only what we need; we won’t buy chocolate and cookies just because we are greedy at that moment.
The second force is the force of the white seed. This refers to the intention to strengthen our network of positive force and to try to weaken or get rid of our negative force and potential. Things going well are the result of our previous constructive actions and the positive force and potential from them; when things go poorly, it is due to our pervious destructive actions and the negative potential left from them. The seed of our difficulties is our destructive behavior, so we try to get rid of that seed and replace it with a seed of constructive behavior.
Third is the force of acquaintance or habituation. Whatever we are doing, try to use the situation to build up further the positive habit of concern for others. This includes any neutral action that we may be doing – if eating, eat to become strong so that we can help others; wear warm clothes so that we won’t get sick so that we will be able to help others. Even when we go to sleep early or go to a movie, have the thought that we are doing it in order to relax, to build up strength and energy to be able to help others more. So even relaxation can be turned into a very positive action in this way. Of course, we have to be sincere and not say, "I am going to stuff my face with this huge bowl of ice cream so that I can benefit others." That is just an excuse to eat all the ice cream. Anything that we do, think in terms of doing it for the benefit of others.
Fourth is the force of "eliminating all at once." This means that as soon as disturbing emotions such as greed, attachment and anger arise in our minds, try to get rid of them as soon as possible – immediately – like we would do if the cat jumped on the table and was about to eat some of our food. Chase it away at once. Tibetans love using animals to illustrate teachings in this manner, and often it is quite helpful.
The fifth force is that of prayer, namely prayer to be able to accomplish our practice. This doesn’t mean "Oh, God may I be able to do this," but that we have the strong wish to do it. There is also the implication of being so disgusted with our self-cherishing and selfishness that we can’t wait to get rid of it. It is like when a fly is buzzing around our heads: we are so annoyed by it that we make a huge effort to get it out of the room. The more that we reject our selfishness by really being disgusted with it, the weaker it becomes.
There is a prayer that we can say at the end of the day: "May I never be separated from bodhichitta." My teacher, Serkong Rinpoche, gave a very wonderful piece of advice here. He said, "Don’t ask your lama to pray that you won’t have any sickness or that your business goes well. The best request for prayers from your lama is to pray that you are able to develop bodhichitta as quickly as possible. Of course, it has to be a sincere request, not just to impress the lama." This type of prayer is really important, since we are in the habit of making prayers basically for worldly things that we want.
The quintessence teaching for the Mahayana
transference of mind
Is the five forces themselves,
While giving importance to my path of deportment.
At the time of death, we can also apply the same five forces. Applying the five forces is considered the best type of powa, transference of consciousness, rather than doing some sort of dramatic method that doesn’t have feeling behind it – shooting our minds off into some Buddha land. If there is no understanding at all of what we are doing, then our level of motivation will be rather superficial.
First is the intention. The best thing to keep in mind at the time of death is the aspiration, "May I be able to develop bodhichitta further and may I continue this practice in all future lives so that I may help others." It is very important to have this intention when we are about to die. Remember, what is powa? What do we want to transfer our minds to? We don’t want to go to paradise. That is not Buddhism. What we want to do is transfer our consciousness to enlightenment.
The white seed is to give everything away to others before we die so that we don’t have any attachments to money or to our possessions or even to our bodies. That is really quite important. It is very sad what happens to peoples’ possessions when they die. Very often those who are left behind fight over money and possessions and it causes a lot of trouble. Or maybe they throw all of our "precious" things into the garbage, because it is junk to them and they just want to get rid of it. It is much better to take care of these things before we die. Give them all away, to our families or to the needy – this is better than everything being thrown in the garbage after we’re gone.
It is also important to try, in a sense, to overcome the attachment to our bodies as well. That is not so easy to do. There are many intense practices that can be done for this purpose. For example, if the custom here is to be buried in the ground, then make an offering of our bodies to the worms: "You are going to have it, so enjoy. I hope you have a good meal." The Tibetans use a very horrible image: if we are too attached to our bodies, we will be reborn as one of these worms that crawl all over our decaying bodies, devouring them. That is pretty disgusting, so try not to be so attached.
Then the power of acquaintance is to try to meditate on bodhichitta over and again so that at the time of death, as our minds get subtler and subtler, we can continue to stay focused on bodhichitta and enlightenment.
We need to recognize that this is exactly the teaching of the highest class of tantra as well. Enlightenment is a fully realized Buddha-nature, a fully realized clear light mind. In highest tantra, anuttarayoga, we try to die with full awareness as our rough consciousness and conceptual minds dissolve into our subtlest clear light mind. We try to stay focused on that full dissolution that will be coming next, signaling our deaths. It is exactly the same. When we try to do tantra practices, it is very important in meditation or at the time of death to stay focused on clear light mind in such a manner that it is a bodhichitta practice. It is done with the intention to abide in and realize this mind in order to benefit others.
Then "eliminate all at once," here at the time of death, refers to our tendencies of cherishing our own bodies. It is taught that we need to die like a bird taking off from a rock, without looking back. Then with disgust about our past negative attitudes and actions, try to retake vows and self-initiations before we die. This is not so difficult: if we have a little bit of consciousness, we can at least reaffirm our bodhisattva vows.
Then the last one is prayer. This is a very difficult one, because it is a prayer to be born in a hell realm to take on the suffering of all others, and to not be separated from bodhichitta. How in the world can we be sincere about that? But just as we ask the help of Dharma protectors to give us the circumstances to burn off negative potentials, likewise we would like to burn off our negative potentials and get it over with. We need to feel that if I have the potentials to be reborn in a hell or as an animal, it would be better to get that over with so that, with bodhichitta, I can continue on the path to enlightenment.
Now this is very important. What is the wish to go to a hell? It is not to go to one because we are bad persons. The wish to be reborn in one of the hells is motivated by the desire to be able to benefit others as much as possible. To do that, we need to get rid of these karmic obstacles, so we need to get them over with. Instead of having fear and repulsion of difficult rebirth situations, welcome them because of the benefit of burning off these negative potentials.
We can also hold the aspiration, "May this suffice for everybody having to be reborn in a hell." So we are not just thinking about ourselves. And as explained before about the Dharma protectors, because of the positive motivation, the negative potential will ripen into something very minor. It is said that with a strong bodhichitta motivation, rebirth in a hell is like a ball bouncing. We bounce into a hell realm for a few moments and then bounce out. That burns the negative potential off. Of course, this only works if the motivation is sincere: "I really want to get rid of these obstacles so that I can help others more." If the motivation is that we don’t want to have a really long stay in a hell realm because we’re afraid of the suffering, then, of course, it doesn’t work.
Some people associate the idea of hells with non-Buddhist religions and because they have had difficult experiences with one of those religions, they don’t want to hear about hells in Buddhism. This is shortsighted. One way to understand the hells is to consider how, as humans, each of our sense organs is limited in its ability to perceive the full spectrum of information of its particular sense field. We can only perceive visible light, for example, not ultraviolet or infrared light. We cannot hear as many sounds or smell as finely as a dog can. Similarly, there must be levels of pleasure and pain that are beyond the threshold of what our body sensors of physical sensations can process. Beyond a certain level of pain, for instance, an automatic mechanism takes over and we pass out. A hell rebirth would be one with a body that had the sensorial ability to experience, with full consciousness, the furthest extremes of the spectrum of pain. To me, at least, that seems quite possible.
If we do fear a rebirth in a hell, however, then absolutely don’t do this practice. It is very clear in Buddha’s teachings: he said that a bodhisattva on a lower stage must not try to do the practices of a bodhisattva on a higher stage. The fox doesn’t jump where the lion can jump. These are very difficult and advanced practices. But of these five forces, we can certainly try to stay focused on bodhichitta as we die, and give away our things so that we don’t have so much attachment. We don’t need to die and leave a mess behind us. Clean the whole thing up. Die with no regrets, no unfinished business.
Part Two: Points Five and Six
Point Five: The Measure of Having Trained Our Attitudes
Point number five is the measure of having cleansed and trained our attitudes.
If all my Dharma practice gathers into one intention;
That intention is to eliminate self-cherishing. All the various aspects of this entire literature on the seven points for cleansing and training our attitudes and all the other Lojong texts are really aiming at overcoming selfishness and self-preoccupation. We know that we are going in the right direction and our practice is successful if all our Dharma practice goes toward that one intention: lessening our self-cherishing. This is a sign that we are making some progress and it is going well.
But first we have to understand what is meant by "progress." This, I think, is extremely important to understand, namely, that when we talk about progress on the path, we are not talking about something that is linear. We are organic beings living in an organic world and things don’t happen in a linear fashion. A linear way would be that we do our practices and every day it gets better and better. Since we have the systematic presentation with the stages of the path, the five paths, the ten bodhisattva stages and so on, there is the impression that it will be linear. Of course, we do progress from one stage to the other, but this process is not one of steady, day-by-day progress. Some days our practice goes well and some days it doesn’t. This is normal, so it is very important to avoid discouragement and unrealistic expectations. This is emphasized in all meditation instructions. What we are looking at is long-term trends. The long-term trend is that whatever practice we are doing will lessen our selfishness, even though day to day it may go up and down. That is a sign that we are doing our practice correctly.
Our main aspiration when doing our regular practice needs to be to overcome self-centered concern and selfishness. In fact, all practices have this intention, not just the ones we’re presenting here. So for example, if we are doing zhinay (shamatha) practice to develop a stilled and settled state of mind, this needs to be for the purpose of developing concentration and mindfulness so as not to be selfish. Just to focus on the breath and to have perfect concentration on the breath itself is not the aim. Non-Buddhists practice zhinay like that. It is an exercise that has many benefits, but here the benefit is to be mindful of our attention so that if we wander off into thoughts of "me, me, me," we return to focusing on others.
This is quite clear from the structure of Shantideva’s text Engaging in Bodhisattva Behavior (Bodhisattvacharya-avatara). There, he presents these teachings on changing our attitudes about self and other in the chapter on meditative concentration. That is not the best translation; really it means a stable state of mind, that is, a mind that is stable in bodhichitta and cherishing others. That’s what we need concentration for; that’s what we need to be mindful of. We will know that we are doing the practice of zhinay properly if we are actually applying it to our lives so that we are increasingly mindful of others. The same principle applies no matter what our main practice is – we are doing it successfully if it helps us to be less selfish. This means that it is very important to know how to apply the various teachings and practices to daily life. We need to clear our minds of all conceptual thoughts, particularly conceptual thoughts about "me, me, me." If the self-transformation in these practices helps us to be less ego-centered and more focused on helping others, then we are doing them correctly.
Then the text continues,
If, from the two witnesses, I take the main;
Here the two witnesses that we can turn to in order to know whether or not we actually are making progress are other people and ourselves. The main of the two witnesses, however, is us. We don’t need to ask our teachers or the people around us if we doing our practice correctly. We know ourselves because we can see from the internal signs. This is what this point is about. So the commentaries talk about being a witness ourselves to see if we have achieved the five signs of greatness.
The first sign of greatness is being a great-hearted one. This is usually translated as "great mind," but actually it’s referring to heart. This means, are we somebody who thinks of others as our main focus and not ourselves? That is someone with a great heart. The word in Sanskrit, here, is "mahasattva," which we find, for example, in The Heart Sutra. We know ourselves; other people can’t really tell what’s going on inside us. We ourselves know if we’re thinking primarily of others or primarily of ourselves. If there is a nice cake for desert, are we thinking how wonderful it would be for the other people in the room to enjoy this cake, or are we thinking "Great! I love this kind of cake. I hope no one else likes it." When there is a long line in the store or the movie, are we hoping the people in front get good seats or do we want to get to the front of the line to get a good seat for ourselves? To reach this great-hearted stage is not easy at all! It is important, of course, not to fool ourselves. Let’s be honest about where we are.
It’s important to realize that the approach here is one without guilt or judgment. We don’t think "I am still acting selfishly, therefore I am a bad person," or "I am not doing it correctly." There is no moral judgment, like saying we should think of others and not think of ourselves. There is no concept of "should" in Buddhism. It is simply more beneficial to think of others: it causes less problems and suffering.
There are stages that we need to go through to reach this tonglen practice of changing our attitudes about self and others. The stage before tonglen is contemplating the disadvantages of cherishing ourselves and the advantages of cherishing others. It is based on the realization that acting selfishly is just going to cause more problems for us. For example, if we’re depressed and feel sorry for ourselves as a result, then our suffering is magnified. On the other hand, if when we are depressed we call somebody on the phone, or try to do something to help others, it makes us feel much better. It is simply a matter of seeing the advantages and disadvantages and deciding which one we want. So when we are cleansing our attitudes, one thing we need to get rid of is guilt and moral judgment. That is quite important. Otherwise this whole training becomes quite distorted. That is the first sign of greatness.
The second sign of greatness is being trained in constructive behavior. This, again, we can see for ourselves: am I acting in any of the destructive ways? It is quite important to be rather broad-minded in our understanding of the ten destructive actions. It’s not limited to just thinking about going out and murdering people, but even thinking in any way of being physically destructive toward someone. Even being physically rough with an elderly person, such as walking too quickly so that they can’t keep up with us, is a destructive action based on thinking just of ourselves and not the other person. We act destructively because we are thinking just of ourselves, so if we act constructively, basically restraining from harming others, then this is a sign of progress. We ourselves are the best witnesses for that.
The third type of greatness is being able to endure difficulties. Here the difficulties referred to are those involved in trying to overcome our disturbing emotions and attitudes. Again, we ourselves know best how we are doing at this. Am I really working hard and going through all the difficulties that are there and not acting under the influence of anger and greed? When we act under the influence of these mental poisons, we are thinking of ourselves instead of others. If we really are thinking of others, then we really do the hard work necessary to overcome our disturbing attitudes.
The fourth type of greatness is the great holder of discipline. "Discipline" means keeping our vows. There are the various pratimoksha vows (the vows for individual liberation) that can be taken either as a monastic or as a lay person. These vows include not taking the lives of others, not stealing, not lying, not indulging in inappropriate sexual behavior, and not taking alcohol and other intoxicants. Then there are the bodhisattava vows, which are basically to restrain from different behaviors and attitudes that prevent us from being able to help others. Finally, there are tantric vows to refrain from behaviors that create obstacles for achieving enlightenment through the tantric path. The intention of all of these types of discipline is to refrain from destructive actions that hinder us from helping others and from reaching enlightenment. It is really quite important to understand this intention. It is not like God saying, "Thou Shalt Not Do This," and we must obey without asking any questions. That is not Buddhism. There is no obligation to take any vows. But if we want to reach enlightenment to be able to benefit others in the best way possible, there are constructive actions that can help us achieve that. That means that we have to really think about these destructive actions and try to understand how they would prevent us from helping others. Again, we are the best witnesses as to whether we are really keeping our vows.
The fifth type of great being is the great yogi, somebody who is joined to bodhichitta. Our minds, hearts, behavior and everything are completely joined with bodhichitta. Here again, we are the best witnesses. We particularly need to be very careful not to be proud as we train, like thinking, "Oh, I am helping others; I am spending so much time at the hospital. What a bodhisattva I am." Thinking that helping others is due to how great we are is a clear sign that we are not doing it properly. It is really due to the inspiration of our teachers and the great lineage figures – but this devotion needs to be approached in a balanced way, not with the sense that "I am a nothing, I am a worm and everything is due to your greatness." Striving in such a balanced manner, without pride, is a sign that we are making progress.
There are many other signs of progress. One comes from the contemplation of our precious human life: feeling that it would be a disaster to waste this opportunity to help others. Likewise, not being attracted to the pursuit of wealth and possessions in this life, but rather seeking circumstances in future lives conducive to helping others is a good sign. Of course we need a certain level of material welfare and favorable circumstances in this life to be able to help others, but it is important not to see these as ends in themselves. We need to take a long-term view and think in terms of all the lifetimes leading to enlightenment. We need proper circumstances throughout all of them to help others. Our aim needs to be tempered with thinking of others, for instance the aim to have enough money to be able to help others, or a house that is big enough so that if people need a place to stay, I can give them one.
Also, if we are turned off by material pursuits and our main goal is to gain liberation from disturbing emotions and attitudes, that is a sign. So what does that mean? It means, for instance, that we are not really attached to living in a certain place or being with certain people, because we see that anywhere we are in this life, whomever we might be with, is the same in terms of having advantages and disadvantages. Wherever we are and whomever we might be with, there is a danger that we will get caught in attachment or repulsion, and this will prevent us from really helping others. This doesn’t mean that we have no connection with the people in our environment. We do have some connection, of course, but it is just in terms of being able to help, and not in terms of what we can get out of it.
Seeing that nobody is special then allows us to see that everybody is special – nobody is better than anybody else. That allows us to have an even attitude – that is, equanimity – so that wherever we are and whomever we are with, we can put our full energies into helping that person or that situation. We can see with some of the greatest lamas that whomever is with them becomes like their best friend in that moment; they treat them with a full heart and yet no one is uniquely special. This is yet another sign that the teachings are taking hold in us.
If we feel that we don’t have anything to be ashamed of in front of our lamas when they see us, then that is a good sign. This means that we are being sincere and so we are relaxed inside.
In general, if our mood is good all the time and we don’t go up and down, this also a very good sign. That doesn’t mean that we don’t respond to others. If we need to respond in a certain emotional way, don’t just be stone-faced and silent. I always remember an incident with my sister, who is always a good help to me. When I had been India for just the first few years, I came back to the U.S. and spent some time with her. After a while, her comment was, "You are so calm I could vomit." Being just calm and not really responding is not the proper way to practice. We need to have enthusiasm, to be there in a live way and not just be a statue. Calmness is inside.
The text continues,
If I can continually rely on my mind being only happy;
That means that even if we have difficult situations, instead of getting depressed by them, we are able to transform our attitudes about them to one in which we will have peace of mind and mental happiness. If we can do that – and we ourselves can see if we are doing that or not – then we are practicing correctly. The Tibetans love down-to-earth examples. For example, if we don’t get tea, be happy that we won’t have to get up to pee in the middle of the night, rather than being depressed that we didn’t get any tea. We can use these various tricks, as it were, to look at things from the good side rather than from the negative side so in fact we don’t get upset when things don’t go our way. It is a good sign for our practice when we can do that just naturally.
Then the final point in this section is
And if even distracted I’m still able;
Then I’ve become trained.
For example, it is very easy to drive a car when we are concentrating, but if we can drive while we are completely distracted, then we are well trained. Likewise, it might be easy to not be so self-cherishing and to think of others when we are concentrating and the situation is quite calm and easy. When getting on a train, to help people get on when there are no crowds and there is plenty of time is easy. But what if the whistle blows and the train is about to leave and there are still five or six people needing to get on? Are we still interested in making sure that everybody else gets on the train, or are we just pushing and shoving past everyone to make sure that we get on? Even in these distracting situations, can we still have our main concern be others and not ourselves? If so, then we really have changed our attitudes. That is the fifth point.
Point Six: Close-Bonding Practices for Attitude-Training
For the sixth and seventh points, there are long lists. The sixth point consists of eighteen practices that will bond us closely to this attitude-training. The seventh point contains twenty-two points to train in for cleansing and training our attitudes. These are very wonderful guidelines for how to be less selfish and more concerned for others. It will be better to not just present these as a long list, but to go into some detail about each of them. I think it can be quite helpful to do this, because the Tibetan expressions for them are really quite obscure and difficult, so unless we get a good explanation it is hard to know really what it is being talked about.
In Sanskrit and Tibetan, the word samaya (dam-tshig) means practices that will make a close bond or a close connection. These are different types of practices or things that will keep us closely connected to cleansing and training our attitudes. Some are different actions that we need to avoid, while others are different actions that we need to do.
(1-3) Train always in the three general points.
The first of these three general points is, (1) Don’t contradict what I’ve promised. This has many levels of meaning and interpretation. One way of explaining it is when we are doing this practice of cleansing our attitudes, we must be careful not to feel that we can ignore things like the ten constructive actions. People may feel, "I am practicing as a bodhisattva and so I can do anything," but that is not really appropriate.
If we start to look into this, it becomes a difficult and interesting point. Let’s take a controversial example. One of the pratimoksha vows of a lay person is to avoid drinking alcohol, so one might say, "I am a bodhisattva. I am trying to practice helping others. It is a social custom in my country to drink and if I don’t drink with my friends, then they are not going to be open and receptive to me. So I can ignore this teaching on destructive behavior and drink alcohol because I am a bodhisattva trying to help others." There can, of course, be circumstances in which this might be an appropriate way of thinking, but we need to be very careful not to use this as an excuse for drinking alcohol because we like drinking it. And we need to be very careful that this attitude doesn’t disguise a feeling that Buddha’s teaching about alcohol is stupid and we don’t agree with it.
In general, there are things that are naturally destructive that everyone needs to avoid, and things that Buddha said it is better for those aiming for certain goals to avoid. These are the two categories of things that Buddha advised us to avoid. Killing is something that is naturally destructive and everyone needs to avoid that. Drinking alcohol, it could be argued, could fall into one or the other category. But, regardless of how we classify it, if we want to overcome the influence of disturbing emotions such as anger, greed, attachment, naivety, being cloudy-minded, and so on, then we need to avoid alcohol because it makes us more susceptible to being under the control of these disturbing emotions. So it is our choice! It depends on what we want to do with our lives. If our main aim is to overcome these disturbing emotions, then we need to avoid alcohol. If we don’t care, then we do whatever we want. Also, if we want to be able to benefit others and have a clear mind, it is better not to be under the influence of alcohol.
So it is quite important to be honest with ourselves and examine our motivation for social drinking. Do I really understand why Buddha said what he said about alcohol? And is drinking with my friends really the best way to help them? Does that really make them more relaxed? Does it really make me more relaxed or are there other ways that can be more effective and that won’t have so many side-effects? That, I think, is quite important. If our motivation for drinking is to have a more relaxed atmosphere with our friends, there are other ways of doing that which do not have the drawbacks of alcohol. Also, if we have taken various vows, promising not to drink alcohol, for example, it is important not to break them. I know this is a controversial point, but I think it is important to consider it seriously.
If our commitment is to train ourselves in order to be able to help others, then it is important to do things on the physical level as well as the mental level. A lot of people feel they can make offerings in water bowls and imagine giving all sorts of things to others, but then they don’t do anything on the physical level such as giving things to other people and actually helping them. Some people like to just meditate and do everything mentally, and feel that they don’t have to do physical practices like prostration and mandala offerings. That unbalanced way of practicing is addressed by this point as well. In terms of prostrations or mandala offerings, try to see how they relate to daily life. It is not enough to just make a mandala offering; we also need to offer whatever we have to others – including our interest, time, and our energy. The same thing goes for prostrations: it’s poor practice to show respect to a Buddha statue but not to our parents or to other people. Things need to be applied to daily life.
The second of the three general points is (2) Don’t get into outrageous (behavior). "Outrageous" means doing something just absolutely ridiculous. For example, if there is a teaching with a high lama and a girl comes in a mini-skirt with her legs showing – this is outrageous, beyond the level of propriety. So don’t feel that if we are working on this Mahayana practice of training and cleansing our attitudes that we can do outrageous things like going out and chopping down the trees and polluting the environment. Or don’t feel that we are going to be impervious to harm because we can transform harmful situations into positive ones. Another type of outrageous behavior is to be a hypocrite in the practice. In other words, we are nice on the outside when we are with other people, but then at home if there is a fly or a mosquito in the room, we hunt it as if we are on a safari in Africa until we actually kill the thing. That is being outrageous.
The third general point is (3) Don’t fall to partiality. "Partiality" means to practice and train only with our friends and relatives and to ignore people that we have difficulty with. If we are going to change our attitudes, we need to work with difficult situations and with difficult people as well. An example of partiality that the Tibetans often use is that if somebody in a superior position, like our boss at work, scolds us, we can accept it gracefully, but if an inferior scolds us, we get all upset. We usually practice patience with our boss, because otherwise we might lose our jobs, but not with somebody in a low position.
Tibetans say that in many ways it is easier to practice with friends and relatives than with strangers, so they always say practice equally with strangers and with friends and relatives. With many people in the West it is the other way around. It is more difficult with relatives; they annoy us far more than a stranger or our friends would. In terms of not being partial, I think we need to apply it in both ways, not just the way that the Tibetans usually explain the levels of difficulty.
(4) Transform my intentions, but remain normal.
This means remain normal in our behavior. So for instance, although we have tried to develop compassion for everybody and so on, if we make a big show of our sympathy by crying in front of others, then that may seem pretentious. Obviously it is ridiculous if a suffering person has to comfort us rather than us comforting them! So the teaching is not to be self-indulgent with our strong emotions, or show them off to others when it would be inappropriate. It is best to keep them to ourselves when we are emotionally moved in the presence of others who would be adversely affected by witnessing them, like crying uncontrollably in front of our children or showing them how frightened we might be.
I think this needs to be further clarified in the Western context. When we are with others and they tell us a sad story, we need to make some sort of sign that we feel something and not just sit there with a blank expression on our faces. But in showing physical signs of sympathy, such as putting our arm around the person, it’s important to be very sensitive to what the other person would feel comfortable with. Some people may want a shoulder to cry on and embrace, while others might get defensive and not want anybody to feel sorry for them. So the important thing is consideration of the other person. This is why the teachings on tonglen, giving and taking, always say to do it privately, which means without the other person, or anybody else, knowing what we are doing.
This is actually a very important piece of advice. A lot of people get involved with Tibetan Buddhism and walk around with a rosary around their arms or necks like it is a piece of jewelry. If they are with someone who’s having difficulty, they sit in a corner and say "Om mani padme hum" with their rosaries and the other person thinks that they’ve gone crazy. They even get annoyed. So it is quite important to just remain normal. We can do the "Om mani peme hum" in our heads; we don’t need to say it out loud or with a rosary in our hand.
There is also the whole business of healing, which is always a very interesting topic. When people do healing practices and they make a whole dramatic show of laying on hands and this sort of thing, the Tibetans say that that invites interference. Because if it doesn’t work, which in many cases it doesn’t, then we make absolute fools out of ourselves. In Buddhism, the main healing practice is tonglen and we don’t tell people what we are doing. If it works, we don’t say, "I did that for you, please pay me or thank me or pat me on the head or love me," or whatever. If it doesn’t work, then we haven’t made fools out of ourselves.
So this is good advice which keeps us close to the practice. Remain normal so that nobody knows what we are doing. That is even in terms of doing the prayers before eating and those sorts of things: it is always better to do them silently in our heads. If we are with other Buddhists, that is one thing, but if we are with our families and we start with the "Om Ah Hum" and do these sorts of things out loud in front of them, again, it just creates bad feeling.
(5) Don’t speak of others’ deficient or deteriorated sides.
The example that the Tibetans use is, don’t call a blind person blind to their face. Or if someone is not very intelligent, don’t call them stupid. The person knows that they are not so intelligent, we don’t have to rub it in. This is quite interesting because it gets into the whole topic of sarcasm and humor. We can be very sarcastic toward people and think that it is quite funny, when in fact it really hurts their feelings. Some people even feel that being sarcastic with each other is a sign of friendship. Again, I think that one has to really investigate more deeply what the intention really is.
In the United States, people are very sarcastic; they make fun of each other. There are jokes about how big your nose is, how ugly your wife is, and so on. It’s like slapstick comedy as well: somebody falls down the stairs and everybody laughs. You get a pie thrown in your face and everybody laughs. And violent cartoons: a big rock falls on the cat and next the cat does something else and gets smashed with a hammer and this sort of thing. For children! What is the thinking behind that? That is really strange thinking.
Anyway, speaking of others’ deficient aspects is making fun of people, sarcasm and these sorts of things. Although we might think it is quite innocent and funny, it in fact does hurt other people’s feelings.
(6) Don’t think anything about others’ (faults).
This basically means to not look for faults in others or constantly criticize them. In terms of our relation with a spiritual teacher for example, we need to focus only on the teacher’s good qualities, because that is what can inspire us. We don’t deny the teacher’s negative qualities, but we don’t fixate on them because that will only lead to complaining and depression. In looking at the shortcomings of the teacher, the instructions are to make sure that they are not our own projections. For example, if our parents didn’t pay enough attention to us, then we may think the teacher doesn’t either, even though this is because he is busy and does a lot of traveling. Even if we clear out these projected faults and we find that there are still some real faults, the instruction is to focus on the positive qualities rather than the faults.
More generally, this approach is applicable to our relations with everybody. If we are trying to help others, focusing on their shortcomings to help them to overcome them is one thing, but in general we are annoyed by other peoples’ shortcomings. If we focus on the person’s good qualities, then even if they don’t spend as much time with us as we would like, we can still maintain a very positive attitude toward them. If our main practice is to try to develop this cherishing attitude toward others and to help them, it isn’t helpful to always complain about their shortcomings. Seeing people’s good qualities will motivate us to think positively about them.
The critical attitude is very interesting. Often, we are the most critical of the people that we are closest to. Some people, for example, expect their children or their parents to be perfect, and if they don’t live up to this ideal then they are very critical. Since nobody can be perfect, it is a far better policy to focus on their good qualities rather than pick on their shortcomings. This comes from having a realistic view of the other person.
(7) Cleanse myself first of whichever disturbing emotion is my greatest.
Whatever is our most difficult emotional problem, whether it is anger or attachment or jealousy, we try to overcome or at least weaken that one first. We want to be able to help others and our various disturbing emotions hinder us from doing that. It is very important to be honest with ourselves and really examine ourselves to find out what our biggest emotional problem is. Rather than being afraid to face it, as it says in the instructions for tonglen, we need to take on this problem first from ourselves. For that, we need to try to learn many methods that we can apply not just one method. Some days we may be able to practice a particular method successfully and other days we won’t, and so it is very important to have a variety of methods that we can use.
It is interesting that in this teaching, we are repeatedly told to turn to ourselves as the witness, that we know ourselves best. That means that we need to be very introspective. Many people, of course, aren’t. They need someone to tell them that they are acting in a selfish way, because they don’t realize it on their own. But getting that type of honest feedback from others is really quite difficult. It requires a very honest and trusting relationship. If we ask someone to help us to be a little bit more sensitive about what is going on with ourselves, we must do so with the intention of not getting angry or defensive with them, even if they tell us something we’d rather not hear. But even if we do turn to a really trusted friend to help us evaluate ourselves, nevertheless that person is not the main witness. Once they give us a clue, we really need to check: is what they say true or not?
(8) Rid myself of hopes for fruits.
This refers to wanting something in return for helping others. This of course is not easy, because so often we help others for very subtle disturbing reasons. It might not be so gross as "I am helping you because I want you to help me later," but often we want to be appreciated, we want to be loved, and we want to be thanked. Sometimes we help just because we want to feel needed and useful, especially when we are a parent with a grownup child. Sometimes the parent doesn’t feel needed or wanted anymore. So the motivation is mixed with some self-cherishing and, of course, when we have that type of motivation and the other person doesn’t appreciate us, or says "I don’t need your help," we get very upset.
I find that certain images are very helpful. There are different schools of Indian Buddhist philosophy and one of these schools is called the Prasangika school. A Prasangika is somebody who argues with a prasanga, which is a technical term in Buddhist logic meaning an absurd conclusion. Often it is helpful to take our attitude or behavior to its extreme absurd conclusion and see how we are acting. Images of animals are often helpful here.
For example, it is interesting to see how sometimes we act like a dog. We come home and our dog is waiting to be patted on the head. Is that the way that we are after we have done something for somebody? Do we just stand there like a dog waiting for the person to pat us on the head and say, "Thank you, that was really nice what you did for me"? Even if they do pat us on the head, what are we going to do, wag our tails? What does getting patted on the head accomplish? If we notice ourselves waiting to be appreciated and thanked, then bringing to mind that image of the dog waiting to be patted on the head can help us see that we are really being silly. If we are actually going to do things for others, it is very important to do them simply for the benefit of the other person.
This gets very delicate. Think, for example, of children: the parents do everything for the child – clothes, room, food shopping and so on – and then what happens? Often, the child doesn’t appreciate it at all and just takes advantage, especially during teenage years. As a parent what do we want? Do we want our child to always thank us every time we wash their clothes? That is pretty unrealistic. In many ways, if the child takes some sort of responsibility and acts in a mature and considerate way, then we feel that the child is appreciative. In doing things for others, although we are not doing that for a thank you, it is also important not to act in such a way that the other person becomes dependent on us or constantly takes advantage of us. This goes back to examining whether we are helping the person because we want to feel needed and useful or is it because we want to really benefit the person. If it makes them dependent on us, it is not beneficial.
(9) Give up poisoned food.
This refers to having our practice poisoned with self-cherishing. Even if we have a constructive thought or are involved in a constructive action, if we sense that it is mixed with self-cherishing, the advice is to drop it, correct our motivation, and then start fresh. If we want to do something for someone so that we will feel needed and appreciated, that poisons the positive action with self-cherishing because we are looking for an affirmation of ourselves out of it. It is best to step back and correct our motivation. Go back again to the notion of being very honest with ourselves.
So how do we know that we are basing our positive actions on a self-cherishing attitude? I think one of the signs of it is in the definition of a disturbing emotion or attitude. A disturbing emotion or attitude is one that, when it arises, causes us to be uncomfortable (hence "disturbing") and to lose our peace of mind. It may also cause other people who are with us to be uncomfortable too. It also causes us to lose control.
Being uncomfortable or upset inside can be very, very subtle. "Upset" may be too strong a word. As Shantideva said in his text, if the hand helps the foot, such as when we have a splinter in our foot and the hand removes it, we don’t expect the foot to thank the hand. The hand helps the foot because they are connected. Likewise, when helping others, say washing their dishes, there’s no need to make a big deal of it or complain. There are dirty dishes and they need to be washed. Then we can be perfectly calm inside. But if we wash them with resentment, with the thought , "You are so messy, why do I have to always wash your dishes. But I’m training to be a bodhisattva, so I’d better do it," this is a poisonous attitude.
Some of the other Lojong texts say not to have hopes or expectations that someone we have helped will do anything nice in return. This is playing games. There is a slight uneasiness inside, which we can sense when we really start to become sensitive to ourselves, that indicates that we are acting under the influence of self-cherishing or some other disturbing emotion. This may cause us to announce to the other person, "I washed your dishes." Why do we have to say that to them? And then we notice a little bit of nervousness in our gut just before we say it. It can be very subtle, but with practice we can notice the unconscious self-cherishing that is there. This what we need to train to be able to detect. It is not an easy practice, but it is really very essential to try to do.
When we talk about constructive behavior, there are two types: one that is mixed with confusion, namely self-cherishing, and one that is not mixed with confusion. Constructive behavior mixed with self-cherishing – the attitude of "I am doing this in order for you to like and appreciate me" – may be a cause for a better or fortunate rebirth, but it still perpetuates samsara. On the other hand, constructive action not mixed with confusion builds up positive force or potential to achieve liberation and enlightenment. We all have networks of positive potential from constructive behavior and we want to strengthen these networks. But how does positive potential ripen? It ripens as happiness. If that positive potential is mixed with confusion, then it leads to the suffering of change – happiness that doesn’t last or that leads to frustration. What we are really ultimately aiming for is strengthening our network of positive potential without confusion.
(10) Don’t rely (on my disturbing thoughts) as my excellent mainstay.
What this means is, don’t devote the major super-highway in our minds to our disturbing thoughts, but rather devote it to positive thoughts of cherishing others. As soon as anger or attachment or jealousy or self-cherishing arises, don’t play around with it. Try to eliminate it immediately. If we play around with it and think "Let’s take it easy on ourselves" or "It’s not so bad that I’m getting annoyed," that is giving the main highway in our minds to the disturbing emotion. It will just get stronger and stronger so we lose control and then it takes over. As the saying goes, don’t be kind to the disturbing emotions in our minds; be kind to other beings.
It is very helpful as a daily practice to go through the lists of practices given in points six and seven just as a reminder. Likewise, it is a very good daily practice to recite our bodhisattva and tantric vows, if we have taken these, so that we remember them. This helps us to be mindful of this advice which is very good guidance for life. And part of our daily practice could be not just reading the guidelines, but also contemplating one or two of them: am I really doing this, am I not doing this, and seeing the advantages of following it. Very helpful. But it is important not to do it too quickly. It is easy to go mechanically through a list like this without really paying attention to the meaning.
It is good to do this twice a day, in the morning and in the evening. In the morning, go through the list and set the strong intention to try to follow them during the day. Then at night review how successful we were at following the guidelines during the day. There is a story about Geshe Ben Kungyal, who kept a pile of white rocks and a pile of black ones. He would put a white rock in a separate pile for each time that he actually followed the advice and a black one for when he didn’t. All day long, he had a very clear picture of how he was doing.
The point, of course, is not to feel proud if we’ve done well or guilty if we have not, but to rejoice if we’ve been doing well. Don’t go overboard with this kind of self-evaluation, but if we’ve been acting more negatively, it’s appropriate to feel regret about it and resolve to improve. Progress is nonlinear; some days are going to be better than others. That doesn’t mean that we remain indifferent. It is important to try as best as possible to act in a positive, less selfish way each day. Just don’t go overboard in terms of expectation and depression, because obviously some days are going to be better than others.
(11) Don’t fly off into bad play.
"Bad play" is retaliating when others call us bad names or strike us or do anything unpleasant to us. If somebody abuses us and says nasty words, don’t search for worse things to say back, but just let it pass. There are many ways of doing that. Certainly we don’t want to just stay angry inside and repress it. Realize that if somebody says something nasty to us, it is just sounds, just vibrations of air, and our hearing of these words is just another experience of mind. The arising of the sound and the hearing of it is no big deal. It is only when we overlay on top of that a dualistic notion of you, a horrible person, who just said that to me, that we get upset and feel the need to retaliate. Likewise, if somebody starts a fight with us, if we get into a fight back with them, in many ways that damages all the things that we are trying to do for others. If we fight back because we’ve been insulted, then we are only thinking of ourselves.
In those sorts of situations, the bodhisattva vows are quite clear. The motivation for not getting back at someone who insulted us is to avoid causing them harm and to try to help them instead. In those sorts of situations, we certainly try to use peaceful means as much as possible. But if peaceful means don’t work, even after we give them a good chance, then if we have the ability to stop violence in a more forceful way, then not to do that is also a violation of bodhisattva vows. One has to be realistic.
His Holiness the Dalai Lama is often asked about using violence in Tibet and he says that in that particular situation, although it seems that peaceful means are not working, nevertheless using violence and terrorism would get us absolutely nowhere. If we kill a hundred Chinese soldiers, they will send two hundred more. There are 1.2 billion Chinese; what little violence the Tibetans could do to them would accomplish absolutely nothing. So even in terms of wanting to prevent violence from harming others, one has to be intelligent and not just retaliate because we don’t want to look weak or bad.
(12) Don’t lie in ambush.
Ambush means we want to get even, so we wait until the other person is vulnerable and then we hurt them in some way. This means that when somebody hurts us, we do nothing if we are not in a strong position now, but we hold a grudge inside and wait until they are vulnerable to take revenge. This point is about not retaliating. His Holiness says it very nicely: if we don’t strike back then we might be afraid that other people will consider this a sign of weakness, but actually it is a sign of great strength. It is weak to give in to anger and just act like a small child or animal that instantly fights back. If we have patience and use compassion and intelligence, that is a sign of great strength.
(13) Don’t put (someone) down about a sensitive point.
This means to point out somebody’s faults or weaknesses in a crowd to purposely embarrass them. There are many ways to teach people in an effective manner without actually embarrassing them in front of anyone. I remember once I was having some problems in India and I was at that time in Bodh Gaya to translate the commentary on Shantideva’s Bodhisattvacharya-avatara by His Holiness the Dalai Lama. I hadn’t seen my teacher Serkong Rinpoche in a couple of months – he had been in Nepal. I of course went to see him and he opened up Shantideva’s text and pointed to three words in the text and asked me if I knew what they meant. They were quite difficult words, actually. I didn’t have the correct understanding of their meaning and he explained them to me. In fact, the disturbing attitudes that these three words refer to were exactly the difficulty I was having at that time. So this indirect manner can often be a much more effective way to make a point. Also some of the commentaries say it means don’t use extra-physical powers, if we have them, to disturb other people with black magic spells and things like that – which for most of us is not so relevant!
(14) Don’t shift the load of a dzo to an ox.
There is a Tibetan animal called a dzo, which is the male mixed offspring of a yak and a cow. It is a very large and strong animal, much stronger than an ox. So this is saying don’t give work that is fitting for a much stronger person to a weaker person who is not as capable of it.
This has several meanings. One is that we need to accept the blame for our mistakes, instead of trying to blame others. Another is not to leave our dirty work for other people to do, like the dishes or cleaning. Or if there is a choice of seats, don’t give the worst seats to others and take the best one for ourselves. In other words, we are the dzo from all this training that we are doing. That is "shifting the load of the dzo to the ox."
(15) Don’t make a race.
This refers to running a race to get the best seat in the theater or running a race to get the best portion of food for ourselves. We want to get the best for ourselves and we don’t want others to get it. It is much better to let others go first and have ourselves get the last or the worst portion, but without doing it pretentiously, like saying "Oh, you take the good piece, I’ll take the bad piece, I don’t mind!" Certainly not like that. But in a natural way, much as a parent would let the child have the best portion of the food and not mind at all taking the part that is burned or whatever.
The traditional Tibetan story told here is quite nice. It was about Geshe Ben Kungyal, the one with the black and white rocks. Once he went with a group of other monks and practitioners to a meal that a patron was giving. The patron was dishing out the food, which in this case was yogurt, and Geshe Ben was sitting in the back. As he watched the patron dishing out the yogurt, one of his favorite foods, to everybody, he was getting more and more worried and upset: "He is giving out too large portions and there won’t be enough left for me." But then he realized what his attitude was and when the patron came to him, he turned his bowl upside down and said, "I’ve already had my portion." This is often pointed out as an example of this close bonding practice here. Instead of worrying that "there is not going to be enough left for me," we need to be much more worried that there is not going to be enough left for others.
(16) Don’t reverse the amulet.
An amulet is for chasing away harmful spirits, which is a metaphor for training our minds to cleanse our attitudes so that we can cherish others. But if we do the practice just for our own self-importance, then it is holding the amulet backwards.
There are a number of examples to help us understand this topic. For instance, if we accept a temporary loss because we know that this will impress other people and eventually we will get some gain, this is using the teachings backwards. Acting in a humble way and always being very considerate of someone we want to impress, because we want them to help us in the future, is also using the training in a reversed way – all this does is strengthen our self-cherishing. Another example would be doing these types of practices of helping and thinking of others simply because we want people to like us. Again, that is using the teachings in a reversed way because we are doing it basically for our own self-interest.
(17) Don’t make a god fall to a demon.
This would be, again, to mix our practices with self-cherishing: doing Dharma practices to allow us to feel self-righteous and arrogant, with a "holier-than-thou" attitude. Doing a meditation retreat and putting a sign outside that says, "Don’t disturb, great meditator inside," so that everybody will think that we are holy is a good example of this.
The Tibetans use the example of doing the three-year retreat so that at the end people will consider us a lama and we will get disciples, fame and offerings. It is always important to be humble. As one practitioner said, "When I read in the texts about the various faults and shortcomings, I recognize them in myself, and when I read about good qualities, I recognize them in others." That is certainly in keeping with the practice of cleansing our attitudes.
(18) Don’t seek suffering (for others) as an adjunct for (my) happiness.
Examples of this include hoping that our competitors in business will fail so that we will get ahead, or that the people in our office will retire so that we will get a promotion, or that our rich relatives will die quickly so that we will inherit their money and property. Rather than wishing for others to have misfortune so that we can take advantage of it, the advice is, of course, always to rejoice and wish other people to live long and enjoy their money and to enjoy their positions.
This finishes the eighteen close bonding practices of point six.
Part Three: Point Seven
Point Seven: Points to Train In for Cleansing Our Attitudes
Point seven, the last point, consists of twenty-two points to train in for cleansing our attitudes. Let’s go through them. I’ll try not to just go through the list mechanically, because actually these are very helpful.
(1) Do all yogas with one.
This means whatever we are doing, do it in order to be able to help others. One example often used is the aspiration, "When I eat, may I nourish all of the microorganisms in my body." This is often used in India, where the people frequently have worms. Even if we can’t sustain this type of motivation throughout the meal, we start off like that. This is why the dedication verse that Nagarjuna wrote is always very helpful: "I take this food not out of attachment and greed, but as a medicine to help others."
(2) Do all the quashing of what’s distorted with one.
This can also be explained in several ways. One is that to get rid of all the disturbing emotions and attitudes that we have, we can use one practice, tonglen – taking on the disturbing emotions and sufferings of others. It doesn’t mean that when we take on all of the anger or confusion of others, that we get more angry and confused ourselves. Rather, as in all of the tonglen teachings, we do not hold what we take from others solidly inside ourselves, but we use our ability to overcome these things – to actually overcome them.
Another helpful way of looking at this is that when our disturbing emotions and attitudes arise, this is a good sign, because to get rid of hidden disturbing feelings they need to come to the surface first. So we want all of our repressed anger and the hidden things inside of us to the surface so that we can get rid of them. It is also like in the practice of zhinay; when we first try to quiet down, we notice more and more mental wandering. It is not that there is more discursiveness actually present in our minds, it is just that we never noticed it before. Likewise, when we are practicing to cleanse and train our attitudes and we quiet down and start to really observe our minds, we discover a lot of anger and attachment that we never really noticed before. It is the same thing: it is just that we weren’t paying very close attention. This is a very good sign.
(3) At the beginning and the end, have the two actions.
The two actions are the intention to help others in the beginning and then at the end to dedicate the positive force. This again can be illustrated with Geshe Ben Kungyal and his white and black stones. The minute we wake up in the morning or before we do something difficult, we need to set the strong intention to always cherish others and not be selfish. Then at the end of the day we check on how we did, then dedicate the positive potential from our constructive actions, and regret and try to purify ourselves of the negative ones.
(4) Whichever of the two occurs, act patiently.
This is referring to whether happiness or unhappiness and suffering occur, fortunate or unfortunate circumstances occur, act patiently and be consistent in wishing to give happiness to others and take on their problems. So if things are going well, it is important not to become so proud or arrogant and self-satisfied that we don’t do anything to help others. Or if we are experiencing hard times, it is important not to get depressed and feel we can’t do anything. If we have wealth, we can use it to actually help others in a material way. And if we don’t have anything, we can at least use our imaginations so that in both circumstances, we can practice tonglen, giving and taking.
(5) Safeguard the two at the cost of my life.
This refers to the general commitments that we take on, specifically the close bonding practices and trainings from cleansing our attitudes. We need to safeguard this very strongly – it says even at the cost of our lives. It is very important to always check out the various Buddhist vows to make sure that we actually can keep them before we take them. A lot of people jump into advanced practices and take initiations without getting a clear idea of what the commitments are, and honestly checking themselves to see if they can keep them. They just want to do it because everybody else is, and they want to be an "advanced" practitioner.
Before we ask the masters for advanced practices, we need to ask ourselves about our own morality. Can we actually keep self-discipline? Are we actually able to keep commitments? If not, then we definitely should not ask for advanced practices. For example, many people do the Chenrezig puja once a week and they find this a real pain and are not enthusiastic at all about continuing to do it. But if there is a high lama coming with a big initiation, they are anxious to take it, even if the commitment is to do a big long sadhana practice every day for the rest of our lives. If we find doing something once a week burdensome, how can we possibly do it every day?
(6) Train in the three difficult things.
When disturbing emotions and selfish thoughts arise, the first thing that is difficult is to be mindful of the opponents, that is, to recognize the disturbing emotions and remember what the opponent forces are to get rid of them. The second difficult thing is to actually apply the opponents. The third difficult thing is to maintain mindfulness of these opponents so that the disturbing emotions don’t continue to arise; in other words, we need to break the continuity of the disturbing emotions and attitudes. Examples of disturbing emotions are anger and greed; whereas selfishness is a disturbing attitude.
(7) Take the three major causes.
The three major causes are those for being able to practice this training of our attitudes. The first cause is meeting a spiritual teacher who can give us the teachings and inspire us to follow them; the second cause is to actually practice the teachings; the third cause is to have the favorable circumstances for practicing them. Favorable circumstances are basically being satisfied with modest food, modest housing and so on and not just being preoccupied with how can I get more for me. If we are earning a sufficient amount of money, for example, we need to be satisfied with that so that we can use our energies to help others rather than just thinking that we need more and more. To think the latter is just basically thinking in terms of me.
(8) Meditate on the three undeclining things.
The first undeclining thing is conviction in our teacher’s good qualities and appreciation of his or her kindness. That is usually translated as "undeclining faith in the guru," but that really gives the incorrect connotation. What it means is to see the actual good qualities of our teachers and to be firmly convinced of this fact, and then to appreciate the kindness of the teacher. If we have that, then we transfer it to everybody else. We can recognize the good qualities of other people that they actually possess and have firm conviction in that, so that we have respect for them. Also we can appreciate the kindness of others, even if they don’t do anything directly to help us. They help us just in the fact of being available for us to help them.
One thing that hinders us from being able to develop bodhichitta is that often we look down on others. We see only their bad qualities and feel that we are better than they are. For example, if a great scholar or great professor is very learned but also is arrogant, then this person’s knowledge doesn’t benefit anybody – not even themselves, let alone others. Everybody is turned off by the scholar’s pride and arrogance, and they won’t even listen to the person. When with pride we reject other people’s thoughts and opinions, we are not open to learning from anybody else. We impose our ideas on others even if we are wrong, and we reject everyone’s advice. But if we are humble and listen to others, then we can learn even from people with very little learning, like children. If we look at the good qualities of another person, even a child, if the child says something that makes a lot of sense, then we appreciate this. Looking at good qualities and appreciating kindness opens us up to learning from everyone. The opposite of this is ignoring or rejecting other people’s words and just wanting to protect and defend our own positions.
Then the second undeclining thing is the willingness to practice, so it is important not to feel that the training in cherishing others is being forced on us, in other words, "I should do this to be good, if I don’t do it I am bad!" When people are forced to do something, they rebel and act in the opposite way. But if we reflect on the advantages of cherishing others and the disadvantages of selfishness, then naturally we will have great enthusiasm for the practice and be willing to do it quite happily.
The third undeclining thing is to have our commitments and the practices that bond us closely to this type of training undeclining – stable and steady.
(9) Possess the three inseparables,
This is to have our body, speech and mind be conscientious and devoted to practice, namely the practice of helping and thinking of others. The example that is used for the body is to not sit fidgeting all the time, but to be mindful and collected. Don’t allow our speech to just babble on all day long about nonsense, but have it directed toward helping others. And the mind needs to be filled with thoughts of helping others rather than with all sorts of crazy silly thoughts. No matter what activity we are engaged in, whether of body or speech or mind, it is important for there to be some connection with something positive and constructive.
As you know, Tibetans love examples from the animal world and so they say when we go to sleep, we must try not to just go to sleep like an ox, which just drops down on the ground and then that is it. Instead, before going to sleep, do three prostrations with the reaffirmation of going in the safe direction of the Buddha, Dharma and Sangha and reaffirmation of our bodhichitta aim. If we hold the aspiration, "May I sleep to be refreshed in order to continue in this direction," then even going to sleep at night can be an extraordinary act. Even if we are in the habit of doing three prostrations at night before going to sleep and again as soon as we get out of bed – which is very strongly recommended as a daily practice – it is important to do it with an appropriate attitude and to not just do it mechanically.
(10) Act purely, without partiality to objects.
This is similar to what was said earlier concerning the third close bonding practice in point six, which is to train with everybody and not just with one group of friends or relatives. This not only applies to people, but also to animals. Some people can be very nice to cats and dogs and they have such a wonderful loving attitude, but then they don’t carry that attitude over to insects. That again is being partial; we are only nice to the animals that we like and dismissive or actively hostile to the ones that we don’t like. That is being partial.
This is of course very advanced and difficult, but when we think in terms of bringing all beings to enlightenment, it is very important to realize that beings do not have an inherent, permanent identity in terms of the particular rebirth state they are in right now. Nobody is inherently a human being, a cockroach, a woman or a man. We all have mental continuums, mind-streams, with no beginning and we all have taken innumerable different rebirth states depending on our karma. So although we need to relate to others on the conventional level in terms of what they are now – a human, a dog, a cockroach – nevertheless, on the deeper level, we see that they all have Buddha-nature. This being could have been our mother in the last lifetime and could be anything in the next life as well. In this way, we start to extend this practice to all beings.
When we think in terms of wishing to help others and cherishing them, it is really quite important to also couple that with always thinking about beginningless mind, Buddha-nature and so on. These things go together. That is why this practice of cherishing others and overcoming selfishness starts with the process of building up bodhichitta, equanimity, seeing everybody as our mother. This brings us back to the basis of beginningless mind and everybody being equal from that perspective.
(11) Cherish (applying) wide and deep training toward everything.
This is an important piece of advice for cleansing our attitudes. Training or cleansing our attitudes extensively means toward everything, not only toward beings, but also toward inanimate objects. That means don’t just avoid getting angry at people, but also at the car when it doesn’t start and the bus if it is late. Avoid getting attached not only to people, but also to ice cream and money. Cleansing our attitudes deeply means from the depth of our heart, not just superficially.
(12) Always meditate toward those set aside (as close).
This means to try to apply all of these practices in our homes toward our parents and the people we live with. That is very important. Often people do meditation practice and generate feelings of love for all beings, but then can’t get along with their parents! This is where we need to put the most effort: toward those with whom we have a close connection. Also, we need to practice with people for whom we feel immediate attraction or dislike at first sight because we have some strong karmic connection.
(13) Don’t be dependent on other conditions.
We need to work on our attitudes no matter what happens. If we wait until we get perfect conditions to practice, we may wait forever. One great Tibetan master said that people show a spiritual face when everything is going well, but they show their true faces in bad circumstances. Everything is nice and easy when things go smoothly, but when things go poorly, rather than turning to our practices, we get all depressed and go out and get drunk. This not a good way to practice! Regardless of how things are going, we need to be steady.
As Nagarjuna said, we can’t be taken out of samsara like a fish being taken out of water by a fisherman, so likewise the great lamas can’t pull us out of our difficult situations like fish out of water. They can only help and inspire us. Lamas can’t perform some sort of magic and all of a sudden we are free of our selfishness; the responsibility lies with us. We have to stand on our own two feet and put the effort into changing our attitudes ourselves. If we do nothing to change our attitudes and just expect that the guru is going to do everything for us, nothing much will happen.
(14) Practice primarily now.
This means, as one lama said, don’t become a professional tourist of samsara and think we have time to go around and experience everything. Don’t put things off, but try to work on our attitudesnow and resolve to put all of our efforts into cleansing and training our attitudes, developing bodhichitta, and attaining enlightenment.
Often they say that it is quite helpful to consider ourselves on just a temporary leave of absence from the lower realms – we just have a temporary respite from being a cockroach or a dog and we need to use it. It is interesting to think about that. That means to have our primary interest be the Dharma and working to overcome our selfishness rather than being involved with worldly aims that increase our selfishness. And an important aim needs to be for future lives, which means to make sure that we are going to be able to continue in this direction in all future lives and not just in very limited ways in this life.
That is an interesting point because often we don’t think of future lives; most of us don’t even believe in future lives. If we are practicing in this life and find that we are not really making very good progress, we get very discouraged. When we get drawn to tantra and are told that we can achieve enlightenment in this lifetime, we like that because we don’t want to think in terms of future lives. But the mass majority of people involved with tantra are not going to attain enlightenment in this lifetime; that is very rare. So although we strive to gain enlightenment in this lifetime, we need to avoid thinking that if we don’t get it in this lifetime then our chance is lost forever. It is important to think, "Well, I am going to try as hard as I can to attain enlightenment in this lifetime," but if it doesn’t happen, which probably it won’t, then think in terms of continuing long-term, lifetime after lifetime. It is not just all or nothing: if we don’t get enlightened in this lifetime, that is it. Even if we don’t have a firm belief in future lives, try to get a correct understanding of what Buddhism means by "future lives." It is certainly not a simplistic idea at all. And try to at least be open to the idea of future lives so that we can start to approach this notion in a more realistic manner. We also try to have our primary interest be on others rather than on ourselves.
(15) Don’t have reversed understandings.
This is a list of the six different types of reversed understandings that we need to avoid. The first is reversed compassion, where instead of having compassion for well-dressed people who are acting destructively, we have compassion for poorly-dressed practitioners who are really doing constructive things: "Oh, these poor meditators who live in caves, they have nothing to eat." Of course it is very helpful to try to give them something to eat. But the people who really have problems are the wealthy businessmen who go around cheating everybody. They are the ones who are acting in a way that will bring them more and more suffering; the meditator is doing things that will bring him more happiness, and ultimately liberation. There’s a story about three wealthy sisters who saw Milarepa and said, "Oh, we feel so sorry for you!" and Milarepa said, "No, actually I am the one who feels sorry for you; you are the real objects of compassion, not me."
Reversed patience and tolerance is having patience and tolerance for our disturbing attitudes and selfishness instead of for others who get angry with us. Many people have no patience to sit for a Dharma lecture or to do meditation practice, but they have great patience to stand in a freezing cold river for hours fishing. Or they have patience for standing in line for hours and hours to get into a rock concert. This is reversed patience.
Reversed intention would be, for instance, where our main intention is for worldly gain – money, pleasures and so on – instead of being to gain inner happiness.
Reversed taste is wanting a taste of exotic drugs, exotic sex, exotic places on the planet instead of wanting to get a taste of spiritual experience from listening to the teachings and thinking about them and meditating.
Reversed interest is instead of encouraging others to take interest in spiritual practices, we encourage them to be interested in make more money in business, and so on.
Finally, with reversed rejoicing, rather than rejoicing in our own and others’ positive actions, we rejoice if our enemy or someone we don’t like gets into trouble or has difficulties.
(16) Don’t be intermittent.
"Intermittent" means to practice one day and not the next. Rather we need to be consistent. Very importantly, this means if we aren’t strong in one practice, don’t go on to another one, but be steady like a large river.
(17) Train resolutely.
If we are going to work on overcoming our selfishness, just do it straightforwardly. My mother used to say, "Do it straight up and down; don’t do it sideways." Just do it. It is also quite important not to be in the state of mind of half wanting to practice and half not wanting to practice. We need to go straight to the heart of the matter of changing our attitudes, and not just fool around.
(18) Free myself through both investigation and scrutiny.
That means to really investigate carefully, both on the rough level and the minute level, to see if we have really changed our attitudes. So check and see, are we just repressing selfishness or have we really rooted it out? Another meaning of this training is to investigate the teachings in a nonsuperficial way. If we look in both a general and in a careful way, we will have a clear idea of what needs to be done. Then, do it without hesitation.
(19) Don’t meditate with a sense of loss.
If in our practice we have mentally given everything away, but in real life, when people come to receive it, we hold back, this is practicing with a sense of loss. When we give things away, we need to feel that what we are giving people has actually become theirs and is no longer ours. When I was living in India, I had a flower garden and, in meditation, I would make flower offerings to everybody. But when the local children would come and pick the flowers and take them back to their own houses, I noticed that I would get very uptight. This is what a "sense of loss" refers to.
Also included in this training are things like not reminding others of favors that we have done for them, or talking about how much we have sacrificed to help them. That is meditation with a sense of loss. Also, very importantly, don’t boast about our own practice, such as telling people that we did 100,000 prostrations. We build up positive force and potential from actually doing the prostrations, but we certainly don’t build up any further positive potential from telling people we did them. If we go and do some long retreat and then after we come out from retreat, if we look down on our old friends as "poor pitiable creatures of samsara," that is really improper. Just practice sincerely without feeling sorry for ourselves or getting puffed up.
(20) Don’t restrict myself with hypersensitivity.
This means that we need to try not to get angry at the slightest provocation. We need to be able to take abuse, even in public. Shantideva gave a good piece of advice: even if someone is yelling at us, just remain quiet, like a log. He said that eventually the other person will run out of nasty things to say to us or will get bored and stop. But this has to be with a pure motivation, not thinking about how we are going to get revenge later.
(21) Don’t act for merely a short while.
This means don’t be fickle, always changing – the slightest praise makes us happy, but somebody looking at us with a frown makes us depressed. If we act like this, others will regard us as unstable and unbalanced, and it will hinder our abilities to help them. Shantideva gives the best advice for all of this: be easygoing with people, and don’t spend the whole day in gossip and idle chatter, but don’t be completely silent either. If we don’t talk with other members of the family or the people that we live with and just ignore them, that can be far more disturbing than playing loud music. It is important to be flexible and in this way we’ll be able to practice for our entire lives and not just for a short time.
(22) Don’t wish for (any) thanks.
This refers to what was mentioned before in terms of not expecting a thank you or any appreciation or recognition for helping others. Also, we need to try to avoid the eight transitory things in life, sometimes called the eight worldly Dharmas or eight childish feelings. The eight consist of four pairs of opposites: wanting pleasure and not wanting pain, wanting praise and not wanting criticism, wanting fame and not wanting disgrace, and wanting gain and not wanting loss.
[See: Dispelling Discomfort at the Eight Transitory Things in Life.]
That concludes the seventh point.
Concluding Verses
Geshe Chekawa, the author of the text, finishes it with the following lines,
(Like this,) transform into a path to enlightenment
This (time when) the five deteriorations are rampant.
The first of the five deteriorations is the life span is getting shorter and shorter. This can be explained in several ways, but one thing it could be referring to is that many people are dying at a younger age, of heroin overdoses and accidents and AIDS and so on. We can see that the children now don’t have much of a childhood. By the time that they are thirteen most of them have already experimented with drugs and sex, and done all sorts of things that previous generations didn’t do until they were much older. In that sense, the life span is getting shorter, there is not very much of a childhood left.
Then there is the deterioration of disturbing attitudes. Even those who become monks and nuns still have very strong anger, desire, attachment and naivety. Deteriorated outlook refers to householders have no respect for monks and nuns. It is very true that people don’t have much respect for anything anymore. Even people in the highest political and spiritual positions are involved in all sorts of scandals.
Deteriorated beings means that we are less capable of taking care of ourselves than in the past. We can see that we are so dependent on electricity, machines and computers that if there is the slightest little failure we can’t cope. Fifty years ago, we did perfectly well without computers, now everybody is freaked out that with the year 2000 bug, civilization will just collapse because our computers won’t work.
Fifthly, there is the deterioration of the times, meaning that there are more and more natural disasters. We can see that with the Greenhouse Effect, and with all the huge hurricanes and natural disasters that are occurring. So this is a time when we really need this type of practice to transform difficult situations into ones conducive for enlightenment.
The text continues,
This essence of nectar of quintessence teachings
Is in lineage from Serlingpa.
Quintessence teachings refer to these teachings on bodhichitta and so on. It is a nectar in the sense that it gives immortality, in the sense that it leads to Buddhahood. This is in the lineage from Serlingpa, a teacher of Atisha from Sumatra from whom he got these teachings and brought them to Tibet.
Then the author concludes,
From the awakening of karmic remainders
From having previously trained,
My admiration (for this practice) abounded.
And due to that cause,
Ignoring suffering and insult,
I requested the guideline instructions
To tame my self-grasping.
Now even if I die, I have no regrets.
If we have really trained ourselves and cleansed our attitudes of selfishness and self-preoccupation, then we can die happily, because we have built up causes to be able to continue in future lives to help others. On an immediate level, we will be able to die in a relaxed state of mind, or at least with no regrets. In this way, in whatever situation we might be, it is quite important to try to overcome self-cherishing and develop bodhichitta. If we have a realistic attitude and know what the difficulties are on the path, then we will be careful to deal with them in the various ways that are described here. This way we’ll be able to make steady progress over the long term.
That is the teaching on Seven Points for Attitude-Training which I received many times from my various teachers: from His Holiness the Dalai Lama, from his teacher Serkong Rinpoche and from Geshe Ngawang Dhargyey. So I am very happy to have had this opportunity to explain this to you.
Questions
What questions do you have?
Participant: How do these practices fit with tantra?
Alex: It is very important not to practice tantra without the proper motivation. Atisha, who is the one who brought these teachings to Tibet, spoke about this. He said that if we practice various yidams without bodhichitta, the wish to really benefit others fully, and without an understanding of voidness or reality so that we are very attached to it, then this is a cause for being born as a ghost in the form of the yidam.
I always thought that that was a little bit odd and didn’t quite understand it. Then I visited Malaysia, Singapore and Indonesia, areas where Atisha studied and got these teachings from. These are places where tantra did flourish many centuries ago, but many people didn’t practice it in the purest way. Today, one of the prominent practices among the Buddhists there is channeling. There are whole groups that get together and go into trance where they will channel Laughing Buddha or Maitreya Buddha, and the spirit, which is obviously a ghost in the form of a yidam, comes through them and speaks. This is one of the major Buddhist activities in this part of the world! So Atisha’s advice makes sense of this very widespread phenomenon in Southeast Asia. Especially since these spirits are very involved in trying to help people – people go to these channelers much like people in the West might go to a psychotherapist, for advice and so on. So these ancient tantric practitioners didn’t have the proper motivation, although they did have some motivation to help others. It is very interesting. So not being attached to the yidam means not doing it as an ego trip, but having proper motivation and understanding of reality.
Participant: What if we are afraid to practice some of these teachings?
Alex: First of all, these teachings are very advanced, they are not for beginners. One thing that this means is that before undertaking them, it is necessary to have a healthy ego, in order to overcome low self-esteem. If we look at the order of Gampopa’s Jewel Ornament of Liberation, he starts with Buddha-nature. In other words, gaining conviction that we really have all of the qualities and features that will allow us to achieve Buddhahood is the starting point. This helps us to overcome low self-esteem. Without that, going on to the more advanced practices is quite inadvisable.
We need to differentiate between a healthy ego and an inflated ego. In Buddhism, we try to get rid of the inflated ego, not the healthy ego. It is on the basis of the healthy ego that we take interest in our lives and our practice and we actually get up in the morning and go to work and meditate. Without a healthy ego, we wouldn’t be able to function in the world. Without that healthy ego we couldn’t practice the Dharma because we wouldn’t have any sense that we could practice and get any effect from it. But the inflated ego is a distortion of this, where we project on to the healthy ego the feeling that, "I am the most important one in the world; I always have to have my way." That is what we have to get rid of.
Buddhism is always the middle path; the most famous logo of Buddhism is the middle path. So the middle path in terms of ego is a healthy ego – not inflated to "I am the center of the universe," but not deflated, either, into "I can’t even take care of myself or do anything," where we just feel despondent and hopeless. That is just as dangerous and extreme as an inflated ego. We always speak of avoiding the two extremes of making everything into solid eternal things or totally denying and going to the viewpoint of nihilism.
Participant: How do we know whether or not we have a healthy ego?
Alex: If we don’t have a healthy ego, immediately jumping into practices is very dangerous. That can bring real psychological damage. So we need to investigate ourselves a bit first, by asking if we really care about ourselves. Not in a selfish way, but do we really care about what we experience, what we feel and so on or do we have such low self-esteem that we just don’t care? If we don’t care, then we feel that if we act destructively, it doesn’t matter. The attitude of "nothing matters" is different from an attitude of equanimity. We start to have a healthy ego when we take some responsibility for our lives, when we take ourselves seriously, take our feelings and actions seriously.
I don’t think we have to completely overcome low self-esteem in order to be able to start to practice the Dharma. To overcome it completely is a very long and difficult process. But at least we need to be able to recognize this disturbing attitude as a source of suffering. See it as suffering, a problem; try to understand its cause and have in mind trying to overcome it. And we must develop the conviction that it can be overcome. We get involved with a Buddhist practice to overcome it.
Sonam-tsemo, one of the five founders of the Sakya tradition, wrote a very important text calledEntering the Gateway of the Dharma. He was a contemporary of Gampopa and taught that, in order to really get involved with the Dharma, we need to have three things. The first is to recognize suffering and the problems in our lives; the second is to have some determination to be free; and the third is to have some basic knowledge of the Dharma. We need to know what are the basic methods and teachings that can help us to remove these things that we don’t want. With that as the basis, then we can actually get involved with the Dharma because we recognize our problems and we have the motivation to get rid of them. And we have some idea of what are the methods to use for getting rid of them, so we know what we are getting ourselves into. Otherwise, why are we getting into it?
In order to be able to recognize suffering in our lives and have the wish to be free of it, we need a healthy ego. If we don’t have that, we don’t care and we don’t look for ways to improve. So I think if we have the three prerequisites mentioned in this early Sakya text, it indicates that we do have a sufficiently healthy ego to get involved with the teachings.
We try to somehow improve our situations. This differentiation is very important because we read in the texts, "Practice without hope and expectation." That refers to avoiding the extreme of practicing Dharma with an inflated ego, for "me, me, me." But that doesn’t mean going to the other extreme and not having a healthy ego at all, otherwise we’d never do anything. We need to feel, "I am not going to get upset by things going up and down as I practice, but I still care enough that I continue to do my practice because I am aiming for enlightenment." Without a healthy ego we can’t possibly aim for any goal, liberation or enlightenment. The point is not to aim at these goals with an inflated ego, it doesn’t mean not to aim at goals, otherwise we’re not going to accomplish anything.
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