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This weekend we’re going to study a text, written by the great Indian master Atisha, called A Bodhisattva’s Garland of Gems. Atisha lived in the tenth century in India and he was a great master at the Vikramashila Monastery. And he was very, very concerned about the bodhichitta teachings.
Actually, there were three lineages of the Mahayana sutra teachings which came down from Buddha: one were the widespread teachings concerning bodhichitta, the other was the profound teachings concerning voidness, but there was a practice lineage of bodhichitta, and this was what to study with the great master Dharmarakshita. Dharmarakshita was the author of the first great lojong text, this attitude-training or mind-training text called The Wheel of Sharp Weapons.
And Atisha studied this and various other texts in that general genre of the attitude-training, or lojong. And then he was invited to Tibet, where there had been a decline of the Dharma in Tibet, and he wanted to revive it – there was a lot of misunderstanding and he was invited to Tibet. He made a very difficult journey to Tibet, and there he began the new transmission of the Dharma, bringing these type of teachings to Tibet as well. He is also noted as the author of the first lam-rim, the graded stages of the path.
And tracing from Atisha you get the Kadam tradition – people who follow it are called the Kadampas. And Gampopa, in the Kagyu tradition, combined the lineages from the Kadam tradition with the mahamudra teachings and you get this very strongly in the Kagyu tradition. And then this Kadam tradition had various aspects of it split – there were three lineages. Tsongkhapa brought them back together again and started the Gelug tradition, which continues this Kadam tradition, which combines sutra and tantra.
Atisha was also a tantra master as well, although he kept his practices extremely hidden and private. Also, I should say, these lojong teachings, attitude-training, was adopted by all the traditions, Sakya and Nyingma as well, so he had a very central role in the development of Tibetan Buddhism. We can see this combination of sutra and tantra – although the tantra is kept very “underground,” in a sense – in the verses of homage with which Atisha begins the text. He starts:
I make prostration to great compassion.
I make prostration to the sublime teachers.
I make prostration to the Buddha-figures,
Those in whom to have belief.
Compassion is the wish for others to be free from suffering and the causes for suffering, and great compassion is great in the sense that it’s aimed at not just, “may they be free from the suffering of pain and the suffering of change” – the ordinary, worldly type of happiness that doesn’t last, and you never know what’s going to come next – but also it’s the wish for others to be free from the all-pervasive type of suffering, which is that the aggregate factors of our experience – in other words, our aggregates, what we experience all the time – comes from confusion, is mixed with confusion, and perpetuates more confusion and more suffering.
So it’s the compassion that wishes for others to be free from all of this, in other words, to gain liberation – and even further – to reach enlightenment. And it’s also great in the sense that it extends to absolutely every limited being equally. So that’s great compassion – really an extraordinary state of mind to have directed at absolutely everybody, and on such a far-reaching and deep level.
Then prostration to the sublime teachers, or the gurus – these are the ones who embody this quality, so they’re really proper teachers, fully qualified teachers, and they have equal compassion toward everybody and are striving to help everybody – all the students, anybody that they meet – to reach liberation and enlightenment. So not just ordinary teachers, and not just ordinary Dharma teachers either for that matter. We can see perhaps the greatest example of His Holiness the Dalai Lama – not just teaching on a very simple level, but teaching really to try to help everybody throughout the world, if not the universe, really to reach liberation and enlightenment, without ever getting tired. Even if he gets tired, just pushing on. That’s a sublime teacher, that’s a lama.
Also Atisha says, “I make prostration to the Buddha-figures.” This is referring specifically to Avalokiteshvara, or in Tibetan Chenrezig, that is the embodiment of compassion on the enlightened level and embodies the compassion of a Buddha fully. It’s quite significant that Atisha mentions the gurus first, before the Buddha-figures, or yidams, because, as is always said, it’s through the teachers that one is able to have contact with these Buddha-figures.
When we talk about seeing the teacher as a Buddha, what that’s referring to is seeing the Buddha-nature within the teacher, and seeing them as an example, focusing on the Buddha-nature, and focusing on how that Buddha-nature can be fully realized as represented with the guru. Whether the guru is actually enlightened or not is irrelevant, that’s not the point. The point is to focus on that Buddha-nature to inspire us to awaken our own Buddha-natures.
That Buddha-nature of full compassion of the guru is the Buddha-figure Avalokiteshvara. That’s why you always have the Buddha-figures in their heart, and in our own heart, for that matter, and why we have the guru in our heart as well. So for that reason the Buddha-figure Avalokiteshvara is mentioned after the guru.
And of all these, Atisha says, “those in whom to have belief” – belief in fact. Belief doesn’t mean belief in something which you can’t really know, or which, “Maybe it’s going to rain tomorrow; I believe it’s going to rain tomorrow,” but belief in a fact. And a fact is this combination – this inseparability of compassion, the guru and Avalokiteshvara – that we are seeing these together as one and we make prostration to that.
This is actually a very profound verse of homage here, and it makes us think quite a lot about His Holiness the Dalai Lama, who is generally recognized by all Buddhist followers as being an embodiment of Chenrezig, an embodiment of compassion. So when we think of that, I think that it’s very important to really understand what it is, because if it says to believe in this as fact, it can’t be based on superstition or based on, “Well, I have no idea what in the world that really means, but OK, I believe.” That’s not very deep-reaching and not very stable.
So I think it’s very important to understand what is compassion, what’s great compassion – to have some idea of who His Holiness is and what he does, so appreciation of that, and to also have some understanding of what Buddha-nature is talking about and what the whole relationship is, seeing the guru with the Buddha-nature. What does Avalokiteshvara actually stand for? It stands for Buddha-nature of compassion, the basic nature of the mind to be warm and so on, to take care of others, and that on the basis, path, and result. We can see that in terms of the guru; the guru helps us through that process.
So if we can understand that, then we can have some firm belief, some firm conviction, and make prostration like this to compassion, the guru, and the yidam – Chenrezig – as inseparable. It’s here that Atisha brings in a little bit the tantra level, but as you see, in a very subtle way, not so obvious. And that’s the way it should be. My own teacher from whom I received this teaching, Geshe Ngawang Dhargyey, always used to emphasize that we can see a great deal in the verse of homage and we shouldn’t just think that it’s adornment in the beginning of a text and pass through it quickly and not pay attention to it.
The explanation of this text that I’ll give this weekend is based on Geshe Ngawang Dhargyey’s teachings. And it’s interesting, this text, it’s published in a collection of lojongs – of the attitude-training or mind-training texts – and it appears as number one, the first one in a text of a hundred of these lojong texts in Tibetan. So in many ways this is one of the forerunners of this genre.
And when you look at it carefully, you can see how it’s coming out of basically Shantideva’s teachings, Bodhicharyavatara, Engaging in Bodhisattva Behavior, and how the later lojong teachings – particularly the Seven-Point and the Eight-Verse Lojong, many of the things – are based on what we find here. Atisha is speaking here primarily about how we meditate on bodhichitta and how we put it into practice. And so he starts:
(1) Let me rid myself of all indecisive wavering
And cherish being wholeheartedly earnest in my practice.
So, let me rid myself fully of being sleepy, foggyminded, and lazy,
And always make effort with joyful perseverance.
That’s the first verse. In order to be able to meditate on bodhichitta, we need to first of all hear the teachings about it, listen carefully and properly, and then think about them to understand them correctly. The point of doing all of that is to get rid of indecisive wavering about what the teachings are and what bodhichitta is.
We need to know very precisely that bodhichitta is a mind which is focused on enlightenment – not the enlightenment of Buddha, and not just enlightenment in general up in the sky, but it’s focused on my own future enlightenment, which I haven’t yet attained, but which is possible for me to attain on the basis of Buddha-nature. And it is focused on that with the intention to achieve it. And what is motivating us to get there is love and compassion, the wish to benefit all beings, help them to get rid of their suffering, and that’s what we intend to do once we have achieved that enlightenment.
We have to get rid of all indecisive wavering about what actually the topic of the meditation is – bodhichitta – and how to meditate on it – what’s the state of mind that we need to generate. So we have to hear that, think about it, and understand it. That’s obviously very important; otherwise, how could we possibly meditate?
To meditate on bodhichitta and develop bodhichitta is not so simple. It’s not so obvious what we actually do in meditation and what we focus on, not obvious at all, and not easy at all. How do you focus on your own future enlightenment? You need to have something that represents that. It can be represented by a Buddha, focusing on a Buddha, it can be represented by focusing on the guru, or on the tree of assembled gurus, on the yidam, the Buddha-figure. It could be represented by many different things.
And this is why, although we might think, “Debating and bodhichitta meditation, how do they possibly go together?” but actually the whole purpose of debate is to clear up indecisive wavering. To meditate properly you have to know what is the mind focused on and how does it take it, what are the mental factors that accompany it – love, compassion, intention, motivation, these sort of things – and you have to know how to generate it. And so one debates in order to clear up this indecisiveness.
A lot of people confuse bodhichitta with compassion, and they think they’re doing bodhichitta meditation, whereas in fact they’re just sitting there meditating on love and compassion for everybody. That’s not bodhichitta – a part of it, but that’s not bodhichitta at all. Or they meditate on compassion, but it’s not great compassion. Therefore it’s important to try to get rid of this indecisive wavering. Because when we have indecisive wavering, or we’re not sure of what we’re doing in meditation, then we get this obstacle of mental wandering; because then we’re thinking about, “Well, do I understand it? Do I not understand it? What’s going on?” You’re still questioning it.
Also through this process of debate and discussion with others we need to gain confidence that the practice is valid, and that also helps us to get rid of indecisive wavering. “Is this the right practice?” “Is it going to work?” “Is it not going to work?” and so on. All this has to be taken care of in the stages of listening to the teachings and particularly thinking about the teachings before we can actually meditate properly. As you would say in German, everything has to be clear, “Alles klar,” in order to really meditate properly on a particular topic. Otherwise you’re just sitting there and playing and don’t really know what you’re doing, and that doesn’t take you very far.
Then on the basis of listening and thinking properly and getting rid of this indecisive wavering, then we can cherish being wholeheartedly earnest in my practice. In other words, that’s referring to meditation where we actually now build up bodhichitta as a habit. We’re able to generate it again and again, reinforce it, strengthen it and so on.
And being wholeheartedly earnest means that we put our full heart into it and our effort into it very, very sincerely. And in order to put our hearts fully into it, really what that depends on is motivation. If that motivation is really sincere, if we really, really feel it, then we’ll be sincere in our practice. We won’t just do it out of a sense of duty, or guilt, or something like that, but we’ll really put our hearts into it. So it’s important to really work on the motivation. And when it’s not strong, which on many days it will not be, then we need to have learned the various methods for being able to strengthen it again.
A lot also depends on the company that we keep – other people that are also similarly engaged and are supportive, but don’t make us feel badly if we’re not doing it and so on. A friendly, warm community of people who are likewise engaged, and spiritual teachers and so on, helps us with getting that motivation. Also, being among others who are suffering intensely can strengthen our motivation very, very much. We get inspiration both from above – from the great masters – and also from below – from those who are suffering miserably. As Shantideva says, enlightenment comes equally through the kindness of the Buddhas as well as sentient beings, limited beings.
Question: I’m wondering, how exactly does bodhichitta meditation function? You were talking about concentrating on Buddhas, and gurus, and different kinds of objects, but I think there must be more.
Alex: There’s a lot more, the point is – I don’t want to go into it in too much detail, but – if we think of our mental continuum, then our enlightenment is something which can be validly labeled on that future continuum. Our future enlightenment, which has not yet happened, can be validly labeled on the future continuity of our mental continuum, based on the continuity of Buddha-nature factors.
If the various conditions and work and so on are put into it – the two networks of positive force and deep awareness and so on – if all of that’s added into the system, then that enlightened state that we can achieve definitely will happen. We have to be convinced of that. And in order to focus on that, then we can represent it, let’s say by a Buddha-figure or a Buddha. What that represents is that future enlightenment that I can reach, and which can be validly labeled on my mental continuum, based on Buddha-nature factors.
And then you accompany that with love, compassion, the intention to reach that goal and to help everybody once you’ve reached that goal. There’s all these mental factors that accompany it.
Question: So I don’t have one object in meditation, I have more?
Alex: You have one object, which is your enlightenment. Now, just as you can think and you can see and hear at the same time, we can also have underlying this, “subliminal awareness,” in which we have the love and compassion, which is aimed at sentient beings and their suffering and so on. Our mind isn’t focusing on that, but I have that as my aim. That’s something which is underlying, that’s accompanying it here.
But the intention is focusing on that future enlightenment, “I’m going to achieve it,” and the intention of, “Once I achieve it, I’m going to help others.” That’s manifest at that time; the love and compassion are subliminal, but they’re accompanying it. As I said, it takes a long time and a great deal of thinking and discussion in order to really have a clear idea, “Now I’m going to sit down and meditate on bodhichitta – well, what in the world am I doing?”
And then, of course, all the steps to work ourselves up to actually feeling it sincerely. That’s the seven-part cause and effect meditation, or the equalizing and exchanging of self and others meditation, or the eleven-part one that combines the two.
Let me just add one thing here that is important in this whole thing of “great compassion.” When we’re aiming for bodhichitta and aiming for our future enlightenment, we also need to know what is enlightenment; what in the world does that mean? The qualities and so on. That’s why a Buddha-figure or a Buddha is a very good representation of that, because then we can think about of all the qualities of a Buddha. And it has to be with the intention to help absolutely everybody, so we’re talking about countless beings; it has this unbelievable size and scope of bodhichitta.
That’s when one starts to appreciate what in the world that state of mind is. Then you can appreciate Shantideva’s first chapter, in which he praises it; otherwise it’s just pretty poetry – the inconceivably vast state of mind.
[See: Engaging in Bodhisattva Behavior, Chapter 1.]
I’ll give you an example, since this is important for understanding what bodhichitta is. Our future enlightenment – that hasn’t happened yet, so it doesn’t exist. How do you focus on it? Can you focus on something that doesn’t exist yet? Just to give you an example of why you would need to debate about it in order to be able to understand it.
Tashi, do you have the answer?
Tashi: I can concentrate on when I get old and will get money from the government. This has not yet happened, but I can focus on it.
Question: It’s a concept that you’re focusing on, it’s not the actual thing.
Alex: Is it the concept or the actual thing?
Tashi: You can also focus on your childhood, when this or that happened...
Question (cont’d): These are all concepts. You’re not focusing on the actual thing.
Alex: Yes, but now we’re talking about a difference between just conceptual and nonconceptual focus. What is the reason why before Buddhahood, you can only have conceptual bodhichitta? Is it because our future enlightenment hasn’t happened yet? Or what?
Question: We do this with everything: if you’re young and you want to become a teacher or you want to become a doctor, you focus on “I want to become this.”
Alex: Right, but is it focusing on something that doesn’t exist? This is the question.
Question (cont’d): Well, you have an idea and you know somebody who is famous.
Alex: So you’re focusing on Buddha Shakyamuni’s enlightenment, not on our own future enlightenment.
Question (cont’d): You focus on the qualities, you know?
Alex: The qualities in general, so that’s just the general enlightenment. Are you going to achieve general enlightenment, or are you going to achieve your own enlightenment?
Question (cont’d): No, you focus on the qualities...
Alex: But you haven’t achieved those qualities yet. So do those qualities exist? Where do they exist?
Question (cont’d): For instance, then you have figures, the teacher and so on, then you see them, the example.
Alex: A teacher, that’s very good. Karsten?
Karsten: At this moment, I wouldn’t say that I’m absolutely nothing. Also at this moment I wouldn’t say that I’m a Buddha, but still there are some kind of qualities at which I can look and then with a kind of logical way of thinking I could say, “OK, if this kind of stuff will develop in the future more and more, then probably it could become really a perfect quality.” At the moment it’s really clouded and dark.
Alex: Well, you’re talking about Buddha-nature, and this is what I said, the continuity of Buddha-nature, on the basis of that our not-yet-happened enlightenment can be validly mentally labeled.
In order to answer this question, it’s very important to understand the whole Buddhist philosophical presentation of what can we validly know, what can we not validly know, and affirmation and negation phenomena, because our Western categories of focusing on something that doesn’t exist and so on are irrelevant to the discussion. Something exists if it can be validly known; if it can’t be validly known, it doesn’t exist.
Within what can be validly known, we have affirmation and negation phenomena. Our future enlightenment is an affirmation phenomenon – we don’t have to have known something before that in order to know it. So we’re focusing on that. That can be validly known. And what can be imputed on it is it’s not-yet-happening. The not-yet-happening, that’s the negation phenomenon. You have to have known the enlightenment first in order to know the not-yet-happening of the enlightenment.
So we’re aware of the enlightenment that we will attain, or that we can attain, and indirectly you know the not-yet-happening of that. Then you have to understand how the mind is aware of those two things. It’s the same thing when you imagine yourself as a Buddha-figure. You know that you’re not there yet, so you know the not-yet-happening of it, but that still doesn’t negate being able to focus on it as an affirmation phenomenon.
[See: What Does a Buddha Know in Knowing the Past, Present, and Future, Part 1.]
So these points are why I’m saying one has to get rid of indecisive wavering about this. Otherwise after a while you say, “What am I doing?” And, “I don’t really know what I’m doing when I’m sitting here trying to do bodhichitta meditation,” and, “Am I focusing on something that doesn’t exist at all? Then that’s crazy.”
Question: But all the learning is done by doing as if...
Alex: Right, you do as if. That’s in thinking of ourselves as a Buddha-figure, but we’re talking here about bodhichitta meditation.
Atisha’s point is that if you really want to be able to do it single-pointedly and really do it, you have to get rid of all this indecisive wavering – that you’re not quite sure what, and how it is and so on. Because what’s going to happen is, as the commentary to this says, you get mental wandering about it, “Am I doing it right?” And, “Oh, what’s going on here?” “Maybe it doesn’t exist.” And if you’re not convinced that you can actually achieve it, then also mental wandering comes up. So in very few words here, he’s giving very deep instructions, very profound instructions about how to meditate.
Question: But that isn’t explicit in the text.
Alex: Of course it’s not, this is in the commentary. That’s why you study with a teacher and you get a commentary. If you just look at it, you say, “Oh, what’s this? This isn’t so interesting.” There’s a tremendous amount underneath these words in this text. The discussion of bodhichitta that you bring up is very important. We’re talking about bodhichitta meditation and if we don’t have a little bit of clarity what it is, then it’s a bit strange.
So you know two things: you know that enlightenment, and you know that “I haven’t attained it yet.” There’s two things; and it has to be conceptual, because only a Buddha could know nonconceptually enlightenment. If we’re not enlightened, we can’t know enlightenment nonconceptually.
So, when we are wholeheartedly earnest in the practice, in other words; we put our sincere hearts and effort into the meditation practice. Once we know how to actually generate that mind and focus on it, then we need to get rid of obstacles in the meditation – the second half of the verse – so, let me rid myself fully of being sleepy, foggyminded, and lazy. We already dealt with mental wandering in terms of getting rid of the indecisive wavering; now we have all the things on the side of dullness.
The heaviest type of dullness is being sleepy and falling asleep – that, obviously, we have to get rid of, if we’re going to be meditating – in which the consciousness withdraws from the senses. That’s basically what sleep is. And foggyminded is less severe. Foggyminded is when our minds and bodies feel very, very heavy, it’s a heavy feeling. The third one, which is less intense, is lazy. When we work on getting rid of mental obstacles, we always work on the grossest ones first and then to the more subtle ones, and so here we have laziness.
Laziness – Shantideva describes it in great detail. We have, first of all, three kinds of laziness. The first is lethargy. Lethargy is when we don’t feel like doing anything and that comes about from three causes, Shantideva explains, (1) “being apathetic about samsara.” With apathy we don’t care, so we get lethargic; we don’t want to do anything. The second is “relishing a taste of pleasure from being idle,” in other words, just sitting and doing nothing and feeling sort of nice, we get very lethargic and we don’t want to do anything. And then the third one is “craving sleep as a haven,” in other words, we just, “Oh, I can’t deal with what’s going on,” and we just want to escape into our nice, warm bed. These are the causes of lethargy, Shantideva explains, the first type of laziness.
The second type of laziness is “clinging to what is petty.” That would be just chatting away all the time and just being attached to all sorts of busywork around the house or wherever, and clinging to that, which is actually an excuse for not doing anything constructive. And connected with that is procrastination, putting things off till tomorrow, till later, because we’re clinging to something petty now.
The third form of laziness is “being discouraged,” and therefore disparaging oneself and saying, “I can’t do it, I’m not capable,” so we don’t even try – that’s a form of laziness.
The opponent of this is joyful perseverance, and so the last line is, “And always make effort with joyful perseverance.” Joyful perseverance – as Shantideva explains very well – is based on several factors. First of all this “perseverance” – another name for it is “zestful vigor,” we have vigor, a lot of strength, and with a lot of exuberance, and zest, and energy is there – it comes about if we have a very strong intention, a strong intention to do something, “I’m going to do it and not give up!”
Then (2) “steadfastness and pride.” Steadfastness – “I want to stay steady, be stable,” which is based on having pride in ourselves that, “I will be able to do it,” and not think badly about ourselves. And then (3) “delight,” taking joy in what we’re doing, and especially since it’s constructive, it brings us more and more joy as we do it. The fourth force is “letting go,” in other words, letting go when we’re tired, when you need to take a rest; otherwise you push too hard as a fanatic and then eventually you burn out. Or letting go when we’re finished, at a certain stage you have to know to let go, or go on to the next stage. So there’s two aspects of letting go.
There are two further aspects that Shantideva mentions. “Readily accepting” – we have to accept the fact that the path is going to be difficult, accept the reality and don’t go into some sort of spin fantasy about, “It’s going to be so easy and lovely,” but accept that the hardships are going to be there, so you have a realistic attitude. And then “taking control,” take control of ourselves, “I’m going to do it.”
Joyful perseverance – Shantideva describes all of that in great length. So, that’s the first verse. I can see that most people are tired, so perhaps we can follow these instructions for joyful perseverance, so that people don’t drop off with laziness, foggymindedness, and then fall asleep. We can end here for this evening, and we will strive to go through the whole text. There is of course the alternative of doing half and having another weekend, which is a habit that we have gotten into, but it all depends on... if you don’t want another weekend – that’s laziness. Look at that.
So let’s end with the dedication. We think, whatever understanding we’ve gained about how to meditate on bodhichitta, what obstacles we need to overcome – there’ll be more obstacles which are discussed, but – may that act as a cause for reaching enlightenment for the benefit of all.
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...text of Bodhisattva’s Garland of Gems, and we discussed the first verse which has to do with how we meditate in general and also, more specifically, how to meditate on bodhichitta.
The topic was introduced with the prostration or homage verses, with which we made prostration to great compassion and the sublime teachers, so the gurus who embody that and the Buddha-figures, who are inseparable from the teachers, in other words, the yidams which represent their Buddha-nature. And we make prostrations having belief in the fact of the inseparability of these and we discussed that.
When we make prostration, for instance in the beginning of our classes, we’re offering prostration to the Buddhas and the masters who’ve achieved enlightenment, and to our own future enlightenment that we’re aiming to achieve – that’s the aim of bodhichitta – and the Buddha-nature factors within ourselves that will allow us, and also allow everybody else, to achieve enlightenment – we’re making prostration not just to our own future enlightenment, but to the future enlightenment of everybody and their Buddha-nature factors.
This is quite similar to what we have here, because also we can think in terms of everybody being various Buddha-figures, as one does in tantra, seeing everybody as Chenrezig and so on. This is also in terms of seeing their Buddha-nature qualities; and all of this is connected very much with great compassion toward everybody and bodhichitta. That’s very important when one strives for enlightenment, to be convinced that it’s possible to not only achieve enlightenment ourselves, but that it’s actually possible for everybody else to achieve enlightenment. Otherwise why would we be working to try to bring them to enlightenment, if we don’t think it’s possible?
And if we are prostrating and showing respect and homage to the drunken person lying on the street in terms of the future enlightenment that this drunk will achieve and also the Buddha-nature of this drunk, and we go even further and we’re make prostration to the future enlightenment of the cockroach and the Buddha-nature of the cockroach –
Question: And the amoebas?
Alex: or the amoebas. But when we start to talk about amoebas it’s very difficult to know where we draw the line of what is a sentient being and what isn’t. That’s very, very difficult, because on the one hand we include ghosts and hell creatures, and on the other hand we don’t include plants or the fungus on your foot. So it’s not so simple in terms of who actually is a sentient being, what are the life forms, but in any case, the point being that if we make prostration to the enlightenment of the cockroach and the Buddha-nature of the cockroach with confidence that the cockroach can make it to enlightenment, then how can we get discouraged in terms of thinking that I can’t reach enlightenment? Shantideva says that in a very nice verse that, if even flies and mosquitoes and so on, worms can achieve enlightenment, why can’t I?
If we really have bodhichitta, that’s the strongest type of opponent – together with voidness, of course – but it itself is a very, very powerful opponent for overcoming such things as laziness because of thinking, “I can’t do it, I’m too stupid,” or “I’m too lazy, it’s too much for me.” It’s very, very important to overcome that, otherwise there’s no hope of really working with bodhichitta. Voidness teaches us in terms of, “That’s not my nature from my own side, that I’m inherently incapable; it’s just a matter of building up the causes and having the right conditions,” and influence and inspiration.
So, as for how to meditate on bodhichitta, first Atisha says, we have to “get rid of indecisive wavering.” So that is being indecisive, not only about what bodhichitta is, and how to meditate on it, and that the methods are valid; but also, especially, that it is possible for me to not only develop bodhichitta, but it is possible for me to reach enlightenment and for everybody to reach enlightenment. Because if we have doubts about that, then how can we really put our hearts fully into single-minded concentration and focus with bodhichitta.
In the process of hearing the teachings and thinking about them, we have to work with all these points to get rid of indecisive wavering, and then we can be wholeheartedly earnest, he says, put our whole hearts into the practice, which is referring to specifically the meditation when we already understand what bodhichitta is, we’re convinced of bodhichitta and enlightenment, and then we can focus on it fully and really build it up as a beneficial habit of mind and heart, which is what the word “meditation” means.
One point to add is that we also have to be clear, and not indecisive, about what role we could play in terms of helping others to enlightenment. We’re not an almighty God that just can touch somebody with a finger and then they’re enlightened. For that, we also have to have a clear idea; we have to be convinced also, and not have indecisiveness, about how actually we can help others to enlightenment. There’s an old joke, “If we were almighty God, why would you have to touch a person with a finger in order to bring them enlightenment?” “So it looks convincing.”
Then, in meditating, we have to get rid of the obstacles, and so Atisha says, in the area of dullness, that we need to get rid of being sleepy, foggy minded, and lazy. And once we are rid of these different types of laziness, then we are able to make full effort with joyful perseverance. Joyful perseverance is never giving up, putting all our energy into something constructive, taking joy with that, our energy goes out.
This word “joyful” is a little bit strange in terms of how it’s translated in the Sanskrit term. The Tibetan term has two meanings: one is “joyful,” and that’s usually what’s stressed, but actually the Sanskrit word that this is translating is also the word – and the Tibetan word has this connotation as well – of the “energy going out.” It’s the same word “to emanate,” and so it’s this energy going out in a joyful type of way, like a Buddha – the play of the Buddha’s mind is to give all emanations and so on. It’s that word that’s used, and it is the opposite of being lazy.
So it’s not just this simple, “Whistle while you work,” and “I’m so happy,” not that simple. “I’m so happy jumping into the lowest hell in order to help you,” it’s not quite that.
(2) Let me always safeguard the gateway of my senses
With mindfulness, alertness, and care.
So, let me check repeatedly the flow of my mind,
Three times each day and each night.
This is continuing then, “How do we concentrate; how do we meditate on bodhichitta?” We have to always safeguard the gateway of the senses. That’s dealing with flightiness of mind, when our mind is attracted to pleasant things that we are attached to, or we have desire for. So, the previous verse took care of mental dullness; this line is referring to flightiness of mind – the two main obstacles in getting single-minded concentration.
The way that we do this is using the powers of mindfulness, alertness, and care. This also Shantideva discusses a great deal; he has two chapters on it. Remember the chapters which said, when we find ourselves starting to do this or that, which is negative or distracting, then “remain like a block of wood?” Remember the titles of the two chapters, “The Caring Attitude” and then “Safeguarding with Alertness?” Same words. Those are the two chapters dealing with the far-reaching attitude of ethical discipline, which we have to apply first in terms of our gross behavior, and then we can apply it in meditation.
[See: Engaging in Bodhisattva Behavior, Chapter 4 and Chapter 5.]
So when we talk about safeguarding, “safeguard” has the connotation of “to protect,” “to guard against” this type of mental wandering after desirable things of the senses. We protect the mind; we guard against it, and then we – it also it has the connotation of – “save” it, we rescue our attention when it’s gone off; we bring it back. All those meaning are in this word “safeguard.”
Serkong Rinpoche always used to say that every word in the texts is pregnant and full with a tremendous amount of meaning. And so you have to milk it like a cow to get out all the meaning – the “wish-granting cow,” as they say in Indian thinking.
What we’re dealing with here is our attention. Attention is what you put on an object to stay focused with it. And so you need mindfulness, which is like a mental glue, to hold it to the object, so that you don’t let go; it’s the same word as “to constantly remember” it. And alertness is what watches, to watch the quality control of the mindfulness, of the mental glue, so that it’s not too tight, or too loose, or it hasn’t gone away, or these type of things.
All of that is based on the caring attitude, that we care. It matters to us how we’re concentrating; it matters to us how the meditation is going, because we really want to develop bodhichitta, because we really want to be able to reach enlightenment and help others. So all of it is based on the caring attitude. And not only during meditation practice, but throughout the day and night, we need to use alertness to check what’s going on with our mental state. Are we being selfish? Are we acting under the influence of disturbing emotions and so on? And when we are...
Question: You said “throughout the day and night,” how do we stay alert during the night?
Alex: During the night? Well, you don’t sleep for twelve hours, so during the evening... well, it’s just, half of the twenty-four hours is called “day,” and half of it is called “night.” So, we don’t need to take it so deeply.
But in sleep as well, sometimes people sleep fairly lightly and are aware of their dreams, for example. And so one can also check, if you wake up and were dreaming, if you’re mindful – not “mindful,” sorry, that’s the English use of the word – if you are aware of the content of your dream and it was a negative type of dream, then you can, rather than being frightened, try to set the intention of it being positive and roll over and try to fall back asleep thinking of your teacher or thinking of something more positive.
The main thing is to have awareness, to check what’s going on in our minds, and when it’s really negative, either correct it or “remain like a block of wood,” which means not to continue acting it out. If “I’m starting to get angry,” if “I’m starting to get greedy,” if “I’m starting to act selfishly,” if “I’m starting to say something really stupid,” try to catch it. Also, when we notice ourselves starting to become depressed and discouraged, stop it. This is what it means.
It doesn’t mean just three times, “Ah, it’s three o’clock, and so now I will check for thirty seconds,” and then we have another alarm going off in another four hours. It’s not like that. But this is really main Dharma practice, it is to constantly [check], not in a paranoid, policeman type of way, because then you really get uptight and you get a lot of problems, especially if you bring in the whole Western thing of guilt and so on, which is irrelevant here.
The point is to be aware of how we’re acting, to have this inner introspection, and to safeguard, in other words, protect ourselves against acting it out. This is what the word “Dharma” means, it’s a “preventive measure,” something that prevents us from bringing about more suffering to ourselves. It’s a measure, it’s something that we do in order to prevent suffering. That’s the etymology of the word Dharma; it comes from the Sanskrit word dhr, to hold one back.
If we have any hope of making progress in Dharma, we need to be able to apply it during our lives, on a practical level. And to do that, we have to be aware of what’s going on in our minds and, obviously, what we’re doing with our bodies and our speech, which is affected by what’s going on in our minds – but without being the policeman, and the punisher, and the judge; all of that’s coming from Western mythology.
As we study and learn more and more Dharma, we learn more methods that we can use as opponents to deal with these negative or useless states of mind that come up. And it’s very helpful to have a large repertoire of methods that we can use, because sometimes one is more effective than another, sometimes one is more convenient to apply than others. So it’s always very good, in general in life, to have more than one solution available to any problem that comes up, so that if one doesn’t work, we can try another one. This is also specifically in our Dharma practice.
(3) Let me make my own failings be known
And seek not mistakes in others.
So, let me keep my own good qualities hidden
And make the good qualities of others be known.
This is also dealing with various causes for mental wandering that we might have in our meditation, although this can also affect us during our periods when we’re not meditating. But if we hide our own failings, our own shortcomings, then often we feel guilty about it. It’s gnawing away, eating away inside ourselves, whereas if we make known our mistakes, we apologize or whatever, it makes our heart much lighter and we don’t have guilt about it. In English, we say it’s off your chest. And in this way that helps to lessen our mental wandering about it.
And seek not the mistakes in others. That also is a big cause of mental wandering, when we’re sitting and we’re thinking, “Oh, this one was no good,” and “What that one did,” and so on and criticizing them, this can occupy a tremendous amount of mental wandering.
Also, in general, often what happens is that we see our own faults mirrored in others, like for instance, if there’s one last piece of cake left on the table and someone else takes it, then we accuse this person of being greedy, “You greedy pig, you took the last piece of cake.” And the only reason why that would disturb us is because we’re greedy; we wanted that piece of cake. If we didn’t want the piece of cake, then what does it matter who took the last piece? Often when we are focusing on all the mistakes of others and the faults of others, it’s actually we’re seeing our own faults mirrored in them. So better to use that energy to work on ourselves.
And also, in general, when we’re always criticizing others, it gives others a very bad impression of us; if we’re always finding fault and nobody else is any good and so on, then people start to be suspicious of us and our qualities. This is why the first bodhisattva vow is to restrain from belittling and putting down others and praising ourselves – what you do in an election in the West – because you want to gain some position of power or advantage and so on for yourself. That makes people very suspicious what are your motives. But here specifically, this can be a great obstacle in meditation.
Dromtonpa, Atisha’s main disciple in Tibet said, “If you can see your own faults and not seek the faults in others, you’re wise, even if you have no other good qualities.” That gives us a lot to think about, actually. Sometimes we think of being wise as something so unattainable and requiring such tremendous intelligence, but that’s not really the meaning which is meant. Someone can be very uneducated and yet a very wise person, even if they’re not super-intelligent and can’t learn ten languages. “Wise” means to have discriminating awareness, which means to be able to discriminate between what’s helpful and what’s harmful, what’s beneficial and what’s not beneficial. If we can do that, then we’re a wise person.
Atisha goes on in this verse, “let me keep my own good qualities hidden.” This is because otherwise we can become very proud and arrogant, boasting about our qualities. This can cause a great interruption and obstacle in our meditation as well, thinking, “How wonderful I am,” thinking of, “I’m meditating so well,” or, “I have this or that quality.” Also if we broadcast and boast about our own accomplishments and good qualities, it makes others jealous.
Sometimes one can mention one’s qualities, if it would be inspiring to others, but for that we need great sensitivity to see whether it would inspire them or discourage them or make them jealous or whatever. In general, it’s best always to remain completely humble. Tsongkhapa said, “Keep the light of the butter lamp flame inside the vase; it illuminates the inside but doesn’t show on the outside.” So keep the flame of our good qualities inside, in the vase, don’t just have it broadcasting outside.
This whole emphasis on humility is very, very strong in this Kadam tradition that comes from Atisha. The point is to use your qualities to help others, but you don’t have to boast about it and tell them, “I have this degree and that degree,” and put all your degrees up on the wall and this type of thing.
You had a question about a word?
Question: “being humble?”
Alex: Being humble? Staying low, being very simple, like if you read a little bit about the biography of Kunu Lama Rinpoche, he’s the best example – be very, very simple and so on.
Question: I may be wrong, but it seems to me that in other traditions they don’t have this big emphasis on being humble. I mean, I heard some lamas say, “I have this kind of degree,” and “I’m on the tenth bhumi level,” and so on, and they quite openly talk about it.
Alex: Right, that’s true, so I said this is a special feature that’s very prominent in the Kadam tradition, and the Gelug tradition tries to follow that, although obviously there are some who don’t follow it so strongly, but it is the tradition. When they talk about the Kadam Geshes, or Kadampa Geshes, Geshe doesn’t mean that they... Geshe is just the translation of the word “spiritual friend,” kalyana-mitra, and this is referring to these great masters who are very, very humble and who were true spiritual friends, helping others to be constructive and acting as a constructive influence on them, but without being... with the big thrones and the brocade and all of this sort of stuff.
Question: But what could be the motivation of these lamas?
Alex: The motivation of these lamas who are like that. There can be two: one is a negative motivation to put oneself in a high position, the other would be if you’re dealing with a very wild type of society, as the Tibetans and the Mongols were in the past, then you need something to quiet them down and to cause them to develop respect. A very violent type of society, in that culture, would be very, very impressed by this, and sort of keep quiet and sit and listen. Buddha himself touched the earth and said, “Let the earth be a witness that I have reached my attainments.”
But, as I said, there are certain cases in which, in order to inspire people that it is possible to achieve enlightenment and so on, you need to say this. But you have to be very careful and very sensitive to your audience, because otherwise people think, “Oh, that’s impossible.” The Buddha wasn’t bragging, “How wonderful I am.” His Holiness the Dalai Lama as well does this. Most of the time, “I’m just an ordinary monk,” but sometimes he says, “Well, I have had a taste of what bodhichitta and voidness actually is.” He doesn’t say, “I have a full realization,” but, “Yes, I have had a real taste of it.”
There are two forms of pride: there’s the pride in terms of being proud that “I’m the best,” there’s also the inverse pride in which being proud that “I’m the worst.” These people who put on a big show of being so humble and, “Oh, I’m no good,” and all these sort of things, that’s just as disturbed an attitude as boasting, “How wonderful I am.” So, the humility has to be sincere. And other people, even just with a little bit of sensitivity, can tell when it’s sincere and when it’s just this phony humbleness for show. All has to do with how much you ego-grasp to the humility.
You know the example with Atisha? Nobody knew that he practiced tantra until when he died and they looked at his robes and he had a little vajra and bell hidden in a pocket inside his robes. Nobody ever had seen it; nobody had ever seen him practice or use, because he always did it privately and kept humble, not putting on a big show with the drum and the bell and everybody being able to hear them.
The last line of this verse is, “make the good qualities of others be known,” because likewise, that could be a big obstacle in meditation. A big cause for mental wandering is thinking about other people’s good qualities and being jealous of it, whereas if we rejoice in other’s good qualities, and feel quite light-hearted and open-hearted to be able to actually praise them to others and so on, then likewise we’re not going to be troubled by either our own or others’ failings and mistakes, or our own or others’ good qualities.
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(4) Let me rid myself of (desire for) material gain and honor
And always rid myself of (desire for) profit and fame.
So, let me have few desires, be content,
And show appreciation for the kind acts that have been done.
One of the biggest obstacles in meditation is this flightiness of mind, with which we seek after not just desirable sense objects, but also things like material gain and honor and profit and fame, and these type of things. And so it’s very important, in general, to rid ourselves of these strong desires. But particularly when we’re doing meditation, we’re never going to be able to go off into seclusion and meditate single-pointedly if we’re still thinking of these type of things.
In general in our lives, when we think in terms of what to study, what to put our effort into, it’s always emphasized that we need to give the top priority to studying and practicing what’s going to bring benefit to our minds, not what’s going to bring benefit to our bank account. The bank account, we can’t take with us in future lives, but the beneficial habits that we build up with our minds, these are things that will continue. So it’s important what priorities we give.
Of course we need to be able to live; we need to be able to support ourselves. But for that, the next line, “Let me have few desires and be content,” otherwise it’s never enough. And also, on the other hand, if we have enough material wealth and we’re well known enough, we can do a lot of positive things in the world. So if that’s something which comes fairly easily or we’re born with from our family, then we can use it; but to set that as our main goal is not the case.
It’s like for instance, as one of my friends pointed out, with Tsongkhapa. When Tsongkhapa wrote his great works, he wasn’t thinking about how many copies are going to be sold and the royalties that he was going to receive from them, and he wasn’t caring about how many people read his works. The thing is that history will be the judge as to whether or not the works are of benefit. So you write it simply to be able to benefit others, and if other people come to it, very good.
It’s like when you put out feed for birds in your garden. If birds come and take of it, very good; but you don’t put up a big sign, advertising, and try to sell your bird feed. This I find very helpful advice. You make an offering to the world of your positive things. If people partake of it, very nice. If they don’t, “I tried.” Buddha didn’t put advertisements in the newspaper of his lectures.
All these things like fame and a lot of material possessions can be great, great obstacles. The more that we own, often the more possessiveness we have about it. We’re stingy with it, worried about it, and it becomes very difficult to move anywhere, because we have too many things. It’s important to have very few things; this is emphasized in the monks’ vows. We don’t have to go to that extreme, but it is as Milarepa said, “There’s nothing in my cave to steal. I don’t have anything, so I’m not worried about thieves.”
And the same thing with fame and honor. The more famous we are, the more bothered we are by people. We can’t walk anywhere without people asking us for our autograph; we have to go in disguise; people are constantly sending us e-mails and asking us questions and to do this and that, and then we are in the very awkward position of having to say “no.” That’s very difficult for someone who’s striving to be Chenrezig and to help everybody, to say “no.” You have to hire a secretary to say “no” for you.
Then the last line of this verse is, “And show appreciation for the kind acts that have been done.” If we’re able to practice the Dharma – and here we’re talking about doing meditation on bodhichitta, both conventional and deepest bodhichitta is discussed here – then it is also very important to have this appreciation for the kindness that we’ve received. We’ve received a great deal of kindness to be able to receive instructions, to have the conditions to be able to meditate and to practice. There are people who perhaps are supporting us financially, or with food, or whatever.
And if we have those opportunities, then we don’t reject them. We need to make the best use of it, without exploiting it. And the way that we can do that without exploiting is to show our appreciation for all this kindness that we’ve received, to be grateful; and if we’re able to help back in whatever way that we can, to do that without feeling that “I have a debt and I have to pay it back,” or “I’m obligated to do it,” or a duty, or “If I don’t do it, I’m guilty,” and so on. But rather it’s out of a sense of great joy and appreciation and respect for the other that has helped us so much.
This also makes our heart much lighter when we’re trying to meditate, “I feel very positive about the kindness that I’ve received,” otherwise you couldn’t possibly have the circumstances to meditate and practice. “And I appreciate it.” “I don’t feel guilty about it, I don’t feel I have conflicts with it,” and so on, “And if I can repay it in some way, even if my way of repaying it is to really meditate well and to practice well...” As Milarepa said to Marpa, “I have nothing to pay you back with, except my practice. I have no material possessions.”
So this is also going to be very helpful in terms of being able to meditate with a light heart – nothing heavy on our minds – and in a joyful state of mind. It’s very important for bodhichitta, compassion meditation, to feel joy toward others, not guilty, or obliged, or indebted to others. For those who have helped us, we have joy and appreciation, not guilt; those who are suffering, we think in terms of them being happy and trying to bring them happiness. So it’s always with a happy state of mind.
How can we meditate on love, wishing others to be happy, if we’re miserable? It has to be on the basis of a happy state of mind that we want to share with others. That’s the whole basis for this giving and taking meditation. To give, we have to have something to give. To give happiness to others, we need to think and be aware of the basic blissful nature of the mind, if we want to look at it on the deepest level. This connects with the next verse, of which the first half is:
(5a) Let me meditate on love and compassion
And stabilize my bodhichitta aim.
As I was saying, how can we have love for others and wish them to be happy, if we ourselves don’t have a happy state of mind? And even from a selfish point of view, how can we expect others to love us if we don’t love them? And when we speak about stabilizing the bodhichitta aim, what stabilizes it is having very strong love – the wish for others to be happy and have the causes for happiness – and compassion – the wish for others to be free from suffering and the causes of suffering – and to have that on the level of great compassion.
And then this strong exceptional intent, or exceptional wish, which is to take the responsibility, not only to bring them ordinary happiness and eliminate their ordinary suffering, but this wish to lead everybody all the way to enlightenment, and to take responsibility to do that ourselves. This is what’s going to stabilize our bodhichitta aim, and it’s important to reaffirm that and strengthen that all the time, because it’s very easy to get discouraged.
Like the example of Buddha’s disciple Shariputra: somebody came, some sort of Mara came and asked him to give him his right hand. And so he cut off his right hand and offered it with his left hand, which is considered dirty and impolite in the Indian culture. And the person refused it, because he offered it with his left hand, and then Shariputra got very discouraged about bodhichitta and trying to help others. So we need to avoid this type of discouragement by constantly reaffirming our motivation, this love and compassion.
Another wonderful account is with Dignaga. Dignaga was the great Buddhist master who wrote about logic, and he went into a cave to write this text Pramana-samuccaya, the Compendium of Logic, Ways of Knowing. And while he was out from the cave for who knows what – gathering food or whatever – somebody came in and erased what he had written, like deleted your file from the computer – and this happened twice – and he was writing again and again the same thing.
That happened to Marpa as well. He had done all of these translations in India, and he was crossing the Ganges rives on his way back to Tibet, and the boat overturned and he lost all his translations in the river, and he had to go back and do them all again, not get discouraged. So when we have our files deleted by mistake or whatever, we need to not get discouraged.
So, this person with Dignaga had erased what he had written twice, so Dignaga left a note and said, “Please, if you want to debate me, come and face me in person, if you don’t like what I’m writing.” And so the person came and debated, but it was the type of person who refused to accept logic, and no matter what Dignaga said, he wouldn’t accept any type of logical argument. Instead, he had this power to breathe fire from his mouth and he breathed fire and he destroyed everything in Dignaga’s cave.
And so Dignaga got very discouraged, and he threw up his slate that he was writing on. He threw it up in the air and he said, “If it falls to the ground, I’m going to give up bodhichitta.” And so he threw the slate up in the air and Manjushri caught it, so that it wouldn’t fall to the earth, and he said, “Dignaga, you’re making a big mistake. Don’t ever give up bodhichitta, and don’t ever give up writing these things for the benefit of others,” and so he wrote this great text.
In Tibet, they say that they have this slate that Dignaga used for writing this, and it was kept in this place outside of Lhasa, and every year the monks from the major Gelug monasteries go to this one place for two months in the winter to study this text, the Pramana-samuccaya, a commentary to this Compendium of Logic, and they debate there for two months.
So this is very important that we don’t get discouraged when you lose your files, when somebody asks you to do something big, and you spend a tremendous amount of time doing it with the thought to help them, and then in the end, “I don’t want that, I don’t like what you did.” And so it’s important not to get discouraged. The main thing is the wish to help others, whether or not it actually helps others is very dependent on their karma. Even Buddha couldn’t help everybody, even though he had the wish and intention to help everybody.
It’s very easy to get discouraged on the bodhisattva path. That’s why we need to stabilize our bodhichitta aim, always reaffirming our motivation.
The second half of this verse:
(5b) So, let me rid myself of the ten destructive actions
And make myself stable, always, with belief in fact.
This has to do with – if we’re going to be stable in our bodhichitta aim to help others, we need to build up a tremendous amount of positive force from actually helping others. And in order to do that, we need to restrain from acting negatively, from acting destructively. And so to make sure that our bodhichitta aim stays stable and we have more and more positive force, we rid ourselves of the ten destructive actions.
These are, without going into tremendous detail, the three destructive actions of body: taking the life of others, taking what is not given to us, and inappropriate sexual behavior. Then there’s four of speech: saying what is untrue, and speaking divisively, which is saying bad things about others in order to cause them to part from each other, and using harsh and abusive language, saying things that hurt others’ feelings, and then idle chatter, which just wastes an unbelievable amount of time, and interrupting others when they’re doing something positive with our meaningless talk.
And then there’s the three of mind: the destructive action of covetous thinking, which is always planning and plotting, “How can I get more and more things for myself what other people have.” It’s mixed with a lot of jealousy. And then there is thinking with ill-will, with malicious intent, which is basically thinking, “How can I hurt somebody else,” and plotting how to do it, “How can I get back at them for what they’ve done negative to me?”
And then the third one is distorted, antagonistic thinking, which is not just thinking contrary to what is true and correct, like saying, “There’s no use in following a spiritual path,” “There’s no use in trying to help others,” and so on, but being contentious about it, in other words, that you’re going to argue with the other person and really put them down in a very aggressive type of way. That’s why I call it distorted, antagonistic thinking.
So these are the ten types of destructive actions, and we need to rid ourselves of these, so that we can build up more and more positive force that’s going to help us with not only gaining liberation, but achieving enlightenment. And to do that, we have to make ourselves stable, always, with belief in fact. In other words, that’s referring to belief in the laws of karmic cause and effect so that we keep our ethical discipline.
Question: What is “covetous?”
Alex: “Covetous” means to desire very strongly, because of jealousy, what other people have – not only to get a similar thing what the other person has, you have to get a better one, so there’s competition there as well. What the destructive action is, is to think about it all the time, so that that’s constantly on your mind, and plotting how to do it. That’s what it’s talking about. All of these are talking about ways of thinking. It’s an act that we’re talking about, sitting and plotting, “How can I get a better car than the other person has,” or “This person hurt me, what am I going to say next time that I see them that’s really going to be the worst thing that I could say to them?”
Or, “This other person is going to Dharma teachings when I want them to be home with me, and so what am I going to say to them that’s going to really tell them how ridiculous it is what they’re doing and they should stay by me.” Sitting and thinking, “How stupid it is that my partner or my friend is going to these teachings, why don’t they stay here with me?” And then just dwelling on this thought about how terrible it is what the other person is doing, getting very... if the person came you’d want to punch them for having abandoned me to go to the Dharma teachings. “What they’re doing is stupid,” “A new Mercedes,” and “I’ve got to get one too.”
(6a) Let me overcome rage and pride
And come to have an attitude of humility.
In order to be able to actually help others on the basis of bodhichitta, we need to avoid pushing others away. And if we are always getting angry with them, always getting in a rage, then others are afraid to be with us, because we’re going to make a big scene and get angry with them. Or if we’re very proud and arrogant, then people also don’t like to be with us. If we’re always insulting others, because we’re angry, and treating them very badly, who would want to be with us? And how can we help others out of anger and pride?
So it’s important to overcome them in order to help others – let alone the suffering that it causes us – and as we have discussed already, to have an attitude of humility, which basically is involved with showing respect for others and treating them nicely. It’s the same thing if we complain all the time, who wants to be with us? It’s unpleasant, isn’t it? If we’re humble and we accept, for instance as we get older, that of course we have pains and we’re not able to do what we did before. But if we stay humble about that and not complain all the time, we won’t chase people away from us.
The whole aspect of sensitivity training also comes up here, that if we’re oversensitive for instance, and anything that anybody says, our feelings get hurt so quickly and so easily, again nobody wants to be with us, because they’re afraid we’re going to get upset and cry and make a scene, all of these sort of things. So when we really think in terms of bodhichitta and helping others, it’s important to be aware of what we do in our behavior and our attitudes that would repel others from us and make them unreceptive to wanting our help. That has to do with our appearance as well.
If we’re always dirty and look in a way that would repel people in a certain society, then you try to avoid that. There are other instructions – not set here, but as part of the secondary bodhisattva vows – that as long as it’s not something destructive or negative, we need to go along with what are the customs that the other people want to do and that they follow. So if women in India don’t walk around with miniskirts, we don’t walk around in a miniskirt, because then nobody would want to come near us, and the ones who would want to come near us wouldn’t necessarily be coming to get Dharma teachings.
(6b) So, let me rid myself of dishonest ways of living
And make my living with a livelihood that accords with the Dharma.
That’s sometimes translated as “wrong livelihood,” and this has two aspects to it. The first is using some dishonest means for making a livelihood.
It was very interesting, I was translating for a great lama, Ugyen Tseten Rinpoche, who sometimes comes here to Berlin – the former abbot of Lower Tantric College and the teacher of my teacher Geshe Ngawang Dhargyey. I was translating for him in Australia and the people asked him about this point and said, “We live in the countryside in Australia and the only industry there is raising sheep for meat. And what do we do? Because there is no other work to be able to do that. Is this a wrong livelihood, is this a dishonest livelihood?”
And he explained that the main point of it is not to cheat others with the livelihood. You can’t say per se that raising sheep is a totally negative type of thing. If you’re slaughtering them, that’s something else, but raising them – or if you’re making weapons, that’s something else – but as long as you’re kind to the sheep, and try to make their lives as least miserable as possible, and you’re not cheating the people who are buying, and you’re not making false advertising and things like that, that if you can’t find any other means of livelihood – of course, it’s best to try to find some other means of livelihood – but if it’s absolutely impossible in your situation, then the main thing is to think in terms of your motivation and not be dishonest.
He said this was the main point of avoiding these “wrong livelihoods” – that’s why I translated it as a dishonest way of making a living. I found that incredibly open-minded of him. Also it’s a skillful means; you don’t come on with the heaviest alternative that the other people can’t possibly follow and would just make everybody feel guilty in this area – that what they’re doing is wrong, and that everybody should move – which would make everybody feel very bad and very unreceptive. So as a skillful means also, one starts to say, “Well, the main point is not to be dishonest.”
Again that comes back to this thing of not causing other people to totally reject you. If you’re going to help them, you suggest ways that they can actually follow in terms of Dharma teachings. If you present something that really is almost impossible, they’re going to just not even try. They’ll just think you’re an idealist totally out of touch with reality. That’s a very important piece of advice to remember, especially when we’re young in the Dharma and we tend to be self-righteous and give people advice as if we’re the holy, holy being, and we give them the most high type of ethics or high type of behavior. Again it comes back to being humble and practical.
The other aspect of inappropriate ways of living, or dishonest ways of making a living, is in terms of a list of five different dishonest ways.
The first is flattery, this is usually described in terms of getting alms from others for the monks, that you flatter somebody, you say, “Oh, you’re so wonderful and you’re so kind,” in order to get them to give us something. The second is pressuring them, constantly pushing, “Why don’t you give? Why don’t you give?” and constantly bothering them and so on. The third one is extortion, extortion is when you say, “Well, you gave last time and look at all the starving monks,” and all of this and that, and make them feel guilty in order to get something from them. The fourth is bribery, “If you give a certain amount of money, then we’ll give you a toaster oven,” or something like that to bribe them, give them something little in order to get something big in return. And the fifth way is pretense, pretending that we’re so holy and so wonderful, in order to impress them, so that they’ll give us something.
If we live on income and offerings that are obtained in this type of way, it’s said that our insights in Dharma practice will deteriorate.
It’s very interesting – in this discussion of inappropriate or dishonest ways of making a living, it doesn’t actually list or say “killing others,” and “making weapons,” and “hunting” and so on, although one can understand it in that way. But that’s not the main point. The main point is this “not being dishonest.” And particularly if we make some sort of product – whether we’re a farmer or a sculptor or whatever – not to try to sell it with these type of things, pressuring somebody to get it, or pretending that we’re so great, and false advertising, all this type of thing, flattery, “If you want to be really smart, you’ll buy my product.” “If you want to attract all the women, or all the men, you’ll buy my product.” Advertising is all like this; advertising is based on this and, as I said, elections in the West are based on, “I’m so wonderful and the other person is so bad, so vote for me!”
All of this is based on having belief in fact in terms of behavioral cause and effect, karmic cause and effect – just one last point before our lunch break – and when we talk about this belief in fact, it’s belief in something which is existent and knowable, and to consider it a fact. This is of three kinds:
(1) The “clearheaded belief in a fact,” in other words, we think about this and it clears our heads and hearts of disturbing emotions – like feeling guilty, or greed, or these sort of things – that would cause us to act in an inappropriate way and with the ten destructive actions or these inappropriate ways of making a living. When we think about cause and effect, it clears away this type of greed that “I’ve got to make more and more, even with a dishonest way of making a living.”
Then there’s (2) “belief in fact based on reason.” We think in terms of does it make sense that if we want to help others, that we cheat them in order to make more money? And then (3) “belief in fact with an aspiration,” in which on the basis of belief in this fact of behavioral cause and effect, then we have the aspiration to always act in a constructive way, to always avoid inappropriate ways of making a livelihood.
Let’s end here with a small dedication. We think whatever positive force comes from this, may it act as a cause for really developing bodhichitta and really being able to reach enlightenment for the benefit of all.
I remember one piece of advice. I think it was Geshe Ngawang Dhargyey who said, when you ask a lama to say prayers for us, then you don’t ask the lama to say prayers, “Please, may my student be able to get a job,” or get this or that worldly thing. You ask the lama to say prayers “that I might be able to develop bodhichitta” – that’s the best request to make to the teacher.
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(7) Let me rid myself of all material burdens
And adorn myself with an arya’s gems.
So, let me rid myself of all bustling activities
And live in seclusion.
This is speaking very much like Shantideva speaks in his eighth chapter on constancy of mind, or concentration – that it’s important, when we want to do meditation, to live a very simple life and preferably to live in seclusion.
[See: Engaging in Bodhisattva Behavior, Chapter 8.]
Living in seclusion is important when our minds are very, very attached to the people around us. As it says in the Thirty-seven Practices of a Bodhisattva, we need to move far away, from particularly our homeland, when there are people that get us very angry and people that we’re very attached to and these type of things. If we can get some distance, even if it’s only for a year, like often people go to India or something like that, it helps us to be a little bit more removed from these causes that disturb us, disturb our meditation, disturb our practice.
[See: Thirty-seven Bodhisattva Practices, 2006 Literal Translation.]
Obviously, when we are well-trained, then one goes back to very busy places, because then it’s very challenging. So the great bodhisattvas go back and “meditate in the crossroads,” they say, so where there’s a lot of traffic and these type of things, because then you want to perfect your concentration and perfect your practice of being able to continue your practice, even in very chaotic or challenging situations. So, everything has to be adjusted according to our own needs.
So the verse begins, “Let me rid myself of all material burdens.” A material burden is defined as objects which are difficult to get, difficult to keep and protect – that they could be lost or robbed and we would be very upset about them, and we might even lose our lives, because of a thief trying to steal them. These are called material burdens: it’s a burden to have such type of objects. So it doesn’t mean that we shouldn’t have any type of material possessions, but the best type of possession is something which is easy to get – it’s not rare or anything like that – and we wouldn’t be upset if it gets lost or stolen or anything like that.
It’s like when you go to India you don’t take your best clothes, or when you’re traveling on an Indian train you don’t wear your best clothes. You wear something that you don’t care if it gets dirty and it gets torn or anything like that. So these are the best type of material possessions that especially would make us not be miserly about or cling to, so that we don’t want anybody else to use it, “Oh, my precious computer, I don’t want anybody else to touch it,” this type of thing.
So that’s actually a very helpful discussion, I find, of what’s a material burden. It’s like, when people have houses and they keep them so fancy and so nice, and then they have to put plastic over everything, because they don’t want anybody to get it dirty. And if somebody comes with a baby or a child, they absolutely freak out, because they make a whole mess of the place; they’re going to get it dirty. And you don’t want to hold the baby, because the baby might spit up on your beautiful nice shirt, so you hold the baby to feed away from you.
And also something that doesn’t require a tremendous amount of care, that’s easy. You don’t want to get some super-difficult garden or something like that, that then you can’t leave the house, because it requires so much care and you can’t get anybody to take care of it – that’s a material burden, it ties you down – and that you constantly have to get somebody come in and take care of it, and it takes all your time, you become a slave to the garden – or a slave to one’s hairdo, that it always has to be so complicated that you have to give it so much time to get it just right.
Instead of having this type of possessions, we can adorn ourselves with the arya gems. This is discussed later on in verse twenty-six. These are – just to list them, we’ll discuss them further later – are the gems of belief in fact, and ethical self-discipline, generosity, listening, care for how my actions reflect on others, moral self-dignity, and discriminating awareness. These are things that we can build up more and more and more – have a great wealth of discipline, a great wealth of teachings, power of listening, a great wealth of generosity, and belief and so on.
As Geshe Dhargyey explained, we can’t wear all our jewelry. If we have a huge collection of jewelry, you can’t wear all the jewelry at once; you look absolutely ridiculous. But you can wear all of these at once. And even if you go to prison or a concentration camp, you can bring these with you and you’re rich. You have a great wealth while there. And when you fly in an airplane you don’t have to worry about being overweight.
So these are the best things to build up a wealth of, rather than material objects that are so difficult to take care of and cause so much worries and problems. If you think about it, if you go off into a meditation retreat and you’re constantly worrying about “my plants,” and “my house,” and “what’s happening,” and stuff like that, it’s a big distraction.
Atisha writes, “Let me rid myself of all bustling activities.” These are again great distractions. Examples of bustling activities are meeting our friends all the time and chatting with them in chat rooms and the telephone, and these type of things, which are a tremendous waste of time. To do it once in a while, this is fine; but if we spend all our time with that, then we’re not going to be able to really have time for practice, for meditation, for studying, for learning and so on.
As Shantideva writes, “If we spend our time with infantile people, then inevitably destructive behavior arises, such as criticizing others, telling bad stories about others, praising ourselves, and just prattling on” – which just means blabbing on and on and on – “about the pleasures of samsara.” That doesn’t mean that we ignore these people, but we don’t spend all our time with running from one to another and chatting with one to another.
Or pottering around the house. It’s very easy to spend the entire day just doing tiny little things in the house, which... in the end we haven’t done anything, and which don’t really matter. Running from one entertainment to another, changing the TV stations all the time, this type of thing. There are many, many examples of these type of bustling activities.
Aside from entertainment, you could do the same thing with books. There’s people that go and buy so many books and are addicted to buying books, but never have time to read any of them. Or if they read any of them, they just look a little bit here, a little bit there; and it just becomes a huge burden, and with the amount of books that they have they can never move, or go anywhere; and if they do, then they’re carrying – like a prisoner carrying a huge load of rocks on their back – a whole pack of books with them everywhere they go.
I had a wonderful experience with that. I had probably over a thousand books by the end of my college education, and I went to India and I left them in my mother’s attic. And my mother retired and moved to Florida, and she had them all put into my aunt’s garage, where they just sat in cardboard boxes on the ground. And then there was a flood once, and the garage was flooded, and all the books turned into soup. That cured me of buying books. So in India I had very few books and some of the books that I had, I gave away when I left India, because one realizes that there are libraries for things like that. You don’t have to own absolutely everything and then you’re worried and upset when they turn into soup by a flood.
And so ridding ourselves of all of these things – Atisha follows the advice that Shantideva gives – to live in seclusion. Seclusion is – we need to, as Shantideva says – “isolate,” or “separate,” or dissociate – both our minds and our bodies from being involved so much with things that just distract us, or that turn our attention toward destructive things, or things that just waste our time.
It doesn’t mean that we have to live in solitary confinement – for some people that’s OK – but to live with people who are supporting what we’re doing, with teachers, with this type of like-minded people, then this can be very helpful. It depends on our own individual makeup.
And it’s not sufficient to just isolate your body. If your mind is still attached and thinking of the people back home, so that you’re constantly on the Internet with them, that’s no use.
In the secondary bodhisattva vows, it says not to spend more than seven days and nights in a home of a Hinayana person. What that’s referring to has nothing to do with whether somebody is practicing Theravada or Hinayana or not. What it’s referring to is somebody that we’re living with who would make fun of our practice, would say, “It’s stupid what you’re doing, this Mahayana practice, trying to help others,” and so on, and is constantly trying to discourage us and lead us away from our spiritual path. If we’re weak-minded and weak in our motivation and intention, then these people can have a very strong influence on us and really be very damaging to our practice.
Question: Why then did they say “Hinayana?”
Alex: It’s a terrible term, but they’re using it to refer to somebody who is just working for their own sake, not for the sake of others.
Question (cont’d): But that sounds so disparaging.
Alex: It is disparaging, there’s no denying that.
Question: It can be helpful, spending some time with Hinayana.
Alex: We’re not talking about Hinayana, let’s talk about Theravada. With Theravada practitioners, if they’re telling us that, “Oh, what you’re doing is stupid, all these Mahayana practices and so on, you should just sit quietly and focus on your breath,” and they try to discourage us and make fun of what we’re doing, then that’s damaging.
Question: So it should state there “you should not spend time with people who discourage you.”
Alex: That’s how we need to understand it, yes. That, of course, is very difficult, if you have to go into the army and stay in a room with all soldiers who are going to be drunk and really harass you very badly if you’re doing practice, or if you’re in prison with others. That’s why it’s important to have all your practices in your mind by heart, like these jewels of the aryas, you can take it anywhere and it doesn’t matter who’s around you.
It was really terrible. I was traveling with my teacher Serkong Rinpoche in the West, and we were moving from place to place all the time, and once I forgot my attaché case, which had all my recitation practices in it, and couldn’t get it till the next day. And Serkong Rinpoche really... he always scolded me, he used to scold me all the time, but he would scold in a very gentle type of way, or at least I perceived it as a gentle type of way. And he pointed that out that this is ridiculous that I’m so dependent on these pieces of paper and that he, of course, doesn’t have to depend on any of this kind of stuff. And then he very kindly wrote out in his own hand the most important practices that I needed to recite, so that I wouldn’t completely break my commitments, which really made me embarrassed – so incredibly kind – it made me very embarrassed that such a great lama would sit there and write out by hand my prayers for me, that I had forgotten these things.
(8a) Let me rid myself of idle words
And always restrain my speech.
Not only do we need to isolate or dissociate our bodies and minds from all these attachments and so on, but even if we go with like-minded friends into a practice situation, then we certainly have to rid ourselves of just idle words. Just chatting on and on about nothing, it wastes all our time. This, of course, is always the case, also when we’re outside of this type of a practice situation. As the teachers say, “We’re always eager and awake for idle chatter, but if we start to meditate, or listen to a lecture, we immediately fall asleep.”
Trijang Rinpoche, the late Junior Tutor of His Holiness, always used to say, “If you don’t feel like doing any Dharma practice or anything constructive, it’s better to take a nap – at least it’s better than gossip and chatting – because then you wake up refreshed, you haven’t wasted your time completely.” There’s no end to worldly chatter, so rid ourselves of idle speech.
If we’re going to speak with others, it doesn’t have to be deep, meaningful, and intense all the time. That can also be a bit much, but keep it primarily about things that are constructive, and restrain our speech when it is getting into just blabbing on and on about nothing, and when it’s just gossiping about others or complaining and so on.
(8b) So, when I see a sublime teacher or learned master,
Let me extend my service with respect.
In other words, rather than spending our time just chatting on and on with infantile people, which will inevitably lead to some sort of destructive behavior, if there’s your teacher, or if a great master or a learned person is there, then we can try to be of help to them. In other words, if we’re going to use our time with other people, then rather than using it as a waste of time, use it in doing something constructive. And the most constructive thing is particularly helping our own teachers to help others more and more.
One of Shantideva’s wonderful lines is a prayer, “May anybody who has any contact with me, may it be meaningful,” not just a waste of time – a wonderful thought. And in terms of relating to teachers:
(9) As for persons with the eye of the Dharma
And limited beings who are beginners,
Let me expand my discernment
Of them as my teachers.
So we can learn from many people, not only those with the eye of the Dharma, which is referring to the great masters, but also in limited beings who are beginners, beginners on the spiritual path, because we can rejoice in their interest. We gain ourselves a great deal of encouragement from them. And anybody who gains anything in terms of practice, or a teaching, or this type of thing, then we can rejoice, we can learn from them cause and effect, we see them working.
Actually we can gain a tremendous amount from beginners in terms of inspiration if we’re on the path – inspiration not only from our teachers, but from those beginners who are really, really interested and really sincere. It’s very, very inspiring, very uplifting in terms of the future and so on. And we can learn from their mistakes. We learn patience, the best objects for giving both those who are above – great teachers – and those who are less advanced or younger in the Dharma than we are. These are worthwhile to spend time with.
And especially if we think in terms of future lives, then these young beginners in the Dharma, these are the ones who, they might not be our teachers in the sense of the great masters – although, as it says here, they can teach us many things – but also in future lives we’re going to be the young ones and they’re going to be the older ones, and so this is also working in terms of cause and effect. So passing things on from generation to generation is very important.
And I forget which of the Kadam Geshes said it, but he was saying that a disciple who comes to you who is arrogant and who thinks that they know everything – then even if they’re very intelligent, you should avoid such a disciple – one that is very stubborn, you give advice and they don’t listen to you, they don’t want to hear it, these type of things – that’s not a proper disciple.
But a disciple who comes, who really wants to learn, and who is open, and who takes the advice to heart – then even if they’re not intelligent, they have this type of good character. This is the best type of disciple to take, because then whether they learn a lot or not is up to the skill and patience of the teacher. The quality that one looks for is not the intelligence; one looks for the sincerity and the openness. “Open-minded” is the willingness to learn, the willingness to work and try to correct one’s faults, not getting defensive and so on. This is the best disciple.
(10a) Whenever I see any limited beings,
Let me expand my discernment of them as my father,
my mother, my child or grandchild.
This is part of the whole teaching that in terms of thinking to help others, to benefit others, we need to see everybody as equal, with heartwarming love. This heartwarming love is that when we see somebody – like seeing our most beloved friend, or our most beloved family member – that it warms our heart, that we really feel, “How wonderful it is to see this person.”
You see this with His Holiness the Dalai Lama. No matter who he meets, it’s like he’s seeing his long-lost best friend. He’s just absolutely delighted to meet another human being, or another animal, or anything. This is a wonderful quality and the way that we can do this most easily – and this is thinking in terms of traditional Indian and Tibetan families, where the family relations are quite good – is when there is an older person, to think of them in terms of our father or mother.
We’re not talking here about transference in the Freudian, psychological sense and projecting all sorts of father and mother trips on them, but just in terms of the feeling of closeness. And likewise with a younger person, to think of them as our child or grandchild; or somebody of the same age, to think of them as the brother or sister – to feel this sense of closeness, that’s the point, without a sense of grasping, or rejecting, or ignoring. All of this, as I said, is based on a fairly ideal image of a healthy family.
Obviously we’re very advanced if we can do that with a fly or a mosquito that comes into our room and we welcome it, “How wonderful to see you,” delighted that it’s coming to our room. Then you’re really advanced. “Welcome, thank you for coming and visiting me.” There was a story of somebody who was in prison, living in solitary confinement, completely isolated, and then there was a spider that came into his prison cell and this was his best companion. It was a spider, because there was no anybody else. “Spiders are OK, but flies are an unacceptable life form – alien invaders.”
Question: Only if they’re good-looking.
Alex: ...if they’re wearing fashionable clothes. Now, that’s an interesting point – what looks beautiful. I remember when I was first in India, I was not a great fan of insects, and India is the land of insects, and so where I was living we had these large wolf spiders, which are the size of your hand. And I remarked once, foolishly, to my teacher how horrible they looked – this was Geshe Ngawang Dhargyey – and he scolded me, saying, “From their point of view, you look like a monster. So who’s correct?”
(10b) So, let me rid myself of misleading friends
And entrust myself to spiritual friends.
This brings up this wonderful definition that we have in Buddhism of what’s a misleading friend and what’s a spiritual friend or a good friend. A misleading friend is somebody who leads us into destructive behavior. When we’re with them, they just encourage us to act in a negative type of way: go out and drink and waste our time and do things that might not necessarily be super-destructive, “Let’s go out and rob a store,” or go hunting or fishing or this type of thing, but “Let’s go out and party” all the time. “Let’s take drugs.” “Let’s drink,” and so on, or just sit and talk about football, or talk about politics, or talk about the movie stars. This is a misleading type of friend, who leads us away from positive practice.
What is usually translated as spiritual friend is this kalyana-mitra in Sanskrit, which is translated as Geshe (dge-bshes). So this is a friend – the word isn’t “spiritual,” the word is “constructive,” or “virtuous” – so it’s a friend who, through their influence, leads us into doing constructive things. Rather than saying, “Let’s go out and get drunk together,” “Let’s meditate together,” “Let’s do something positive together.” “Let’s study together,” these type of things. This is the spiritual friend; this is the constructive friend, who encourages us, that helps us to go further in our practice.
It could even be something constructive like, “Let’s get some physical exercise to give you more strength to be able to practice” – not that you’re going to do that as your primary activity all the time, that’s something else. This doesn’t have to be so heavy, “Oh, we’re only going to sit and pray together,” but something that is going to either be directly constructive or help support our constructive behavior. Especially when we’re weak in our practice and we’re very easily influenced, then it’s important to try to avoid as much as possible these misleading friends. If we’re with a misleading friend, then we’ll emulate and start to act like them. If we’re with spiritual friends, positive friends, then we’ll start to emulate and be positively influenced by them. So this is very important.
Gradually we learn to have more and more strength, so that we’re – to use the Tibetan example – not like a dog that, when all the other dogs in the neighborhood start to bark, we start to bark too. Or when the other person starts to complain about the government and all sorts of things, then we join in and we get even more worked up and excited about it. “If you can do something, do it; if you can’t do anything, don’t complain, it just makes you feel worse.”
“Let’s go to the shopping mall, and look at all the stores, and see if we would like to buy something,” this type of misleading friend.
Are there any questions about what we’ve been discussing?
Question: Can you give some more information about “bustling activities?”
Alex: Bustling activities – “bustling” means that you’re running around and busy all the time, doing something that’s not so ultimately constructive, like moving the things in your house from this side to that side and all these little type of things, or constantly chatting about meaningless things.
If we are taking care of a Dharma center, or translating, or things like that, of course that’s something which is very constructive. But also one has to use one’s time well. Life is short; that becomes more and more apparent, the older that you get. And when you’re going to do something constructive or positive, the thing is to do it in as efficient a way as is possible. And if we don’t know how to do it efficiently, learn how to do things efficiently. There are people that can teach us how to do things efficiently. Be open-minded to that.
One of the instructions that’s very helpful for that is in one of the supports for perseverance, which is “knowing when to let go.” For instance, you could polish a surface forever, it’s never smooth enough; or you need to reach a point where you say, “Enough already.” It’s the same thing with a translation. You could polish it forever, always get one tiny little thing that’s better and so on, but then you’ll never finish anything. The same thing with the Dharma center. We had an example this morning with stapling the sheets of the translation – you just do it. As long as it is adequate and serves the purpose, and not that it’s sloppy, then that’s fine. You go on to the next.
This is very difficult, of course, because when we’re aiming for enlightenment, there is of course the tendency to be a perfectionist, “Well, I’m trying to be perfect, I’m trying to a Buddha,” and so then we can get caught up in little details and that also can be a real swamp that just drags you down, getting caught in little details. I’m not the expert in pulling oneself out of that swamp, because I get lost in details as well, but that’s something that one really has to watch out for. Otherwise, life is too short; you just don’t accomplish very much and then you die.
And then you’re a child again – if you’re lucky, as a human – and then you have to start all over again, get an education again?! And then you have to wait another thirty years before you can start doing something really constructive. That’s horrible. That’s a real drag of samsara. All of a sudden – you’ve worked so hard, forty, fifty, sixty years old, you finally get the experience; you finally know how to do something that really is worthwhile, and then it’s all over again, you have to go back to Go. You have to go back and start and get a whole education again. It’s horrible.
Question: But doesn’t it help to build up consciousness and awareness to do little things perfectly?
Alex: Well, one wants to try to avoid going to an extreme. And what is perfect? What is perfect? As Geshe Dhargyey used to say, you’re never going to make the perfect translation Look at the Tibetans. The Tibetans translated, and then a hundred years later it was edited and improved, and another hundred years later it was edited and improved. You’re never going to make the final version of it, so don’t bang your head against the wall.
I always give advice to people who are doing Ph.D. dissertations, let alone more childish school exercises of papers at university and so on. These are exercises for children that are learning. You’re not writing the definitive work that’s going to go down in history as the most brilliant thing in the world. You’re just doing it as an exercise for school. And the teacher doesn’t want to read all this stuff, doesn’t have time, so just do it. Show that you can do the work; that’s all that they care about, that you’re capable of doing research. “Finish and go on with the rest of your life.”
This is what my own professor told me, Professor Nagatomi. He was wonderful. I was doing the oral tradition of the lam-rim – and this is before any of the lam-rim was translated into Western languages – and I had prepared the initial scope and the intermediate scope, and already it was five hundred pages. And then I was saying, “And I haven’t finished the advanced scope yet,” and he said, “Forget about it. Just hand the damn thing in and get out of here. We know that you can do the work, now just finish it. It’s just an exercise for a degree. You can write the advanced scope afterwards. You don’t have to write it for the dissertation.” He was very, very wise, a great Japanese professor, a great teacher; he came from a family of Zen priests in Japan.
So when one is a student and writing a student paper, one needs to recognize that one is a child and not be arrogant and proud about your child learning. And so you just do what you need to do in order to demonstrate that you’re learning. Don’t puff yourself up into, “Now I’m the world’s expert writing a student paper.” Then you get really uptight and nervous about it and freak out. It’s no different from a child in the beginning classes of school doing a homework. It’s no different. It’s important to keep it in its proper perspective; otherwise your school years can be a torture.
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(11a) Let me rid myself of hostility and uneasy mental states,
And go happily everywhere.
This is continuing this discussion about how, when we are with other people – even if we’re trying to live in seclusion, nevertheless we are going to meet people – and so when we’re with people, then it’s very important to be able to not get hostile toward them, “Oh, you’re interrupting my practice; why did you come bother me,” or any type of uneasy mental state that we would have.
If we have this uneasy mental state with other people, then we’re never going to be happy. And so often what happens, why this uneasiness comes, is because we don’t see everybody as equal, which is what was being discussed in the previous verse, the necessity to see everybody as equal. We’re attached to some, but we’re repulsed from others, and we want to ignore yet others. So if somebody comes to us, then if we find them attractive or whatever, we’re attached to, “Oh, I’m so happy that you came.” But if we don’t want to see them, then we repel them and reject them, or we just want to ignore them and we resent that they’ve come or they’ve asked for our help.
I think it’s also from Shantideva, I’m not quite sure, I don’t recall the verse in Shantideva, but one great master said, “Nothing delights a bodhisattva more than when somebody wants his or her help.” I think it’s from one of the lojongs, I don’t remember where the line comes. It’s like if you’ve trained to be a nurse, then when actually it’s time for you, when you can use your skills to help others, then you’re very happy. Similarly, if you’ve been training as a bodhisattva and then there’s somebody that we can actually help and that we’re capable of helping, this is a great opportunity for rejoicing and not feeling annoyed, so let me rid myself of hostility and uneasy mental states...
...And go happily everywhere. This way we’ll be able to go happily. Of course, if too many people are bothering us and interrupting us, particularly with very little things, then sometimes we need to isolate ourselves again. Tsongkhapa himself moved all the time – until finally he established his monasteries, when people were much more receptive. When too many people started coming with offerings and these sort of things, then he moved to a different place. When he got older and he established his monasteries and so on, then he stayed at the monasteries, because then he was able to help others and establish something that would continue for a long time. But while he was training – he was very famous, he was the most outstanding one of his time – and when constantly...
...he was like Serkong Rinpoche, he’d go to a place and then you had all these people coming all day long, presenting a kata, and making sure that they prostrated directly in front of him, so that he saw them prostrate, and then sitting there, and him having to bless them, give them a string or something like that... that could take up all of your time and you’re not really benefiting people on a profound level, the same as if you were teaching someone. And so if that was happening with Tsongkhapa – coming and giving the equivalent of one rupee, and like that, coming with offerings and so on, the five hundred and seventy-fifth box of incense that you don’t need – then better to move. Becoming too famous, too many people are being attracted for little things, taking up all of your time.
How that would refer to our own situation here in the West, that’s a little bit difficult to see. It’s like for instance, I know from my experience of traveling as a teacher that it’s very different from being in a place all the time. If you travel as a teacher, Serkong Rinpoche always used to say, don’t overstay your welcome. Don’t stay more than a certain number of days. If you’re there for a few days, then people find it a special event, and they’ll come to teachings and so on. But if you stay for too long, then on the one hand you become a burden for the people who are taking care of you. And on the other hand, especially if you live in a place, this is what I’ve seen, people take you for granted and don’t come, “Well, I can always go next week,” “Oh, I have a birthday party,” or “Oh, I have a movie that I want to see,” or something like that and they don’t come.
So in that type of situation it’s best to move on to a place where you can be of more use or benefit. But obviously, we always have to check our own personal situation. On the one hand, if people need our help, then being willing to help. On the other hand, if nobody really needs our help, or they’re just coming and bothering us all the time and not really being in a real position for being helped, then we move on. One looks at the life of a monastic. A “monastic” – the term is “somebody who’s left their home,” who is “homeless.” Again it depends on our level in our practice.
(11b) So, let me rid myself of whatever I’m attached to
And live without attachments.
And so if – particularly, this is referring to possessions – if there are things that we’re very attached to, the advice is to give it away or to put it in a box, put it in the closet, so that we don’t see it all the time and get too preoccupied with it.
They say it’s very helpful to make our homes as simple as possible, like in a cave. If you just live in a cave, then you’re not so attached to the rock wall of the cave. But if you spend all your time decorating your house and having all sorts of precious things around – mind you, it’s nice to have a nice environment if it helps our mind, but if we get too carried away – then we get very much attached to these things.
If you go into the great lamas’ houses in India, their place is decorated with pictures of their teachers, not decorated with artwork or pictures of the Buddha-figures, the yidams. That helps to stay mindful of the practice. But again, if you’re doing it in terms of making your place into an art collection and getting the finest artwork, then that again is objects of attachment; it depends on your attitude.
(12a) With attachment, I won’t attain even a happy rebirth
And I’ll cut off the life of my liberation, in fact.
If we’re attached to things, then that often leads us to destructive behavior. We have to, in the worst case, steal to get more and we’re very attached and we have covetous thinking about “how I can get more,” and “how I get a better art collection than my neighbor,” and so on, an even more elaborate altar than the next one. In this way, not only will we not be able to get a happy rebirth, but in fact, our whole chances for liberation are very much negatively affected, because of just increased and increased attachment to samsara.
So sometimes His Holiness says, not exactly in these words, but “if we’re going to be attached to something, be attached to positive things rather than negative things.” This refers also to lust that we have for other people – sexual lust and so on – that is also a tremendous attachment. Then you always have to have a better and better and more beautiful partner and so on. That certainly causes tremendous difficulties in terms of future lives and liberation. There’s a calypso song, an old calypso song, “If you want to live happy for the rest of your life, take an ugly woman as your wife.”
(12b) So wherever I see a Dharma measure (for bringing) happiness,
Let me exert effort always in that.
The Dharma measures that bring happiness are ethics. By restraining from destructive behavior, which means acting on the basis of our disturbing emotions, and by engaging in positive things, then we’re going to bring about happiness. So ethics is the opponent here to lust, and attachment, and greed, so we don’t go around stealing, we don’t go around in inappropriate sexual behavior with other people’s partners and so on.
And so when I see a Dharma measure of ethics that will bring happiness – restrain from this or that negative act – let me exert effort always in that. And that refers to bodhisattva vows as well – to restrain from praising myself and putting down others. It’s going to bring happiness and allow me to bring more happiness to others.
(13) Whatever I’ve undertaken to start with,
Let me accomplish that very thing first.
Everything, this way, will get accomplished well;
Otherwise, neither will come about.
We might recognize these lines – they’re taken from Shantideva’s Engaging in Bodhisattva Behavior. He’s putting together verses forty-three and forty-four from chapter five.
[See: Engaging in Bodhisattva Behavior, Chapter 5.]
This is stating that first we have to think very well before we undertake something – whether it’s an education or whatever it might be, some sort of activity – and think about the benefits of it, and not just the benefits in this lifetime, but what type of benefits are going to be there in terms of future lives as well. And then think in terms of our ability to actually do it. And then think in terms of our time – how many years is it going to take to do this and so on – and in that way we decide what to undertake or what not to undertake; what’s going to bring the most benefit to myself and to others.
So it’s important not to rush into things, and particularly this refers to taking vows. Don’t be in a rush to take it, but really examine very well whether or not one can keep these. And if we’re going to do it, do it well. But again, not be a fanatic, whether it’s with the vows, whether it’s... fanatic means that we’re not in the slightest bit flexible. Even in the vinaya it talks about certain situations where there are exceptions that we need to be flexible in. A monk is not supposed to touch a woman, but if a woman is drowning you don’t say, “Sorry, I can’t give you a hand, because I’m not allowed to touch a woman,” that’s absurd.
Likewise, if we’re undertaking some task or some education, really think about it well before doing it in terms of the benefits, and if we’re going to do it, do it; do it properly, do it well, but without being a fanatic, and know when to let go when it’s finished, don’t get attached. Geshe Ngawang Dhargyey used to say, “Life is too short to taste everything, so don’t become a professional tourist of samsara, that you have to go and taste and see everything of samsara; that’s not going to get you anywhere.” A very helpful piece of advice.
So in terms of choosing what to do – how to spend our time, people to spend it with and so on – we need to think of the benefits, as I said, and do that according to our talent, according to what’s going to be the best use of what we can do, that not so many other people are doing, and what would be of the greatest benefit to the largest number of people, benefit not just to “me,” and benefit not just in this lifetime.
And also, as Ringu Tulku reaffirmed, when he was visiting here a little while ago, also in choosing how we spend our time, and who we help, and what we do, also one factor is what do we personally gain a little bit from ourselves. Because until we’re a very, very high bodhisattva, there’s always going to be some selfish component to our motivation. And so in terms of choosing what to do, there are some things that give us a lot of energy, or certain people that we might help or spend our time with, it gives us a lot of positive energy and inspiration. Others are just a drain on our energy and make us feel very, very exhausted after being with them. So, that also can be a factor in choosing how we spend our time and who we help and these sort of things.
And in terms of what to choose to work on, the advice is always, “meditation on bodhichitta is the best.” That’s the biggest source of energy.
(14) While still acting always negatively and parted from joy,
When a feeling of superiority arises about anything,
Let me cut off my pride and remember
My sublime teacher’s guideline instructions.
This is referring to while we’re still in a samsaric situation we’re still acting always negatively and parted from the joy of liberation and enlightenment. In such a time, when we have a feeling of superiority about anything, like our bodhichitta meditation, our practice, “Oh, I’m so holy,” and “I’m doing so well,” and so on, we need to cut off our pride and remember the teacher’s guideline instructions that we’re like the tide of the ocean that goes up and down, up and down. So sometimes we’re feeling very proud “I’m doing so well,” other times we get discouraged and, “I’m so terrible.”
So when we’re proud, then the guideline instructions are to think about death and impermanence: “Well, I’m so great, but I’m going to get sick and get old and die, and all these things are not going to last.” And also to think that “No matter how good I am, there’s always others who are much better,” and if we compare ourselves with them, then it helps to quiet down our pride. And when we get discouraged, then the guideline instruction is to think of the precious human life that we have, the opportunities that we have, and how there are others who are so much worse off than we are, and that helps us not to get so discouraged.
Do you have any comments, questions?
Question: When I read this and think about this, then I find very much to think about in it, and I find a lot of points that should be remembered and practiced. And so I’m asking myself where to actually start. Well, that one should meditate is clear to me and where my problems are is also something that’s evident to me, but still it’s a bit confusing.
Alex: Well, I think that what can be helpful, if we have time, since especially the text is not terribly long, is to read it – whether it’s every day, or every other day, or something like that – to familiarize ourselves with these various points. If we do like that, then in our daily lives, when the situations arise to which it refers, then we remember it, because we’ve read it, we’ve familiarized ourselves with it.
We can’t say that one point in the text is more important than another one, because what it’s talking about is – as we’re trying to develop bodhichitta – what are the things that are helpful, and particularly what are the things that are not helpful. When we can recognize what things are not helpful, then we try to apply the advice that’s here. So, when you’re feeling very lonely and attached to other people and so on, then you think, “If you have too much of them, then it’s a distraction, and it could be very much of an interference.” Or when there are a lot of people around, you think in terms of, “These are people that I can help.” Each aspect of this teaching pertains to a different situation, so whenever it arises then we apply it.
If we read something like this each day – I mean, if we’re already reading something, you don’t have to add it to it, but I’m saying – if this is a text that you find particularly helpful, you read it and then, according to how your day has been and so on, one point or another seems to you more relevant, and then you sort of stop there and think about it. That’s sort of the way to do it. It’s like a rosary – the Tibetans carry around these rosaries and your finger goes through the beads – and so you can make a round through the verses and through the points. I think that’s the thing that builds up the greatest familiarity, is to constantly remind ourselves of these points.
And work on it. There are many ways of doing that. My own personal way was translating. If you translate or write up the teachings or something like that, then that forces you to think about it. So if you take some notes during class, and then when you’re home you write them more nicely, doing that – especially if you think in terms of maybe it might be of some help to other people as well; whether it is or not doesn’t matter, but the motivation is there – then that gives you an opportunity to think about it. Because to just sit and think in meditation, that’s actually quite difficult to sustain your interest and your attention, but if you’re trying to write it or to translate it, then you really think about it.
I find this extremely helpful in terms of translating. I’ve been working on a new translation of Shantideva’s text from both the Sanskrit and the Tibetan, and – even though I taught it, and taught it so slowly and carefully – going through it again, looking at absolutely every single word both in the Sanskrit and the Tibetan, and really struggling with what’s the best way of translating it, and how do the Tibetans understand it, and the differences between the two language versions and so on, then it becomes much, much more familiar, so that now I remember a lot of these verses. And if you read it every day, a portion of it every day, and go through it over and over again like that, then it’s very helpful; it becomes much more familiar, much more familiar.
There are many little tricks like that. Ugyen Tseten Rinpoche gave one very, very good example. He was saying that when he does these recitation practices, which the Tibetans do, he recites each line or each phrase three times in a row, because if you do it like that, then you actually think about each thing. If you just go through it one time very quickly, you can go through it very, very quickly. Especially if you’ve been doing it for years every single day, you can go through it at super speed and not think about anything. But if you take each phrase or each line and recite it three times before you go on to the next one, then you actually do take the time to think about it or to visualize what it’s talking about and so on. It’s a very helpful piece of advice from a lama who is about ninety years old now, speaking from his experience in his life.
So when reading a text like this, the same type of thing. If we have time, we don’t have to read the whole thing if it’s too difficult, read a couple of verses, but recite each line three times. So you actually think about it. Shantideva said in his first couple of verses, “I write this to familiarize it with my mind, and if somebody else finds it helpful, well, very nice.” So in our practice the quantity is not the important thing. It’s the quality.
Let’s end here with a dedication. We think, whatever positive force has come from this, may this act as a cause for reaching enlightenment for the benefit of all, and may we truly be able to put all of this into practice.
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In Atisha’s text, A Bodhisattva’s Garland of Gems, the text is speaking about how to meditate and put into practice bodhichitta.
(15a) And when a feeling of discouragement arises,
Let me praise the glories of the mind.
This is speaking about a major problem that comes up when we want to meditate on bodhichitta and this is discouragement and feeling that “It’s too much,” and “I can’t do it.” The advice here is to praise the glories of the mind. “The glories of the mind” is referring to the wonderful aspects of the mind, referring specifically to the various aspects of Buddha-nature. If we can focus on the Buddha-nature aspects, and we have some idea of what Buddha-nature means, then that can help us to overcome our discouragement.
How do we actually deal with this on a practical level? This is a very important question if we’re going to be able to somehow approach our bodhichitta meditation now. And I think, from my own experience, my own way of dealing with this, and a little bit of discussion I’ve had with others, that Tsongkhapa’s general advice in terms of how you do a visualization is very helpful here. What he says is that first you get a general picture of a visualization, so you have some sort of object of focus, and then, as you gain better and better concentration, the details will come. But don’t worry about the details in the beginning, because if you do, you’re going to get very frustrated.
[See: A Letter of Practical Advice on Sutra and Tantra.]
I think that this also is a very helpful piece of advice with respect to how to meditate on bodhichitta. When we’re doing a visualization of ourselves as a Buddha-figure, the main thing then to focus on is the feeling, it’s called the “pride of the deity,” in which we have a feeling of actually being the Buddha-figure with just a vague object to focus on in terms of the clarity. So the same thing with bodhichitta.
I think that a general feeling of it, the pride of having bodhichitta – this is pride in a positive sense – is very helpful, and that’s the thing to focus on, rather than the details of what enlightenment actually means, and each individual being, and all these little details, which are not so little, but which are just going to get us very, very frustrated, because then we think, “How could I possibly... in speaking, in one word, everybody understands it in a different language, and I can speak every language,” and “How can I multiply into a million, billion forms,” and stuff like that. If we think like that, we’re going to get very discouraged, if we think in terms of, “How could I possibly multiply my body into billions of forms.” So I don’t think it’s helpful in the beginning at all. It’s the feeling that we need to focus on.
In the beginning, we need to build ourselves up to actually feeling this feeling of bodhichitta, this state of mind. It’s much further on the path that it’s going to come automatically. So we build it up either with the seven-part cause and effect meditation or the equalizing and exchanging of self with others. It’s not the time for me to go through all the details of how to do that, but the main point of it, I think – in terms of the feeling that we want to start to generate – is a huge, huge openness and extending out the boundaries of our concern.
[See: Seven-Part Cause and Effect Quintessence Teaching for Developing Bodhicitta. See also: Equalizing and Exchanging One's Attitudes about Self and Others.]
Whether that feeling of concern is so strong or not, that’s going to grow with time; that’s like the visualization, it comes more and more in focus. But to open up to this scope of “everyone is equal, and so I have equal concern for everyone,” and don’t get caught up in the details of “What about the cockroach?” and “What about the mosquito?” and “What about the hell creature?” and stuff like that – that’s detail. The point is to open up to the scope, just this openness, this wideness.
And then add to it a feeling quality of, “I want to be happy, so does everybody else. I don’t want to suffer, so does everybody else. We’re all equal,” and have that general feeling of the wish to be happy and the wish not to be unhappy. Let that likewise expand out beyond the boundaries of just little “me,” and just open up, let that radiate out. And then add to that this feeling, “Well, really to be able to do that fully, I need to reach enlightenment, everybody needs to reach enlightenment, and so I really want to do that, so that means doing it for everybody.”
So it’s like we have this sun of love and compassion and concern for others and to bring everyone to enlightenment – and don’t just have it enclosed in the house of our body and limited in terms of its concern for just ourselves. What you want to do is get rid of that boundary and just try to imagine that sun shining infinitely. Don’t worry about how far – is it a thousand kilometers, a million kilometers, twenty million light years? – it doesn’t matter. The point is to try to have a feeling of infinity, in a sense, of just: it goes out limitlessly, this concern – this is the whole point, to get a vast, vast heart, a vast, vast mind.
Then we think in terms of, “Enlightenment, this is what I need to reach,” and that enlightenment is – likewise, you don’t have to have all the details, just the general feeling of it – is the highest state possible of evolution with all the limitations removed. Just try to have that feeling of expansion out to that. And it doesn’t matter how long it’s going to take, so there’s also an expansion in terms of a feeling of time. And so this is this vast, vast feeling area going out in all dimensions, not just spatial, but temporal dimensions, and dimensions of development, and qualities and stuff like that – without the detail. Don’t worry about the detail, just have that feeling of vastness. That’s what Mahayana means: vastness of this warmth.
Then, within that, like an illusion, there is a form of a Buddha. Whether it’s ourself as a Buddha-figure if we’re doing tantra, or a figure in front of us, or if you want to do it mahamudra style, it’s just the state of the mind of itself, the clarity of the mind itself, which represents what we’re trying to achieve. That is a focus, you have a dual focus – this huge vastness, and some representation of it – and then it’s like a magnet, just drawing toward that, drawing to that representation and also drawing toward this huge scope as well, to help others.
That’s what you focus on with bodhichitta; so it’s not just simple compassion, “Oh, you poor person on the street, I want to help you.” It’s not that at all; it’s much, much more vast. That’s the state of mind that you want to develop, and it brings tears to your eyes, your heart is just so full, it’s just so overwhelming, and you don’t worry about the detail. That truly is an extraordinary state of mind.
Now, the whole question “is enlightenment possible?” that’s a very, very difficult question, a very difficult one to become fully convinced by logic. And so what one does – like how you approach the whole question of rebirth, particularly as a Western person – is that you give it the benefit of the doubt. In other words, you say, “Well, let’s suppose that it is possible, and then let’s work with that and see where it leads. And I will be patient, because I realize that it’s really difficult to understand, really difficult to be convinced of and it’s going to take years and years and years and years and years till I reach that level. And it’s never going to be ‘Hallelujah, now I believe,’ in any case.”
So work with it, accustom my mind to that. And so what do you work with? You work with Buddha-nature, as it says here. Buddha-nature, so what are we talking about? These are all the factors that will allow this endless development to happen. We have various factors that can be grown, that can develop – the natural warmth of the mind, the natural instinct you’re feeling to take care of someone, the natural quality of the mind for the energy to go out, the ability of the mind to understand, the ability to communicate, the ability to feel, the positive force that is there – all these things are qualities that can be developed further and further, but the basic thing is there.
And then also the abiding Buddha-nature. This is the voidness of the mind, and the voidness of the mind, it allows for change, it allows for a development – it’s also a Buddha-nature factor. Then the third type of Buddha-nature factor is the fact that the mind can be inspired to develop and to grow; we’re not like a piece of rock. When we focus on these things, these three types of Buddha-nature factors, then it gives us encouragement, and it can grow and grow further, and we have a little bit of an idea of the qualities of the Buddha that we’re aiming for – but don’t get hung up on that, then you get discouraged – just this feeling that it is possible to grow, these factors are there, and the mind is in this scope of this great vastness. Then you start to be able to actually meditate on bodhichitta.
Working with this basis of Buddha-nature, we don’t get discouraged, if our mind is open to this vastness. It will come later that it’s clear what really does Buddhahood mean and really becoming more and more convinced that it is possible to reach it. The main thing is this vastness, the feeling that’s part of it, and the basic confidence that the working materials are there.
Don’t get into this whole trip of “I can’t do it,” “It’s too much,” “This is impossible,” because then we’re identifying with the limited me. Rather than the pride of the deity, we have the pride of the samsaric me. That doesn’t help. Especially if we can, remind ourselves in terms of voidness that, “This is bullshit; this is not the way that I am.” And to have this focus on the not-yet-happening of that future enlightenment: we know that we’re not there, so we’re not fooling ourselves.
(15b) And meditate on the voidness of both (states).
Also for avoiding discouragement, we meditate on the voidness of the inadequate samsaric state, that “I can’t really help everybody now,” and the voidness of the enlightened state that we’re aiming for. So it’s not that this is one ping-pong ball now – as we’ve been using this image – “poor limited me, I can’t possibly help anybody, or I can only help them in a very trivial way,” and this ping-pong ball – this enlightenment – that’s up in the sky and impossible to reach.
Both of them are going to arise according to causes and conditions. We have the conditions there, which are the Buddha-nature factors; and so it’s a matter of building up positive force, building up deep awareness, practicing and so on with the understanding of voidness that things are going to arise dependently in terms of cause and effect and the effort that we put into it. That helps us to overcome discouragement, that it’s impossible, that and – as we said earlier in terms of joyful perseverance – a realistic attitude. Accept that it’s going to be difficult. We’re not fooling ourselves. Accept that it’s going to be difficult. But is there anything else that’s worthwhile to do in life?
Everything else is trivial compared to that. Shantideva says it very, very well in his first chapter, the praises to bodhichitta, the benefits of it.
[See: Engaging in Bodhisattva Behavior, Chapter 1.]
Even if it’s not possible to reach enlightenment – which is where we would be working now, because we still are a little bit... you know, indecisive wavering, “Is it possible or not; it just sounds too fantastic” – even if it’s not, it doesn’t matter. And whether or not there are actually enlightened beings now, or there ever have been in the past, it doesn’t matter. Because certainly we can appreciate that we can develop and evolve more and more. And so we just represent all of this in terms of, “Well, the furthest limit that we could evolve to, let’s call that Buddhahood.”
I think that that is the way to begin. I’m not saying that that’s the final understanding, not by any means, but that’s the way to begin. Then you get off the ground; otherwise you’re always stuck in the little house of “I can’t do it,” and “poor me.” And we can’t relate to a Buddha anyway, it’s beyond our imagination. That’s why they say the gurus are so important, like a magnifying glass – Sakya Pandita uses this example – to bring the heat of the sun to make a fire on the kindling wood of ourselves.
With the gurus – His Holiness the Dalai Lama, or somebody less developed than His Holiness the Dalai Lama – we get some feeling of what a human being can evolve to, and that inspires us. So we relate to the next higher stage that we could relate to and in that way we develop more and more, because, of course, we can’t possibly relate to a Buddha and all the qualities of Shakyamuni Buddha. It’s much too much; so don’t worry about it, OK?
If we have conventional bodhichitta, in which our mind and the scope is going out infinitely, as much as possible, then you combine that with the understanding of voidness. That also is extending equally to that extent. This is the way you start to try to bring the two together. Because when we think of voidness, nothing exists as a ping-pong ball; everything is interrelated, interdependent, affecting each other, in all dimensions, space and time and qualities. So this Mahayana scope is very important, while having a focus.
That’s why a Buddha-figure, or something like that, is helpful for a focus. Because it’s also quite easy to get a bit spaced out, if the mind is too broad; so you try to have a balance there. Because also what one adds to that is a blissful feeling – because it’s very blissful as well – so it’s easy to – if we use the colloquial expression – to bliss out, to be so blissful that you’re sort of like the puppy dog lying on the back with the feet up in the air, your belly being rubbed.
Question: The main problem that I have with all of this is that the belief in future lives doesn’t come naturally. So before I focus on something beyond this life, I need to know that at the end of this life not everything will be finished.
Alex: The question is that for us Westerners, most of whom don’t have a conviction – or understanding or anything like that – of past lives and future lives and beginningless and endless mind, that all this is very difficult to do.
That’s absolutely correct. Therefore bodhichitta meditation is the advanced scope in the lam-rim. It’s not the beginning scope. So we need to work on these things earlier. That’s true. But again, it’s the same process. You give it the benefit of the doubt and say, “I have enough respect that people like His Holiness the Dalai Lama is not a fool believing in some sort of garbage propaganda and neither are the great lamas, because I’ve seen the type of people that it produces who think this way, and I don’t think that Buddha, or Shantideva, or any of these people were idiots. So I have that level of respect that I’m going to say, ‘OK, let’s suppose that it is true. What happens then? What state of mind comes from that.’”
That’s why I say, you have to be flexible, your mind has to be loose to allow for these things. And if it’s not, that is the thing that we need to work on – how to loosen up the mind to be flexible. And it is dealing with imagination, it really is, that, “OK, I’ll imagine. I’ll say ‘OK, I’m not going to be so uptight, I’m not going to be so precise,’ this type of thing, and use my imagination and imagine. OK, I don’t really understand rebirth, I don’t really understand these sort of things. I have a little bit of an idea, but to be honest, I don’t really understand.”
You’re not going to understand it until we understand the voidness of the self, and voidness of the process of cause and effect. Without that, you can’t really be convinced of this whole thing, and without being able to identify what mind is, which is also incredibly difficult. So, “OK, I understand what is involved here, and I think it’s very worthwhile to be able to try to understand it and meantime, now, provisionally I will give it the benefit of the doubt and suppose that it is true and then see where that leads me in terms of the practice.” So you have to work with that first, before you can expand further in terms of bodhichitta.
That’s why we have the lam-rim. Atisha himself wrote the first lam-rim, the graded stages of, step by step, how we develop. And what’s always very important, which I can’t repeat enough, is to not trivialize the earlier steps. What we often do in the West is that we go through the whole thing, so you have a general idea. But then you have to go back over and over again, deepen it, deepen it, put things together; and it takes years. And that’s OK. It takes lifetimes, so what’s the big deal about it taking years?
Question: You talk about effort, the joyful effort. And when is the time when the effort becomes a hindrance?
Alex: A hindrance in the sense that you can’t develop it? Well, then you take a rest. That’s one of the aspects of it, to let go. You know when to take a rest, when you feel yourself very stressed and you feel that it’s counterproductive to... you’re sitting and you’re trying to meditate, and you’re falling asleep all the time, and you’re constantly having to wake yourself up, and you’re nodding and nodding and nodding. Forget it. Go to sleep. Lie down for ten minutes or twenty minutes.
Question: But then where is the discipline?
Alex: The discipline is to get back up after you’ve taken a rest; and to not treat yourself like a baby and take a rest when you really don’t need it. So you learn to judge yourself what is the balance. But it comes from a great respect for ourselves as a human being, “I’m a human being. I’m not a machine that can run twenty-four hours a day, and so I respect my samsaric humanity. And I know that sometimes I need a rest; sometimes I need the company of warm friends; sometimes I need a little bit of entertainment; sometimes I need a hot bath.”
As Shantideva says, it’s like if you have a servant: if the servant is working, then of course you feed the servant and you give the servant clothes and so on. So, you’re servicing the body, as in servicing your car, so that it will run better, so without attachment and like that. That doesn’t mean you don’t enjoy it when you relax. Enjoy it, but without making a big deal out of it, and not getting attached to it.
Question: In Zen they say that the harder you strive for satori, the further it is.
Alex: Right. In Zen there is this paradox that if you strive too hard for enlightenment, then it becomes more and more distant, and you need to be able to relax. Especially if you’re striving toward it and taking it as a ping-pong ball, existing all on its own, like some sort of solid entity that you could find and point to. So this is a Zen koan that I repeat to people very frequently: “Death can come at any time: relax.”
That’s very true, if you’re pushing and pushing, then you just get stressed and what the Tibetans call lung, a disorder of the energy. You become a fanatic and fanatic is counterproductive. And usually that fanaticism is associated with guilt, “I have to be perfect and I’m not perfect, and therefore I’m guilty, and I’m going to disappoint Mommy and Daddy, and disappoint my guru” – who’s just a Mommy and Daddy substitute – “and they’re not going to love me anymore” – I mean... all this junk – “and they’re going to reject me, and abandon me, and poor me”… not helpful.
(16a) Whenever an object of attachment or hostility
arises in any situation,
Let me regard it like an illusion or a projection;
So this is after we’ve absorbed ourselves in the understanding of voidness, then, when we are dealing with any situation, it’s important to regard it as an illusion, so that we don’t get discouraged. When we’re having difficulties and so on and obstacles come up, see it as an illusion, like a dream. When we awake, the dream is gone, the dream is finished. We can remember it perhaps, but it’s not happening now. So, whatever discouraging state of mind or mood or a situation arises – it’s happening, but it’s not something solid, and it has arisen from causes and conditions, and it will pass, like a dream.
This gives us courage. When we can see everything like an illusion or like a projection, it gives us courage not to get fooled by it. It’s like a horror movie. If you watch a horror movie, maybe you get scared, but if you realize it’s only a movie, then there’s just actors there and make-up, it helps to not be so frightened – a very, very helpful piece of advice. Things happen, a discouragement, or a difficult situation, and, “OK, so it’s no big deal. It has arisen from causes and conditions. It appears solidly, that’s like an illusion,” and then you just apply the opponent to deal with it.
It’s like you find a scorpion in your shoe in India, and you don’t freak out at it, you don’t make a big deal out of it, “There’s a scorpion in my shoe. OK, so there’s a scorpion in my shoe.” So it’s like an illusion in the sense that it’s not some sort of horrible monster. And you pick up your shoe, and you go outside, and you empty your shoe, and the scorpion is outside, and you go back in, and you put on your shoe. You’re finished. What’s the big deal?
That’s how to deal with discouragement and how to deal with difficult situations, “OK, it’s arisen, it’s like a scorpion in my shoe. OK, so I deal with it, and if I need some time to quiet down, I take the time to quiet down. What’s the big deal?”
(16b) Whenever I hear unpleasant words,
Let me regard them like an echo;
And whenever harm happens to my body,
Let me regard it as (coming from) my previous karma.
This is like the lojong, the attitude-training text, that Atisha’s teacher in Sumatra wrote, that when we hear unpleasant words it’s like an echo – “the nasty sounds that I’ve made myself and now it’s coming back to me and I’m hearing it again.” And when harm happens to my body, well this has come from my karma. “I’ve thrown the boomerang out, as it were, and now it’s come back.” And so we create all our troubles ourselves. Other people may be circumstances, but we’ve created the conditions to meet those circumstances as well.
[See: The Wheel of Sharp Weapons, 2006 Literal Translation.]
This way we just try to deal with it without making it into this horrible... “You horrible person, you just did something that I don’t like.” If they did something that we don’t like, and we’re dealing with it on our side, then we can also tell the other person, “That was not acceptable. Could you please act in this way or that way.” And if they’re a reasonable person, they adapt and we adapt, and no big deal. And if they’re not reasonable people and they won’t adapt, we adapt as much as we can on our side, while setting the limits. The limit is set in terms of what’s destructive.
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(17) Let me step up to living in a sequestered place,
Outside the limits (of any town),
And, like the corpse of a dead game animal,
Hide myself in solitude and live without attachments.
This is very similar to what Shantideva explains in the eighth chapter, that if we want to improve ourselves – that’s what it means to step up – and really develop ourselves, that it’s best to go live in a quiet sequestered place outside of the limits of any town – this is what the word “monastery” [dgon-pa] means in Tibetan, a place that is quiet and outside of the towns – and be like the corpse of a dead animal. That means, Shantideva explains, if we’re already counted as dead, then there’ll be no mourners to interrupt us and making a big scene around us when we’re dying and so on.
[See: Engaging in Bodhisattva Behavior, Chapter 8.]
We’ll be able to practice properly to help with our future lives and, hiding ourselves away in solitude, live without any attachments. Now, of course, not all of us can do that, and His Holiness often says that only a very small percentage of people will feel inclined to be able to go live in solitude and devote their life to meditation, that for most of us it’s better to stay in society and to be involved as much as we’re capable of with helping others. But sometimes it’s helpful to go into a type of retreat for a little while, to stay in a quiet place and either meditate, or work on writing Dharma things, or whatever we want to do. That will be possible.
But when we think of the great masters of the past, and some of the present as well, who have lived like this, then it gives us great inspiration. Especially for beginners, a fairly quiet situation is better; there is less distraction. And don’t have overly romantic ideas of India and Nepal, they’re not quiet places – the Land of Sound – and Tibetan monasteries are extremely noisy. Everybody does their practices out loud. And even if we’re in a quiet place by ourselves, of course we can have a tremendously large amount of noise in our heads. Also this isn’t a guarantee, that if externally it’s quiet, that internally it will be quiet. But if externally it’s quiet, it helps for many people.
(18a) (There,) let me always be stable with my Buddha-figure.
There – that’s referring to in solitude, in a quiet, sequestered place.
So here is another hint of tantra practice that Atisha is introducing here. And in order to gain stability – he says, “Let me always be stable” – what we need for gaining stability is to have a daily meditation practice, whatever that daily meditation practice might be. Especially when we’re living a very busy life and we’re doing so many things, then it is so helpful to have one steady practice every day. No matter what craziness is going on in our lives, we have this stable mental state, this stable place that we have everyday. It gives us a sense of continuity and that is very important for stability.
And if we work with a Buddha-figure, as in tantra, what we’re doing is abandoning our old self-image of a busy life and adopting a self-image – on the basis of the understanding of voidness, and bodhichitta, of course, and renunciation – a self-image of a Buddha-figure that embodies the various qualities of a Buddha that we’re striving to achieve. And so when we go off to a quiet place, it’s very important to dissociate, as Shantideva says, both our body and our minds, not just our body of going into a sequestered place, but also the associations and the attachments and so on with the self-image of the place that we’ve left. That’s why working with a Buddha-figure is very helpful for replacing that samsaric self-image with one which is more “nirvanic” – if we can use that word – and doesn’t have all the old associations, the negative associations, negative in the sense of disturbing emotions.
(18b) And whenever a feeling of laziness or exhaustion arises,
Let me enumerate my own shortcomings
Obviously, when we’re meditating – as I’ve often said, samsara, until we become an arhat, continues to go up and down, that’s the nature of samsara – sometimes we’re going to feel like meditating, sometimes we won’t; sometimes it’ll go well, sometimes it won’t; sometimes we feel lazy and exhausted, other times we don’t. And the important thing is to just continue anyway, regard it like an illusion, as is stated in an earlier verse. Don’t make a big deal out of it, you just continue.
To help us to go past that laziness and exhaustion, Atisha says, “enumerate our own shortcomings,” in other words, remind ourselves that this laziness and exhaustion is a shortcoming; it’s something that is an obstacle, something that I want to overcome. And so we remind ourselves of our motivation, that we’re meditating in order to overcome these kind of things, like laziness, and discouragement, and exhaustion, and self-pity, and all these other things, or attachment, if our mind is completely distracted with attachment, or anger, or whatever it is.
If we remind ourselves of, “Hey, that’s exactly why I’m sitting here; that’s exactly why I want to meditate is because I feel lazy and I don’t want to do anything constructive,” then it reaffirms our motivation and it gives us strength to push on. And it’s part of the perseverance – we accept that samsara is going to go up and down, we accept that difficulty, we don’t have any illusions about it – you push forward and you have effort.
Once we have reminded ourselves of our motivation to overcome these shortcomings, then:
(18c) And remind myself or the essential points
of taming behavior.
That’s referring to ethical discipline, discipline to correct our faults. And what’s explained here is that we need to recognize our own faults when they arise, our own shortcomings when they arise, and then correct them ourselves, remember to correct them. And that’s what we often refer to as “the inner guru.” We don’t need an external guru to correct us, like a policeman, or a Mommy, or a Daddy, but we recognize ourselves when we’re acting in a way that is not what we’re striving to achieve, not something constructive.
And then just correct it, don’t go here and there, just do it, as my mother would say, “straight up and down.” Just do it. It’s like, if you’re going to take a shower and the water is a bit cold, well just do it, just get into the water. Either take a shower or don’t take a shower, rather than standing there with the water, and a little bit your foot here and, “Oh, I’m not going to go in,” and then it taking forever. If you’re going to do it, just do it.
(19) But if I happen to see others,
Let me speak calmly, gently, and sincerely,
Rid myself of any frowns or closed-off expressions,
And always keep a smile.
This is again very reminiscent of Shantideva’s text. Although we’re living in seclusion and practicing, we’re going to undoubtedly meet people. And any interactions that we have, then it’s important to keep calm and gentle. If we’re stable in our practice, we will be calm, and it puts others at ease.
But, as I think I’ve related before, after my first few years of staying in India, I went back to America and I was spending some time with my sister. And my sister’s remark was, “You’re so calm, I could vomit,” that I was just like a zombie, staying calm all the time and not really showing any emotional excitement or things like that – my sister is a very emotional woman – so being calm and gentle, it doesn’t mean that we have no expression on our faces and we’re just like a walking zombie. We need to have facial expression and respond and react.
Particularly in terms of our facial expression, it says to rid ourselves of frowns or closed-off expressions, where especially we’re either conceited of “How wonderful I’m following a spiritual life,” and then looking down on the other, disapproving with a frown on the face, “Oh, you’re involved in business?” Or samsaric type of things, “You still drink beer?” “You still drink wine?” And this very disapproving look, belittling others.
So we need to always keep a smile, but that doesn’t mean a smile like in an advertisement with the big teeth showing so it’s just totally false, but rather we need to, as Atisha says here, be sincere, speak from our hearts, not be pretentious, not put on airs, not be disapproving, or anything like that. As His Holiness always says, it’s just a joy to meet another human being, human to human.
In the sensitivity training, one aspect is to try to observe our facial expression, and if we’re there with absolutely no facial expression, or there’s a frown on our face, the forehead is wrinkled, or the mouth is wrinkled, or the muscles on the face are somehow tense, to try to pay attention to that, to be alert to that. And when we notice that, to relax the muscles on the face, relax the body expression. This is very important, as often we find that automatically our face gets into some sort of frown, or some sort of disapproval expression and it communicates. We don’t see it, but the other person sees it.
On the other hand, it could go to the other extreme that it’s too much. We say something and the other person overreacts with their facial expression and it makes you feel really very uncomfortable, “This person is more upset about what I said than I am.”
(20) And when I’m continually seeing others,
Let me not be miserly, but take joy in giving,
And rid myself of all envy.
Sometimes we’re living with other people, whether it’s in a retreat type of situation of like-minded people, or we’re living with others that are doing something else. So when we’re continually seeing them, then it’s important not to be miserly with our possessions, “This is mine, you can’t use it,” “This is my food in the refrigerator,” and “This is my chair” – it sounds like The Three Little Bears – “This is my chair, somebody’s been sitting in my chair,” “Somebody’s been sleeping in my bed,” this type of thing. That causes a tremendous amount of uneasiness in the relations of people living together.
But take joy in giving, in sharing with others. And also rid ourselves of envy, which means that “I’m envious of your possessions, so I want to use all of yours, because they’re better than mine,” this type of thing. Now, this of course is not a very easy thing to put into practice, because very often there are other people who exploit us and always use our things, rather than their own things and so on, and this requires a great deal of patience.
It’s really very interesting when you think about it. When there are people that you really, really like and really feel close with, then we’re willing to share everything with them. And we’re not upset, even if they use our toothbrush. Whereas there are other people that we don’t feel so close to, and we don’t even want to sit at the same table with them, share our table with them. So a lot is going to depend on equalizing our attitude toward others.
And when we do have to set a certain amount of limits, then we try to do this based on what’s constructive and what’s destructive. You don’t share your computer with a baby who is going to break it, or share it with somebody who’s irresponsible, who’s likewise going to break it. But within the bounds of what’s not going to be destructive, then it’s important to share. As I say, it’s not easy really to do it in living practice. But take joy in giving, that’s the key.
It makes us happy to share, and we know what that feels like, because most of us have experienced that with somebody that we really love and feel very close to. We’re just so happy that we can give them something, and that they accept it, and it’s useful. So we try to extend that. In this type of way – not being miserly, not being envious of what the other people have, and being happy in terms of giving and so on – in this way we’re very friendly.
But, as Geshe Dhargyey quoted this saying that the Tibetans always have, we have to be very strong and stubborn as a bull in keeping to our practice, and we don’t go beyond the boundaries of that. If somebody wants all our time and so on, so that we can’t do our daily practice, or these type of things – they want to use our offering bowls as an ashtray, this type of thing, you don’t share it like that. So we have to be stubborn in terms of our practice.
The Tibetan expression that they use is, “Don’t give the rope through the ring in your nose to somebody else, but keep it in your own hand.” A bull has a ring through the nose, and then there’s a rope that goes through the ring, and the bull has to go – or the water buffalo has to go – wherever somebody leads it. So the expression is, “Don’t give that rope into somebody else’s hand. but hold that in your own hand.” In other words, “You be the master of what you’re doing.” In connection with that, it says:
(21) In order to safeguard the minds of others,
Let me rid myself of all contention
And always have patient tolerance.
We try to please others, to make them happy, not contradict them. That’s what contention means, to contradict somebody and always argue. Tsongkhapa said it very nicely, he said, “If you agree with the other person, that ends the argument.”
You just agree, “I agree with you, I’m not arguing with you,” and then it’s finished. Again, it depends on what the issue is; but in general, especially if the other person is not going to listen to your position and is totally closed-minded, even if they’re saying something totally outrageous, you just say, “Yeah, yeah.” I mean, there’s no point in arguing.
This goes back to the line – it comes originally from the Jewel Garland [Rin-chen ‘phreng-ba, Skt. Ratnavali] of Nagarjuna – “to accept the defeat on oneself and give the victory to others,” and this is one of the central lines in this Eight-Verse Lojong, or Attitude-Training. A very, very important and helpful piece of advice, accept the defeat on yourself, “OK, I’m wrong, you’re right.” What difference does it make? You don’t always have to get in the last word. This is the point of in the previous verse.
But there are certain limits. If the person is going to do something destructive, then you have to set the limit, “Let’s go out and shoot kangaroos,” you set the limit. “No,” you don’t agree to that. If they say, “The sky is green,” and you say, “No, it’s blue,” then what’s the point of arguing? Who cares? This is relevant especially when there are a lot of political arguments or religious arguments, that the other side is absolutely not going to listen, then what’s the point? Then it becomes idle chatter to just go on and on and on and on, and so you just say, “OK,” and finished, “Let’s talk about something else.”
Especially when somebody criticizes us, or points out some mistakes, or faults that we have, we say “thank you.” “Thank you for pointing that out,” whether it’s true or it’s not true, there’s no point in getting defensive. And often it is true what they’re saying; and especially if they’re pointing it out to hurt you, or to be aggressive, or things like that, if your reply is, “Thank you for pointing that out,” it absolutely dissolves all the antagonism. It’s the end of the argument.
But don’t just say it without examining to see whether or not what they’re saying is true. Obviously we need to examine these things, we use discrimination. If somebody says, “You took my pen,” and we didn’t take the pen, you don’t just say “Thank you,” because then they say, “Well, give it back,” and we don’t have it. So we’re talking about, “You are greedy,” or “You are...” If somebody accuses us like that, “I’m sorry, thank you for pointing it out. I’ll work on it.” Don’t get defensive.
(22a) Let me not be fawning, nor fickle in friendship,
But rather always stay faithful.
This is important in a friendship. Sometimes in English we talk about “fair weather friends” that are only friendly when things are going nicely and you’re in good situation; but when you’re in trouble and it’s not terribly pleasant to be with you, then they dump you, they leave you. So especially when other people say bad things or make mistakes, have hurt us and things like that, still it’s important to wish them to be happy. So we shouldn’t be – fawning means to just flatter them and like that – all over them when they’re nice, but then leave them when they’re not nice.
And fickle in friendship means that we abandon friends and go on to the next one. It’s like making a new conquest, especially when sexuality is involved there. All of this shows that we’re not stable in our conviction of friendship, or not sincere in our friendship. So in that sense we need to remain faithful, in good weather and bad weather, when they act nicely or when they make mistakes.
(22b) Let me rid myself of insulting others,
And keep a respectful manner.
Some people are like this, that they only are friendly or try to befriend people who are rich and powerful, that you can get something from them. And if you find out that you can’t get anything from them – recommendations, or money, or opportunities, or sex, or whatever it is – then you drop them and insult them and look down at others, “I’m not going to be friendly with you, because I can’t get anything from you.”
Here it is always thinking in terms of a caste system. So don’t classify people into castes, “I can only be friendly with somebody of my own caste; somebody who’s my own age, or somebody who’s my own social class,” or whatever it might be, but keep a respectful manner toward everyone. Anybody could be our close friend.
When others come to us and exploit us, they just want to get something from us, and then after that, when they no longer find us useful, they go away – first of all, if we’re practicing as a bodhisattva, if they come to us, then we’re happy that they come, that we can help them. And if they go away, that’s their loss, “That’s their loss and it’s sad that they no longer are open to my help.”
This is especially true when one is a teacher. This is a big problem that many Western Dharma teachers face, that a lot of people come and then they are students of theirs for a while, and then they leave and they don’t come back anymore. A lot of teachers can get very upset about that, “Why don’t they come anymore?” “What happened?” “Did I do something wrong or what happened?” And then you have to think in terms of, “Well, it’s their loss; this is available, and if they don’t come, that’s on the basis of their karma. If they only wanted to use me, well, that’s their shortcoming. I’m available to help them whether they want to exploit me or not.”
Now, in terms of exploitation, you give what’s appropriate. You don’t over-give what is going to be harmful to them or harmful to you. You don’t let them be a complete drain on you; you set the limits.
As Ringu Tulku was saying very nicely, so many people might ask you for things and we can’t fulfill all of them, we can’t multiply ourselves into a million forms at the same time. But to the best of your ability, you at least give them something, a little something, so that you’re not totally rejecting them.
And when you say you can’t do something, there is this lovely line from Miss Manners – Miss Manners is an American newspaper’s etiquette queen that you ask questions to – and Miss Manners, “Miss Good Manners” says that in such situations you just say, “I’m so sorry.” You don’t give an excuse; you don’t give a reason why you can’t help. You just say, “Oh, I’m so sorry. I won’t be able to do that.” Don’t explain. If you explain, they’ll give you an argument about it, then you have to get defensive – “I’m so sorry.” Great guru, Miss Manners.
(22c) Then, when imparting guideline instructions to others,
Let me have compassion and a mind to help.
If we give advice to others and teachings – it doesn’t have to be in a formal way – we do it not for money or fame, or not for, “I want the other person to like me,” or “I want them to become dependent on me,” which is even heavier – it’ll be more sincere if we avoid that.
Then as for how do we actually choose what type of Dharma practice to follow:
(23) Let me never deny the Dharma and,
Setting my intention on whichever ones I fervently admire,
Let me make effort to split my days and nights
(Passing) through the gateways of the ten Dharma acts.
We need to realize that Buddha taught many, many different methods, many different practices, and not deny any of them and say, “This is not the teaching of the Buddha,” and “This is not helpful,” and “This is an improper thing to practice.” So we’re open to accepting everything.
Within the whole spectrum of Buddhist practice, then whatever it is that I really admire, that suits me, that I feel some sort of connection with – whether it is Tibetan style, or Theravada style, or Zen style; within Tibetan, whether it’s this tradition, or that tradition, whether it’s Guru Rinpoche, or Tsongkhapa – whatever it is, what difference does it make? It doesn’t make any difference. They’re all equally able to bring us to liberation and enlightenment.
We need to find, what is it that suits us best? What is it that we can look up to? And this word fervently admire is also the word that means “to have a firm conviction,” “This is what suits me,” and not going to be influenced by, “Well, it’s not so popular,” or “My friends aren’t into it,” these sort of things, that we really are confident of what suits us best, and then put our hearts into that.
And split my days and nights in terms of these ten Dharma acts. That doesn’t mean that every day we have to do all ten, but “days and nights,” it just means our time, and so we try to devote our time to this particular type of practice that suits us very well. And what sort of things can we do in terms of that practice? There’s ten Dharma acts.
(1) Copying scriptures. That doesn’t mean just photocopy them, but in olden times it meant to write out the scriptures. And something like that can be very helpful, typing out teachings or whatever, copying scriptures that concern the type of practice that we’re interested in. (2) Making offerings to the Three Gems. Well, that’s good for anything, but also offerings in terms of, “May I be able to practice it,” and so on.
(3) Giving to the poor and sick. This is also general, that we would do in any case in terms of Mahayana practice. (4) Listening to teachings. Teachings about what it is that we really have strong admiration for and conviction in. (5) Reading scriptures about these particular teachings. (6) Taking to heart the essence of the teachings through meditating. Meditate, do the type of practice that’s involved with that particular teaching or that particular style.
(7) Explain the teachings. If we are able to explain it, if we’re able to share with others, discuss with others as well about this type of teaching that they’re doing as well, we do that. (8) Reciting sutras. That’s also very inspiring, reciting the texts that deal with this topic, whether it’s pujas, whether it’s praises, whether it’s sutras, or whatever, reciting them out loud, particularly with a group of people. (9) Thinking about the meaning of the texts that deal with this topic, thinking about it all during the day, whenever the opportunity arises and (10) meditating single-pointedly on the meaning of the teachings, try to really focus on them.
This is how we would spend our time in terms of a particular type of teaching that we feel attracted to within Buddhism and do that without denying the other types of teachings that Buddha gave, putting them down. So there are many things that can be included, like transcribing teachings, writing up your teachings, making them available to others, all of that – the Dharma acts. The best way to familiarize ourselves with the teachings is after a class to write it up.
(24a) Let me dedicate to great peerless enlightenment
As many constructive acts as I’ve amassed
throughout the three times,
And extend out to limited beings my positive force.
When we do positive acts, if we don’t dedicate it to enlightenment, then it’s just going to build up positive karma to improve our samsaric situation. So it’s important to actually dedicate it to enlightenment – what we’ve done in the past, what we’re doing now, what we’re going to do in the future – and extend it out to others, not just “my own enlightenment,” but “everybody’s enlightenment.”
And whatever positive force we have, share it with others. If we have learned something and so we’ve gained from that positive force, and we have connections in let’s say India, we know how to go about getting conditions to study there and so on, make that available to others. That’s sharing our positive force, sharing the good fortune that we’ve had with others, so that they can likewise benefit from it.
And in order to build up this positive force,
(24b) So, let me always offer the great prayer
Of the seven-part practice.
Which is what Shantideva also emphasizes. The seven-part practice is – we did in the beginning here – of (1) prostration, (2) offerings, (3) openly admitting the negative things we’ve done and applying opponents, and (4) rejoicing in positive qualities, (5) requesting the teachings, (6) requesting the teachers not to go away, and (7) the dedication.
[See: Seven-Limb Prayer. See also: Preliminaries for Meditation or Study: The Seven-Limb Practice.]
(25a) Doing like that, let me complete my two networks
of positive force and deep awareness,
And deplete my two obscurations as well.
In doing this type of practice – the seven-part practice, and further meditation, through the ten Dharmic acts, and so on – we build up these two networks. We strengthen them, positive force and deep awareness, or merit and wisdom. In the process we also deplete, get rid of, the two obscurations, those preventing liberation, and those preventing enlightenment,
(25b) Thus, making my attainment of a human body meaningful,
Let me attain a peerless enlightenment.
Then, in verse twenty-six, Atisha mentions the seven arya gems, the seven gems that bring us to an arya state – somebody with straight forward cognition of voidness – and these are that he mentioned earlier:
(26) The gem of belief in fact, the gem of ethical self-discipline,
The gem of generosity, the gem of listening,
The gems of care for how my actions reflect on others
and of moral self-dignity,
And the gem of discriminating awareness make seven.
(27a) These sacred gems
Are the seven gems that will never deplete,
They’ll never run out. When we talk about a gem, we shouldn’t just think of a jewel, but like a treasure that we build up more and more. So, the stronger our conviction in the facts – in terms of the Dharma and the Dharma teachings, that we understand them and realize that they are true, that’s (1) the gem of belief in fact and then (2) ethical self-discipline, to restrain more and more from doing negative things, the discipline to engage in positive, constructive things like meditating, and the discipline to actually help others. This builds up more and more, like a treasure.
(3) The gem of generosity, to give others material things, to give them our time and energy and so on, to give them teachings and advice, to give them protection from fear – that means not only saving them if they’re drowning in the swimming pool, but also to give them the protection that they have nothing to fear from us in terms of our wanting to get something from them, or rejecting them, or ignoring them. They don’t have to be afraid of that, so we have equanimity, we give them our equanimity. And also giving them our love, the wish for them to be happy. This we can build up more and more, extend out to more and more people in a more wide-ranging way.
(4) The gem of listening. The more teachings that we hear, that we study – which obviously we need to think about and meditate upon – the more that we have of that and we actually remember it, that becomes a great treasure.
Then (5) the gems of care for how my actions reflect on others and (6) of moral self-dignity. These are the two factors, so two gems, that are very, very much the basis for ethical self-discipline. These are the ones that are always present in terms of a constructive state of mind. First of all we have moral self-dignity, “I have such respect for myself, or for my Buddha-nature and so on, that I wouldn’t act like an idiot, I wouldn’t act destructively,” this self-esteem.
Very often when people have no self-esteem, when it’s robbed of them – often that happens in regional conflicts around the world – you rob people of their self-esteem and then they don’t care what they do, become suicide bombers or whatever. They have no self-respect. There’s no feeling of self-worth, so you might as well be a suicide bomber. If we have this feeling of self-worth – this is this “moral self-dignity” – then we restrain from acting negatively, “I’m not going to lower myself into acting in this way.”
And then the care for how my actions reflect on others, “I have so much respect for my parents, for my friends, for my religion, for my gender, for my country...” whatever it might be, “that if I act negatively, what are people going to think of my family?” “What are they are going to think of Buddhism? I’m supposed to be a Buddhist practitioner,” “What are they going to think of people who come from my country?” And so on. That is a basis for ethical discipline, and these things can grow stronger and stronger.
And then (7) the gem of discriminating awareness, to be able to discriminate, not only between how things exist and how they don’t exist, but to discriminate between what’s helpful and what’s harmful, what’s beneficial and what’s destructive, what’s a good use of time, what’s a waste of time.
These are the seven gems that will never deplete. They’re never going to run out, can’t be stolen, and
(27b) They must not be mentioned to quasi-humans.
These are referring to ghosts, harmful ghosts that can cause interference. Basically what this is saying is that one shouldn’t go around and boast, “Oh, I’ve studied so much,” and “Oh, I have so much discipline,” or, “Oh, I have so much faith,” or all these sort of things, because that just invites interference. We keep them respectfully without boasting or bragging. You don’t have to wear them around your neck like jewelry to impress somebody. You just have them, internally.
Then the final verse is undoubtedly the most famous verse from the text, which is very often quoted:
(28) When in the midst of many,
Let me keep a check on my speech;
When remaining alone,
Let me keep a check on my mind.
This is a most wonderful, wonderful piece of advice. What is it that we have to watch out for, and observe and correct, if it’s going in a destructive way? When we’re with others, it’s our speech: are we saying something stupid, or are we saying something that’s going to hurt the feelings of the other? Are we saying something that’s false? Are we just boasting? Are we bragging? Are we complaining? What are we doing? So, we keep a watch on our speech, and correct it, or hold our mouths if we’re about to say something really stupid.
And when we’re by ourselves, the same thing with our minds, what we’re thinking, what we’re feeling, not just limit it to what we’re discursively thinking, but what mood I’m in, what emotions are arising, keep a watch on that. And when we notice something that is destructive, something that’s disturbing, then try to apply the opponents. This is the best advice. It sums up the whole path. As I say, this is a very famous line.
That concludes A Bodhisattva’s Garland of Gems by Atisha. The tradition is to then read again the beginning lines as an auspicious sign that we’re going to study this again.
So, it begins:
I make prostration to great compassion.
I make prostration to the sublime teachers.
I make prostration to the Buddha-figures,
Those in whom to have belief.
(1) Let me rid myself of all indecisive wavering
And cherish being wholeheartedly earnest in my practice.
So, let me rid myself fully of being sleepy, foggy minded, and lazy,
And always make effort with joyful perseverance.
I’m really very, very delighted to have had this opportunity to share these teachings and this explanation from Geshe Ngawang Dhargyey that came from many years ago – 1973 was when I received these teachings. But fortunately I took notes, and if you’ve taken notes, then likewise, thirty years from now, you can explain it to other people, to future generations. Very precious teachings, very, very helpful.
It’s a bit late and everybody is sleepy, including myself, so maybe we just end with a dedication. We think, whatever positive force has come from this, may this truly act as a cause for reaching enlightenment, for everybody to reach enlightenment, for the benefit of us all.
Thank you very much.
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