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Understanding the Five Aggregates So As to Understand Our Experience
This weekend we are going to be speaking about the five aggregates. And I suppose the first question that comes up is: why would we want to study about them and learn about the five aggregates? Because after all it’s a list; and isn’t Buddhism filled with all sorts of lists? And so you want to learn yet another list?
But learning about the five aggregates is not a matter of learning a list and then being able to pass an examination of giving back what’s on the list; but we learn about these five aggregates because what they are doing is they’re giving us a systematic way to understand what we experience in life. And why do we want to learn about and understand our experience? Because there is something unsatisfactory about that experience; otherwise we wouldn’t be looking for some spiritual path, would we? So this, after all, is one of our main tasks, isn’t it, is to understand what is going on in our lives; to understand what is going on with others as well. And we could sit down and just try to understand what’s going on; but without some sort of system, some sort of guidelines, it’s very difficult to do.
Now of course there are many systems that have been developed. We all are familiar with the fact that there are a lot of different psychological systems to understand our experience. And they are helpful in trying to help us to understand what is going on and, in most cases, to make the best of it if we have a difficult situation. And they can help us to overcome certain types of problems that we have, that’s for sure. Nobody can deny that. But often they do that with medication. And often we find that, even when it’s general advice that they help us with, they don’t always giving the deepest solution. Problems still keep on coming back, in one form or another. Basically these systems that we learn from Western psychologies help us to cope with life – I think that’s a fair way of expressing it – cope with it in a healthy way.
Questioning the Buddhist Teachings
But Buddhism goes a little bit more deeply than that. Buddhism isn’t teaching us just to make the best of a difficult situation or just to cope with life in a healthy way. But Buddhism instead is offering us a way to get rid of our problems such that they never occur again, ever. So a very big claim, isn’t it. And of course we could have our doubts about that and suspect, “Well, is this just an advertising campaign to try to sell us Buddhism, or is it for real?” And so we’re suspicious at first. Buddha himself would be very happy if we were suspicious because he says, “Don’t believe me just because I said what I say or because of your faith in me, but test it out yourself as if buying gold.” When we go out to buy gold, you want to check is this fake gold that just has some shiny surface or is it the authentic real thing. So we need to use that same method, that same process, in examining what Buddha taught. In fact, it is important to use that method for anything that we’re taught.
Now many of us may feel shy about questioning Buddhism, especially when we start coming to a Buddhist center. Everybody else seems to be so convinced of Buddhism, and I’m sitting here and I can’t really believe in rebirth, and I can’t really believe in a lot of things that are going on. All these rituals – seems like magic, doesn’t it? And so have we come just to follow some Tibetan brucho wizards and witches, or is there something a little bit different here? But we are afraid to open our mouths and say our questions and voice our doubts because everybody else seems to be convinced, so I don’t want to: “I’m not a good Buddhist.” But if we just accept everything that we are told without questioning it, then that would not be very pleasing to Buddha himself.
So it’s very good to question. And if we have doubts and we say, “Well, there’s just a list of five aggregates. So what?” Or rebirth – we’ll talk about that later – how can I really believe in that? If we actually bring those doubts to consciousness, and bring them out, and voice them and discuss them, then we can work through it. Why? Because we are questioning; and when we question, we’re using our minds. We are trying to figure something out. We’re trying to understand something. You can only understand something if you question it and examine it.
Now doubt is indecisive wavering. We’re wavering back and forth: is this true, is this not true? That’s a helpful state of mind. If what we mean by doubt is: “I don’t believe that. That’s stupid!” then we’re not even open to questioning. So we have to make a difference here between those two states of mind. So let’s try to bring that questioning attitude here to the subject matter that we’re studying this weekend, and to the rest of the material that we will be doing this week, and hopefully throughout our spiritual paths.
Buddha said, “Here is a way that I have discovered that will help us to overcome our problems in such a way that they’re never going to recur again.” And he said, “Try it out, examine it, see for yourself whether or not it works.” But he also warned not to expect miracles and that it requires quite a bit of hard work; it’s not so easy. So he was being very honest, not trying to sell us something by exaggerating how wonderful it is. If we want miracle cures, you’re not going to find that in Buddhism, unfortunately. Miracles may occur perhaps, but even miracles have causes. But what makes us so special that we think a miracle’s going to happen to us?
In order to eliminate our suffering, to get rid of it the way that Buddha has explained it, of course it’s necessary to understand what was Buddha talking about when he was talking about suffering. Because we have a lot of different types of suffering, don’t we? We can talk about medical suffering; we can talk about social suffering; we can talk about psychological suffering. There’s a lot of different types of suffering. Suffering from a sickness. What was he talking about? And many systems offer their solutions to one or another of these types of problems: how to improve the social situation, or economic, or political, and so on. But Buddha was speaking about something much deeper than that, something which underlies all these different types of sufferings.
The Four Noble Truths
And he spoke in terms of the four noble truths. Well, what do we mean by a noble truth? This is speaking about a certain group of people – it’s usually translated as “nobles,” which is perhaps a questionable translation; but, anyway, they call them “aryas” in Sanskrit – and these are people who have seen nonconceptually the real situation of life. And these are four facts that these aryas have seen are true, even though ordinary people might not see them as true. So they see what really is suffering, and what its causes are, and that it’s possible to stop it forever so that it never recurs. And they saw the state of mind that we need to develop in order to get rid of those sufferings, and what that state of mind would be like once those sufferings are gone. So we need to look within the context of these four noble truths in order to see what was Buddha talking about when he spoke about suffering and getting rid of it forever, because this is the context within which Buddha taught about the five aggregates.
True Sufferings
So when Buddha was speaking about suffering, what did he mean? First of all, we have to understand that when Buddha speaks about suffering he is talking about an experience. So it’s an experience of something that when we experience it we want to get rid of it. We don’t want to continue experiencing it. So we examine that definition. Pretty wide-ranging definition, isn’t it? It allows for almost anything to be included in here, doesn’t it? Because some people find certain things okay; some people find other things not okay – they’re different – and everybody finds something not okay. So we’re talking about a way of experiencing things that we don’t like. I think that this is quite important to understand here. The emphasis is not on so much what we are experiencing; but rather we’re talking about the way in which we are experiencing it is unsatisfactory; it’s not pleasant, so we’d like to get rid of it. Think about that.
If we have certain bacteria in our system, in our stomach – now is that a problem or not? Well, the bacteria in the stomach itself is not so much a problem. The problem is how do we feel. Some bacteria in our stomach actually help us to digest; if we didn’t have them, we couldn’t digest. And so with these bacteria in our stomach, we feel pretty good; we feel healthy. If there are other bacteria in our stomach – in other circumstances, even with the same bacteria – we feel sick. So the problem is not so much the bacteria themselves. The problem is how they make us feel – in other words, our experience of the bacteria.
This is what we are talking about when we’re talking about suffering. We are talking about our way of experiencing things. How it makes us feel. And suffering is when we experience something, it is unpleasant; it doesn’t make us feel good, it makes us feel rather terrible; and it is a type of feeling that we’d like it to stop. So it could be a way of experiencing almost anything, isn’t it? So let’s take a moment to really think about that.
[Pause]
The Suffering of Suffering
Okay. Well, this is what we mean then by suffering in general. And then Buddha spoke about three different types of suffering; three categories here.
First we have the suffering of suffering, or the problem of suffering, if we want to use “problem” as the general word here. And this is the obvious type of suffering, the unhappiness that we’re all familiar with. The pain and unhappiness that we might feel when being sick or when a loved one leaves us or dies – this type of thing: pain, depression: all these sorts of things. And that’s quite obvious that this is something that we would not like to continue when we experience it.
The Suffering of Change
Then the second type of problem or suffering is called the “suffering of change.” This is much more subtle, not so easy to understand or accept – because what is it? It is our experience of happiness. Now that becomes really very difficult to understand or accept when we read or hear that Buddhism says happiness is actually suffering. Does that mean that we are supposed to be miserable all the time? Does that mean that there is something wrong with feeling happy, and so I should feel guilty about it if I am happy? Is Buddhism saying that it’s no good to enjoy anything? I shouldn’t enjoy anything anymore? And all pleasures are sinful? No. Buddhism is not saying that. So we have to look a little bit more closely at what actually was Buddha saying here.
Well, the definition of happiness is: an experience which, when we experience it, we’d like it to continue; we don’t want it to go away. Well, there’s nothing wrong with that – wanting something to continue if we like it. What’s the problem? The problem is that it doesn’t continue; it changes. Whatever pleasure we experience, it changes and comes to an end. And usually it comes to an end before we would like it to come to an end. And so that is a problem. That produces suffering, doesn’t it? And another point is that when it ends, we have no idea of what’s going to come next. There’s no certainty about what will follow: a little period of happiness? We’re going to be happy about something else? Or are we going to be depressed? So there’s some insecurity here with feeling happy.
Also, whatever happiness we ordinarily experience, it’s never enough; we’re never satisfied. It is not enough to have a good meal once in our life. We would like to have it more than once. It is not enough to just have sex once. It is not enough to just hear from somebody that “I love you” once. We always want more and more and more. It’s never enough. We’ve never had enough love. Is there anybody who’s had enough love? So when that happiness that we have ends, which unfortunately it does, then we always have the suffering of wanting more. And we can’t always get more, especially not on demand – when we want it.
So the experience of happiness that we have (of various things that happen to us in life) is also problematic. That’s what it means when we speak about – what Buddha spoke about with the suffering of change.
Okay. These two types of suffering are fairly easy to understand. The second one was a little bit more obscure; but if we think about it, it makes some sense. But don’t just believe what I say. Why don’t we take a minute or two to think about it and see if it does make sense. And when we think about such things, we don’t just think about it on a theoretical, abstract level; we think about it from our own personal experience.
[Pause]
All-Pervasive Suffering
So we have these first two types of suffering: the suffering of suffering and the suffering of change. That’s our usual experience of unhappiness and our usual experience of happiness (which doesn’t last, and which is never satisfying, and which never give us any security). Now what’s the third type of suffering that Buddha explained? This is known as the all-pervasive problem; the all-pervasive suffering. And this is referring to the mechanism whereby the first two types of problems recur.
Why are we always continually experiencing the ups and downs of the first two types of suffering of unhappiness and happiness? It’s always going up and down, up and down, and it recurs on and on. And Buddha explained that there is something in our experience, in every moment, that is causing these types of problems to perpetuate. That’s the underlying problem, the all-pervasive problem, is that we are constantly, every moment, perpetuating the first two types of problems. And it is exactly here that the discussion of the five aggregates comes in because the five aggregates explain in a systematic way what we are experiencing in every moment. Because if we have a systematic way of analyzing and understanding each moment of our experience, then we can find in it what is the real troublemaker and what is making this ordinary suffering and this ordinary unsatisfactory happiness perpetuate – recur over and over again.
True Causes of Suffering
So that brings us to the second noble truth, which is that there is a true cause of our suffering. So there’s a true cause for why all these sufferings are repeating over and over again. And we can find it within the five aggregates; in other words, we can find it within each moment of our own personal experience. And – not to go into great detail now, but I will a little bit later – what is this troublemaker within each moment of our experience? It is our unawareness of reality. We’re just not aware. We just don’t know. That’s usually translated as “ignorance”; but, at least in English, the word “ignorance” has a connotation of looking down at somebody and saying, “You’re stupid.” It is not that we’re stupid; we just don’t know. It’s not that something is wrong with us, in the sense that it’s our fault and therefore we are guilty, but rather how things exist – what reality is – is not terribly obvious, and we just don’t know.
Life is pretty confusing, isn’t it? It’s not so easy to understand what’s going on in our own personal lives, let alone what’s going on in the world. So that’s just the way things are. There’s this state of things. Difficult to understand if we are unaware: we just don’t know. So that unawareness, that confusion, that’s part of every single moment of our experience. That’s within the five aggregates. Again it becomes very interesting, doesn’t it? Because that means that the cause of our problems isn’t something external, but it is within our way of experiencing things. So let’s think about that for a moment.
[Pause]
Okay. So the true cause of our suffering and our unsatisfactory happiness, and the recurring of all our problems – with these two recurring all the time – is something within our way of experiencing things. Within these five aggregates. And specifically it is the confusion or unawareness that accompanies each moment.
True Stoppings
So the third noble truth is that it is possible to achieve a true stopping of these problems, and that is done by achieving a true stopping of its causes. So what does “stopping” mean here? What it means is getting rid of something such that it never comes back again. If we could get rid of that, remove it forever so that it doesn’t come back – not just we go to sleep and maybe it stops for a little while, and then it comes back again in the morning – but it’s gone forever, that would be a true stopping.
When we have a problem in our family and we go to sleep – well, maybe while we are sleeping we’re not thinking about that problem (unless, perhaps, we dream about it); but when we wake up, it’s still there, isn’t it? But when we talk about the problem of confusion about reality – that doesn’t go away, even when we go to sleep. Because if that confusion about reality were gone, then we would understand reality. And we certainly don’t understand reality clearly while we are asleep, do we? A true stopping would be if we could get rid of that confusion forever.
And if we’re talking about removing something, getting rid of something forever, what is it that we are removing it from? We are removing it from our five aggregates, from the five aggregates of our experience. So it is important to try to figure out and understand: could we have five aggregates of experience – in other words, could we have experience of things (the five aggregates after all are just a method to be able to understand it) – that would be without this confusion. And that’s not so easy to really imagine. It requires quite a bit of thought, quite a bit of understanding, in order to become convinced that it actually is possible. But we can put that question till a little bit later (is it possible or not to get rid of this confusion, to have a true stopping of it). The important point here is to recognize that the true stopping is within the context of the five aggregates. After all, our topic is: why do we want to learn about the five aggregates? True suffering is in terms of our five aggregates, the true cause for it is within the five aggregates, and the true stopping of it will occur within the five aggregates.
True Pathway Minds
Now the fourth noble truth is the true path (it’s usually called) that will bring this about. But we have to be a little bit careful here about our terminology. What does “path” mean? In our ordinary language, a path is something that you walk on to get someplace. So it sounds like something external: a course of study, for example; a program of meditation steps, or something like that, that we need to follow. That’s not what we’re talking about here. We’re talking about a state of mind which will act as a path for bringing us to the spiritual goal. I call it a “pathway mind.” That’s not so easy to say in another language. But the important point is that it is a state of mind. It’s an understanding. And that understanding, if we develop it, will bring about a true stopping of confusion.
So what is that state of mind? That state of mind would be a clear, correct understanding of reality. And, if we have that, that will act as a path, the more and more we become familiar with it, to getting rid of that confusion so that it never comes again. How will it do it? It will do it by being in every moment of our experience, rather than the confusion. Instead of in every moment not knowing what’s going on in life, every moment we know what is going on in life. Either we know or we don’t know. We can’t have both at the same time. This is what we are aiming for, is: if we understand reality correctly, the more that we have it, the less often we’ll have the confusion. Right? We’re replacing the confusion with knowing. So that’s a state of mind that is a path: it’s going to lead to eventually replacing that confusion completely so that it is never there again. Then that understanding, that state of mind, is not only the cause to get rid of all the confusion, but it will also be the result which we’ll have in the end as well.
So that’s what we’re talking about when we talk about the so-called true path; the true pathway mind. And what is it that this true pathway of mind will occur in? It will occur in our five aggregates. Instead of each moment of our experience being made up of lots and lots of things including confusion, we want it to be made up of lots and lots of things without the confusion and with understanding instead. Okay? So let’s think about that for a moment.
The five aggregates are a system in which we have our suffering. The cause for the problems, for the suffering, is within those five aggregates. The five aggregates are just describing our experience. So it’s within our experience. The stopping of that confusion is going to be within our experience – within the five aggregates. The understanding of how to get rid of that confusion will be within our experience – within our five aggregates. And then that state in which we are free from all this confusion and we just have this understanding, that’s still within our experience – the five aggregates. So let’s digest that for a moment.
[Pause]
The Relation between the Five Aggregates and the Five Types of Deep Awareness
What is very interesting is that when we have totally replaced the confusion with correct understanding and that correct understanding is there in every single moment of our experience, then the nature of the way we experience things is going to be very different. The way that is explained is that no longer will we have our so-called “ordinary” five aggregates, but rather we will experience things in terms of the five types of deep awareness (which is the topic of our next weekend seminar). In other words, rather than explaining and understanding each moment of our experience in terms of this first set of five groupings, the five aggregates – instead of each moment being made of these five, each moment of our experience will be made up of these five types of deep awareness. And each of these five types of deep awareness are, in a sense, a type of transformation of the corresponding five aggregates.
I don’t want to go in any detail now about that topic. That’s next weekend’s topic. But I just want to point out that the topic of the five types of deep awareness connects extremely closely to the topic of the five aggregates. The five aggregates are a way of understanding our so-called “unpurified” experience of things; in other words, experience of things which is not yet purified of confusion. And the five types of deep awareness are a way of explaining each moment of our experience when it has been purified.
So now we need to look a little bit more closely at what is this unawareness. What is it that we don’t know? What is it that we’re confused about that’s causing our problems? And, first of all, what is the topic of the confusion? What are we confused about? We’re confused about our five aggregates. There are several levels of that confusion, but the problem is how do we pay attention to and regard our experience: How are we going to regard it? How do we understand it? How do we consider it? And the problem is that we consider it incorrectly. And there are four ways in which this occurs.
Regarding Suffering As Happiness
First of all, we regard suffering as happiness. That means that – well, we’ve described that each moment of our experience has some sort of unsatisfactory aspect to it. Yet the problem is that we don’t recognize that it is suffering, that it’s problematic. We think it’s perfectly normal and, in fact, we even think that it’s happiness.
Think of a sick relationship that we might have been in; an unhealthy relationship. I’m sure that almost everybody has been in an unhealthy relationship with someone. And we are in a state of denial about that, that we don’t want to see that it is unhealthy. And because we are insecure, we regard it as happiness. “I’m so happy. Abuse me again.” So I think this is a very common [happening] – it’s a very coarse example of what we’re talking about here – all sorts of situations that are difficult and we have problems in them. We consider it happiness, and we are satisfied with it, because we are afraid if we give it up it will be even worse. “If I get out of this unhealthy relationship, then I’ll be alone. Oh, that will be even worse. I won’t find anybody. Better to be in my unhealthy relationship than with no one.” And so we regard it as happiness.
And we do this with everything, don’t we? We have some chronic problem, like you’re having a chronic sleep disorder, and rather than recognizing that it’s a problem – well, this is happiness; this is the way that I sleep. Right? Happiness. We don’t want it to end. Why don’t we want it to end? Because we’re afraid that it will be even worse. So we make do with what really we should be trying to get rid of. That’s regarding suffering as happiness. So let’s think about that for a moment to try to recognize this confusion that we have.
[Pause]
So this first type of confusion is confusion about our five aggregates; in other words, confusion about what we’re experiencing. And when we’re experiencing a suffering situation then we view it as happiness in our confusion, basically because we’re insecure. And even if we don’t go to the length of regarding it as happiness, we at least regard it as normal and then we try to just make the best of it.
Regarding What Is Unclean As Clean
The second type of confusion is the confusion of – now here we have to be a little bit careful about the words – literally it is “regarding what is unclean as clean.” Now I think what this is speaking about is regarding something which is impure as pure. We could speak about this, of course, on the level of body. We think that the body is so clean, so beautiful, so wonderful. But, as the Indian master Shantideva pointed out, if we take some beautiful delicious food and put it in the mouth and chew it a few times and spit it out, everybody would regard what we spat out as unclean. So if the body is so clean and so wonderful, why does it make the food into something dirty and disgusting? Let alone if that food goes all through our digestive system and comes out the other end. And obviously if we look inside the body, peel off the skin and so on, we wouldn’t find the body so clean and attractive and beautiful. Well, we could leave it at just this level, but I think we can look at it in a broader way.
I think that we tend to look at people and situations just in terms of the good points, and we don’t really want to look at the negative aspects. So again we’re looking at our experience – our five aggregates. We are in love with somebody, we like somebody very much, and we really don’t want to look at the negative aspects of this person. We just want to see the positive aspects: “They’re so wonderful. Such a wonderful person.”
I’m just thinking of a small child: If we have a small child (it’s our own child) and they spill something or something dribbles on them, or things like that, we say, “How cute!” If it were somebody else’s child, we would say, “What a sloppy child.” But our own child: “Oh, how cute!” when they’re doing this or that.
So we tend to think that on other levels as well. Our loved one – we don’t really want to think about the fact that they snore or these other impure – unclean is the general word here – aspects of them. We just think of how wonderful this person is. Or I think in this country perhaps you can understand it, that almost every meal that you eat it is: “So marvelous. It is the most wonderful meal that I’ve ever had,” or “It’s the most wonderful time that I’ve ever had,” and so on; whereas in fact there’s probably quite a bit of unsatisfactoriness in what we experience. We’re looking at what is unclean as clean, or impure as pure. “It’s marvelous. Wonderful.”
So we exaggerate things. We would like things to be like in a fairy tale. Not a fairy tale of monsters and witches eating little children and stuff, but we want it to be like Bambi – and everything is just really nice. And so we tend to look at things like that, even though they’re not so nice. So that is confusion about what we are experiencing. We don’t want to look at the down side of things, the unpleasant side of things. We would rather just live in a fantasy world where everything is beautiful and wonderful.
So that’s seeing what is unclean as clean. So let’s think about that and try to recognize this in our own experience. The expression is: “Seeing things through rose-colored glasses.”
[Pause]
Summary
Okay. So I think that’s enough for this evening. We can look at the last two types of confusion that we have tomorrow. But I think the point of our discussion this evening that I’ve been trying to convey is the importance of understanding the five aggregates.
To sum up again and repeat: All our problems and suffering in life can be understood in terms of five aggregates that make up our experience, because those five aggregates are just a way of organizing so that we can understand what we experience. And the cause of our problems are found within those five aggregates. So the more precisely we understand what makes up our experience, the more we’ll be able to identify the troublemaker; otherwise our experience just becomes an undifferentiated blur.
We can’t just stop experiencing things; we want to stop the troublemaker component that’s part of how we experience things. So that state of stopping or being rid of that troublemaker, that’s within the context of the five aggregates. The state of mind which will get rid of that troublemaker, that’s going to be within the five aggregates. But then that state of understanding will be there as part of the five aggregates all the time. So instead of the five aggregates as a way of understanding our experience, the five types of deep awareness will be a more accurate way of understanding it.
And if we look more clearly at what the troublemaker is which is making each moment of our experience problematic and difficult, then we first of all look at suffering as happiness. So the difficult situations – we are afraid that things will be even worse, and so we mistake it for happiness or at least with being normal. That’s talking about our experience or the five aggregates. And the second one we looked at was to regard our five aggregates basically through rose-colored glasses. We don’t want to look at the nasty parts. We consider even the nasty parts as beautiful and wonderful: “Oh, the puppy dog just sneezed. How cute!”
So we’ll continue this tomorrow. But we need to make the dedication at the end, so sit down again. Excuse me.
Well, we end with a dedication. We think whatever positive force and understanding has come from this, may it go deeper and deeper and act as a cause for reaching enlightenment for the benefit of all.
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The Motivation for Working with the Five Aggregates
Yesterday we started our discussion of the five aggregate factors that make up each moment of our experience. And we started the discussion with the approach of wanting to understand why is it that we would like to learn about the aggregates. What is their importance?
This is a very standard approach in Buddhism. First we want to know the benefits of something. And once we are convinced of the benefits of learning something or developing something, then we will have interest in actually learning about it and developing it. So it’s a very important guideline to have before we study anything, or before we try to develop some good quality. To first learn about the good quality’s benefits, become convinced of that, and then, when we are convinced of that, then we can put our whole hearts into it. So this covers, on one side, why we would want to develop love and compassion and care to help others; and, on the other side, why we would want to develop a clear, correct understanding of reality. If we know the benefits of each of those, the purposes and so on, and the reasons, then we have confidence in it. So that interest and enthusiasm, and conviction that doing some kind of thing (like meditating) is beneficial, is what will sustain us through the process of actually doing it.
The traditional way of referring to that in Buddhism is that it’s helpful at the beginning, middle, and end: so, helpful for being able to get us to actually enter into the practice, and helpful for being able to continue the practice, and helpful for us to be able to actually complete the practice. That’s important to remember because often we get tired of practicing, we get tired of meditating, we get tired of coming to class, and so on, and if we reaffirm this motivation – which means the aim, the emotion behind it, and understanding the benefits of actually practicing and meditating and coming to class – then we will continue to do it, and do it all the way to the end and not get tired. Of course we might get tired, but we don’t act on that (being tired) by stopping.
Also I can’t stress enough how important it is that the motivation be sincere. In other words, it be what we actually feel and believe. For example, if we are aiming for liberation or for enlightenment, but we have really no idea – we can’t imagine what it actually means to be liberated or to reach enlightenment, and we’re not even convinced that it’s possible, let alone understanding what it actually means, how can we actually sincerely aim for it? We can have, at our level, the wish, the hope, the aspiration that I’d like to aim for liberation and enlightenment, and actually understand what it is, and be convinced that it’s possible – not only possible in general, but possible for me to achieve that. So I’m working toward that goal, but right now my aim is perhaps to improve the quality of my life. That’s what I sincerely feel. That’s sincerely why I’m coming here to learn about the Dharma.
The same thing is true in terms of a motivation to improve my future rebirth, to make sure that I always have a precious human rebirth. Well, if I’m not really convinced that there is such a thing as rebirth, and I don’t really understand what rebirth means, how can we aim sincerely to benefit our future rebirths? It’s just words, isn’t it? So in that situation I think the most honest thing – and it’s always important with the Dharma practice to be completely honest with ourselves – the most honest thing is that, okay, I’m working to benefit this lifetime, to improve the quality of my life, because there’s a lot of problems and difficulties in it. And eventually – I mean, I understand the Buddhist path and the levels of motivation to improve future rebirths, to gain liberation, to gain enlightenment, and so I look at my motivation now as a stepping stone on the way to that. And I intend it. I would like to try to develop these more advanced motivations, but I need a lot of work to get there; I’m not quite there sincerely yet. That honesty is extremely important, otherwise our practice isn’t really sincere. Our hearts aren’t really in it.
But it is essential that our ultimate aim is for liberation and enlightenment, and our practice of Buddhism is within the context of hoping to eventually aim for liberation and enlightenment, because it’s only if our ultimate aim is for liberation and enlightenment, as defined in Buddhism, that our practice actually becomes a Buddhist practice. Otherwise, if we are following Buddhist methods and the Buddhist teachings just to improve this lifetime without this ultimate aim for liberation and enlightenment, then we are not following Buddhism: We are not really Buddhist practitioners. We are using Buddhism as a psychology. And that’s fine as long as we acknowledge that we are using it as a psychology, but that’s not Buddhism. Likewise, if we are adopting the Buddhist methods simply to improve our future lifetimes, without the ultimate aim of liberation and enlightenment – when we understand what that is – then, again, we’re not following Buddhism. We are following a Western religion, which is to “I want to learn how to go to heaven.” It’s no different from that. So that’s still not Buddhist. For it to be Buddhist, it has to be – whatever we’re doing – it’s a stepping stone on the way to liberation and enlightenment.
Remember, what does liberation mean? Liberation means liberation from rebirth, from uncontrollably recurring rebirth. Of course, to aim for that depends on understanding and belief in rebirth. But if we just want a precious human life again and again, that I don’t want to stop rebirth because I’m actually quite attached to this life, so I want to continue another life like this life – or I want to go to heaven, something like that – then, again, that’s not quite Buddhist, is it?
So, as I say, I think it is very essential to be sincere about our motivation, about our aim. And then, of course, to be honest with the emotion that is accompanying that. And if our motivation for achieving any of these goals is “Oh, how wonderful. It would be so nice,” and so on, that again is not a Buddhist motivation, is it, or the type of emotion that Buddhism is emphasizing.
What are we talking about in Buddhism in terms of the emotions that we are trying to develop as our motivations? We’re talking about things like disgust with uncontrollably recurring problems and I really want to get out of it. And I really have compassion for others: I really want to help them get out of it. And I want to get a precious human rebirth, a better type of rebirth in the future. Why? Because I am completely horrified at the idea of a terrible rebirth, and I really don’t want that because I want to be able to continue on the spiritual path because eventually I can be of more help to everybody.
So if we look at these three motivations, these three aims in Buddhism, the structure is the same: We want to get rid of something. We want to get rid of horrible rebirths; we want to get rid of rebirth altogether; we want to get rid of everybody else’s suffering and our inability to really help them. So we want to get rid of something. We’re rejecting something. And the accompanying motivation is “How horrible it would be” in terms of worse rebirth states, in terms of being stuck forever in recurring samsara, and how horrible it is that everybody else is suffering and I can’t really do very much about it.
So if the basic mode of our emotionality is “Oh, how wonderful. How marvelous,” and so on, then I think it is most helpful to try to direct that type of naturally arising emotion and devotion toward how wonderful it would be if I could avoid worse rebirth, how wonderful it would be if I could gain liberation from samsara, how wonderful it would be if I could really help everybody. Then we’re using this naturally arising mode of emotionality, if that’s what we have, in a proper Buddhist way. After all, that is the way in which we practice the four immeasurable attitudes in Mahayana Buddhism: How wonderful it would be if everybody were free from suffering and the causes of suffering. How wonderful it would be if everybody had happiness and the causes of happiness. Etc. We need to approach the study of the five aggregates within the context of this type of motivating aim and emotion.
And we saw that the benefits of learning about the five aggregates is that it provides the context for our entire Buddhist practice because the five aggregates are a way of understanding our experience, our experience of every moment of our life, every single lifetime. So if we want to understand true suffering, we need to look to what makes up our experience of life. And if we want to discover the causes of our suffering, where do we look? We look within the five aggregates that make up our experience each moment. If we want to experience true stopping of suffering and its causes, where will that take place? It will take place within the aggregate factors of our experience; in other words, they will be missing – they will be without the suffering and the causes of suffering. And what is the type of mind that we want to develop that will bring about the elimination of suffering and its causes? Well, that’s something which we want to add to the five aggregates of our experience; we want it to be there all the time.
What is the main cause of our suffering and our problems and also, in fact, our inability to help everybody fully as a Buddha? That would be our unawareness of reality: we just don’t know, or we understand it incorrectly. So either we don’t know or we know incorrectly. And what would be the antidote to that? What will eliminate that? It would be correct understanding, knowing correctly reality and how things exist. So we want to get rid of the not knowing in each moment – get rid of the confusion – and instead have, in each moment, correctly knowing. And why do we want to do that? Again, it is because if we do that it – well, it will certainly improve the quality of my life now. And I recognize the suffering and the problems that I have in this lifetime when I have confusion in each moment – or I really don’t know, or I know incorrectly – and I’ve had enough of that: it really is not fun; I want to get rid of that. Or we think further ahead: I want to eliminate this type of confusion because it’s just going to lead to worse and worse rebirth states. Why? Because the more confused I am, the more destructively I act. And if we want to gain liberation, what do we have to do? We have to get rid of that confusion and gain the understanding. And if we want to gain enlightenment, we have to do the same.
So, regardless of what our aim is here, we want to clean up our five aggregates, basically. I want to clean up how I experience life.
Considering Suffering as Happiness and What Is Unclean as Clean
And yesterday we started to explore the different types of confusion that we have that causes our suffering. And we saw that there are four different types of confusion that are discussed, and they are all confusion about our aggregates; about what we are experiencing. The order in which we were looking at it – it could be presented in several different orders – but the way that we are looking at that was: First, we tend to regard suffering situations as happiness. Like the example of being in an unhealthy relationship and being afraid that if we were to change that and get out of that, or say something, it would be even worse; and so we make do with that and convince ourselves that actually we are happy. And the next one was to view impure or unclean things as pure; clean. Like the example: we are holding the puppy dog and the puppy dog sneezes, and we think “Oh, how cute!” when actually here is a living creature that’s just sneezed in our face. If we were holding a drunken person next to us and they sneezed in our face, we wouldn’t think it was so cute. Or our little child’s nose is running – “Oh, how cute! How dear” – and we wipe it with our finger. We wouldn’t do that with the drunken person: “Ick! His nose is running.” So we think what is unclean is clean; we don’t mind it.
Considering Nonstatic Things as Static
Let’s go on with the third (these are called incorrect considerations, or discordant: it’s not in accord with reality). And this is to regard nonstatic things as static. That’s usually translated as “to regard impermanent things as permanent,” but we have to remember what we mean by impermanent and permanent here. We’re talking about things that change from moment to moment, but we regard it as unchanging. Now these terms, usually translated as permanent and impermanent, can also in other contexts have the meaning of: we think that something that is going to only last a short time, we think it’s going to last forever. And, in this particular context, I think that we can include both meanings of permanent and impermanent.
For example, we experience in our aggregates – in other words, in what’s making up our experience in each moment – depression. And we can think that this state of depression, this state of sadness and low energy and so on, is always the same; it’s not changing. “I’m still in this depression.” And we could also think that is going to last forever. Often we feel like that, don’t we? When we are in the dentist chair and the dentist is drilling our tooth, don’t we feel that it’s going to last forever? Right? It’s never going to end. And we don’t really consider that, each moment, the level of pain is slightly different, do we? And when we meet somebody and we fall in love, don’t we have this feeling that: “Ah, it’s going to last forever. We will live happily ever after, forever and ever.” This is an incorrect consideration of the situation because, of course, in each moment of each day, it’s going to change. It’s going to be different, and it’s not going to last forever.
So this is something that we all experience, don’t we? A child thinks, “I’m never going to grow up.” They don’t want to be an adult: “I’m never going to be an adult.” It’s just lasting forever. School is lasting forever. We all think that, don’t we? So let’s think about this incorrect consideration. This third type of incorrect consideration is again directed at the five aggregates of our experience. We think what we are experiencing is not changing, and what we are experiencing right now is going to last forever. The easiest example to understand is when we have pain.
Considering What Lacks a “Solid Me” as Having a “Solid Me”
Then the fourth incorrect (or discordant) consideration is to regard our aggregate factors (again, in other words, what’s making up our experience in each moment) to contain a – we’ll put it in simple words – a solid “me,” a solid “soul” that exists in some sort of impossible way. And in fact it doesn’t. In other words, there really isn’t this type of impossible “soul,” this type of impossible “me,” sitting there as part of each moment of our experience. But we think that there is. And it feels like that, as if I am a soul that has come into my body – as some sort of entity that exists all by itself, and now it’s come into my body and it has clicked with all the places where it would have to click with the mind and the body, and there it is! And now it uses this body and mind as some sort of machine to walk around with and to think and to communicate. And then, at some point, it’s going to disconnect and leave and find another body and mind. And we feel that that’s the real “me.” And of course we feel that it doesn’t change: I went to sleep last night and then I woke up this morning and, hey, here I am again! And any of us who are getting older certainly think that we are the same “me” that we were when we were a young person, and it’s just this body is starting to fail, and so on, but still it is the same solid “me” that has the same desires and the same things and – “Why are people looking at me funny because I am old and my body looks this way?”
But that’s not how we exist. That type of impossible “me” is a myth. Or, on a more subtle level, we think that there is a “me” that can be known all by itself, not in relation to a body or a mind. We feel that, don’t we? “I want you to love… not my body. I don’t want you to love my mind or my possessions or things. I want you to love me. Just me.” As if there were a “me” that could be loved independently of a body and a mind, and possessions, and personality, and all these other things. I don’t think there’s anybody who hasn’t felt that, is there? But there is no such thing. We imagine that there is such an entity in each moment of our experience, and actually there isn’t. There is a “me,” but it doesn’t exist in this impossible way.
So this is the fourth type of incorrect consideration. Let’s take a few minutes to recognize it. And please bear in mind that the other three types of incorrect consideration are not that difficult to recognize that they are incorrect. This one is very difficult to recognize that it’s incorrect; and it is the topic of what we call voidness, which we will speak about during the week.
Rejecting Incorrect Consideration
We need then to have a more realistic attitude and understanding of what makes up our experience in each moment (the five aggregates). We need to recognize the different types of incorrect consideration with which we regard our aggregates in a false way that doesn’t correspond to reality. We have to recognize that they are absurd, incorrect; they’re not referring to anything real. And with that understanding then we refute it; we get rid of it. With that understanding – that this is absurd, this doesn’t make any sense, it’s not referring to reality – with that understanding, we reject, we get rid of this incorrect view and we replace it with correct understanding.
It’s not sufficient to just replace incorrect understanding with correct understanding. We need to reject the incorrect understanding by knowing and understanding full well how it is incorrect and that it is incorrect, and then you can replace it with correct understanding. If we don’t reject, through understanding, the incorrect view, then we’re just repressing it, and it will come up again if we try to override it with a correct view. Just understanding that it is incorrect and rejecting it, that just starts the process of getting rid of it. We really, really have to be convinced of it very, very deeply and get used to it. We can know that this is not right, this is not correct, but I still feel that way. So we have to go beyond that step. “I know that there is no ‘me’ that you could love independently of my body and my personality and my mind and my possessions, and things like that. I know that, but still I want you to love ‘me.’”
So it takes a great deal of familiarity to really get rid of this incorrect view so that it doesn’t arise anymore. So we need to get rid of this view, reject this view, that what we are experiencing is happiness. In other words, we need to recognize – to go back to our discussion yesterday – what it means that each moment of our experience has suffering. That means that either we are experiencing something that we don’t like, we want to be rid of; or we are experiencing something that we like and we want it to continue, but it won’t and it doesn’t. And also this goes up and down. So sometimes we feel happy, sometimes we feel unhappy. It’s constantly going up and down. And in each moment of our experience we’re perpetuating this. This is the suffering state. And it’s not happiness because if it were happiness it would be wonderful all the time, and it’s not wonderful all the time.
Then we likewise need to reject and replace the view that what we experience is clean and pure when in fact it’s not. We tend to think, for instance, that – we buy a new computer and it is so pure and it’s so wonderful, but actually it’s going to break, isn’t it? Or our body is so beautiful, but in fact it gets sick and not such nice things come out of it. And so on. We’re like that, aren’t we? It’s quite true. We think, “Ah, life is going to be so much better if we get a computer and we get e-mail and we get a cell phone,” and all these things, but actually they bring on a tremendous amount more of suffering, don’t they? We have computer suffering: they break all the time; we are constantly bombarded with e-mail and spam. We are constantly interrupted in what we are doing with the cell phone ringing. Happiness is actually very problematic here, isn’t it? It is very funny how sometimes now we think the ideal holiday would be a holiday without e-mail and without the cell phone.
And we also want to remove from our way of experiencing – our aggregates – the view that whatever we’re experiencing, it is not going to change and it’s going to last forever.
And we want to reject and replace the feeling that there is some sort of solid “me” there every moment with an understanding that there is no such thing. Although there is what we call the conventional “me,” but there isn’t some sort of creature, an entity from outer space, that is sitting inside me and talking in my head, and pulling the switches and the strings and making my body move and my mind think this and that.
So that brings us to the discussion now of what actually are these five aggregates. What makes them up?
Anybody have any questions?
Question: In psychoanalysis there is a phrase that “me is another.” This refers to a cultural situation in which we are immersed in some culture and it’s like the culture possesses us. And then it’s like this possession of the power of the culture to which we pertain – that speaks through us. Is that what you mean?
Alex: No, not exactly. When we view a “me” as being the possession of a culture then that is making some sort of entity out of the culture, as if that culture existed statically, independent of all the various individuals that make it up; as if all the individuals were totally uniform and the same. And that then I am possessed by that: I am another sheep in the flock.
Now there is a theory within contextual therapy from Ivan Boszormenyi-Nagy that speaks of – he has a very strange term for it, the ontic dimension, which is the dimension of being, which is suggested from the teachings of Martin Buber – that the self only has its existence in terms of interrelations to others; that our very existence depends on relations with others. If we had no relation with others, let’s say an elderly person that nobody comes to visit, and nobody cares about, and they feel that “Nobody cares about me” – they very, very quickly die. So our existence is dependent on relations with others. Right? That’s been demonstrated clinically. So this is more like the Buddhist way of thinking, but again we don’t make “you” and “me” into some sort of solid entities.
Question: My confusion comes when I think about karma. Who is experiencing karma? I understand there is no solid “me,” but still there is this confusion that I tend to solidify the “me” that is going to experience the results of karma.
Alex: This is of course very natural. It happens to everybody automatically. There is continuity of a “me,” but it’s not like some piece of luggage moving on a conveyor belt in the airport that is actually a solid entity moving through time.
But all these questions about the “me” and how the “me” exists, hopefully will be clarified during the next days, because our imagined, impossible “me” is within the context of each moment of our experience; within the context of the five aggregates. And the actual “me” that does exist, the conventional “me,” that’s also in relation to and within the five aggregates. So first we need to understand the five aggregates. So once we have the basis of the “me,” which is the five aggregates, then Monday or Tuesday we can speak about the voidness of the impossible “me.” How the impossible “me” doesn’t exist, and the actual conventional “me” does. But because this issue of how I exist and how you exist are so important and essential for overcoming suffering, that we have a correct understanding of this, then we need to approach this very delicate and very subtle topic step by step, in an orderly fashion: build up what we need to know first, in order to go on to what we would understand on the basis of that.
Let me just add one thing to the previous question. What we are refuting here, what we are negating in terms of the “me” and the “you” is that there is such an entity (what’s called an impossible “soul”) that exists that’s “me” or “you,” as if it were encapsulated in plastic, existing all by itself. And what Buddhism says is that there is no such thing. It’s not that we are encapsulated in plastic and that’s the “me,” and I have to keep my integrity and be true to myself, and all of that – like a ping-pong ball, or something like that – but rather, without that, it allows for relations back and forth with others. If the “me” were encapsulated in plastic, we could never relate to anybody else. So the “me” is defined in terms of relationship; this is what we mean by that.
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The Aggregates Only Include Nonstatic Phenomena
Now we’re ready to look at what actually are these five aggregates. What we’re talking about with the five aggregates is a convenient scheme to help us to organize our experience and understand our experience. So they are categories, like boxes, in which we could include various factors that make up each moment of our experience. Now these categories don’t exist anywhere; they’re not something that are – you know, boxes somewhere up in the sky or anything like that. They are just categories. All right?
A category is something that is a convention that a group of people have agreed upon to help them to organize material. Now what is it that we want to organize? What is it that we want to classify within these five categories? It is everything that makes up each moment of our experience but which changes from moment to moment. So we’re only including here things that change; nonstatic phenomena, we call that.
Static Categories
Now is everything that makes up our experience things that change? Well, no; although we could quibble about the word “to experience something.” But there are static things which also exist, things that don’t change, and we use some of them for understanding things. The main example that I’m thinking of is categories: a category, like table and chair. This is a convention that we use for organizing many different objects. They’re all tables. There are many different items that can be called table and fit in that category of table, aren’t there? Or the category of flower. Well, not every plant would be included in the category “flower.” These are categories. They’re made up by some sort of convention. Some scientists came up long ago with a category “flower.” I mean, there are lots of plants around, and they differentiated within plants, different types of plants, and came up with the category “flower.” And then there are various things that belong to that category, that that category can include. And different cultures refer to that category with different words; different sounds.
So these categories don’t change from moment to moment; it’s just a category. So these are not included in the aggregates. Although we use them, in a sense, in order to make sense of what we experience, but that’s not in the aggregates. Aggregates are just things that change from moment to moment. Okay? Let me take a moment so we understand that.
Well, these categories: people, dogs, cats. There are a lot of different looking animals that are all called “dog,” aren’t there? So we have the category “dog.” And that category doesn’t change from moment to moment. An individual dog changes from moment to moment, but the category “dog” doesn’t change. Well, I did that for a moment so we know what’s included in the aggregates and what’s not included in the aggregates.
Do categories exist anywhere? No, they don’t. Where does the category “dog” exist? It doesn’t exist anywhere. So, similarly, the five aggregates are categories. They don’t exist anywhere. Categories. Just as we can use the category “dog” to include many different animals that it’s not so obvious that they’re dogs, are they? But we can include Chihuahua, a Great Dane, a cocker spaniel, and so on. Okay? They’re all thrown in there into the category “dog.” So, similarly, we have a lot of different items that make up our experience that change from moment to moment, and we can throw it into the category of one or another of these five aggregates. So it’s just an organizational scheme. These categories, like boxes – it’s not like physical boxes that you can find anywhere, these five aggregates. I think we can understand it more easily in terms of “category.” If “box” is an easier way of understanding it – okay, use “box,” but don’t think that the box is located anywhere. Okay. We’ll take one moment and digest that.
Nonstatic Phenomena in Relation to Mental Continuums
So we’re talking about individual items that change from moment to moment that we are experiencing. Now these items can either be connected to our own mental continuum (is the technical word), or they could be connected with somebody else’s mental continuum, or they could be not connected to any mental continuum. Mental continuum is just the continuity of some individual person’s mental activity. So my body is connected to my mental continuum; it’s connected to what we conventionally would call “me.” If you hit it, I feel pain. Your body is connected to your mental continuum, not my mental continuum. If I hit your body, you feel it; I don’t feel it. But I can experience your body – I can see it, I can touch it, and so on – so it’s part of my experience, but it’s not connected to my mental continuum. It’s not the same as seeing my body and touching my body. And this table is not part of anybody’s mental continuum. I can hit the table and nobody feels pain. I mean, I can feel pain in my hand, but the table doesn’t feel any pain. And I can experience the table: I can see it, I can touch it.
So what makes up our experience and what changes from moment to moment. My body changes from moment to moment. Your body changes from moment to moment. The table changes from moment to moment: it can be clean; it can be dirty; etc. These are three different types of things that we can experience and they all change from moment to moment. My anger is part of my mental continuum; your anger is part of your mental continuum. I don’t experience your anger; I can see the effects of the anger on your behavior, but it’s not part of my mental continuum. Okay? Let’s take a moment to digest that.
I think that this methodology is perhaps helpful: if at each point we take some moment to digest that. Then we have a basis for going on. Otherwise it’s easy to get lost.
So it makes up our experience; changes from moment to moment. Like sights. Could be the sight of my body, that’s connected to my mental continuum. The sight of your body is connected to your mental continuum. And the sight of a tree, that’s not connected to the tree or the wall; that’s not connected to anybody’s mental continuum.
The Aggregate of Forms of Physical Phenomena
Now let us start to look at these five aggregates, these five categories or bags or boxes.
The first one is the aggregate of forms of physical phenomena. Well, within that there are subcategories. Like within the category of dog there are subcategories Chihuahua, Great Dane, and poodle. So we have six subcategories: sights, sounds, smells, tastes, physical sensations, and objects which are forms of physical phenomena that can only be known by the mind. An example of that last one, a form of physical phenomenon that is only known by the mind, would be for instance the forms that we see in dreams, the shapes that we see in dreams, the sounds that we supposedly hear in dreams. It’s not that we’re hearing with our ears; it’s only known by the mind.
So let’s try to recognize each of these different types of forms of physical phenomena so that we know what we’re talking about. After all, the purpose of learning about these five aggregates is to be able to recognize them within our own experience, moment to moment, and to realize that they’re changing from moment to moment.
Sights
Let’s start with sights. These are sights of, basically, colored shapes. We’re not talking about shapes and colors. You don’t have a color independent of a shape, and you don’t have a shape independent of a color. You have colored shapes. Right? So a square shape of yellow. A circle that’s white. And this is what we are seeing, aren’t we? When you look at somebody’s body, what are we seeing? We’re seeing different colored shapes, aren’t we? Right? Okay.
Suppose we could think of a coloring book. That’s what we’re talking about here with colored shapes. And there’s the example that I just used before: I see the colored shapes that are associated or connected to my mental continuum, the colored shapes of my body; the colored shapes of your body, that’s connected to your mental continuum; and I see the colored shapes of the room. They’re changing all the time. Because my body, obviously, is moving, so the colored shapes of my pants and so on obviously change depending on the position of my leg. And the colored shapes of your body change moment to moment as you move, even just as you breathe. And the colored shapes that I see of the room also change from moment to moment, depending on the movement of people in it. Think about that. If you look at this white-colored shape behind my head in this brown square; now that colored shape, as I move my head, changes, doesn’t it? So the colored shape of the room changes from moment to moment, depending on the movement of the things in the room. We’re talking about what you see.
Imagine you take a photograph, a still photograph, in one moment. And then people move a little bit. And then the next moment you take another colored photograph. And if you look at the shapes, the colored shapes – in each photograph, it’s going to be different. The colored shape of my body will be different; the colored shape of your body will be different; the colored shape of the walls will be different. All of these things change from moment to moment.
So let us take a few moments to look around and to identify, recognize within our own experience, the sights, these colored forms that are changing from moment to moment. Some of them connected to my mental continuum, some to other people’s mental continuums, and some not connected to anybody’s mental continuum. And that, like the still photograph, what we are seeing in each moment is made up of that combination of these three types of items: connected to my continuum, your continuum, or not to anyone’s. That’s when we are in a room with other people. Of course if we are by ourselves, we don’t see anything connected to somebody else’s mental continuum. And please remember that when we talk about a visual form, the colored shape connected to somebody else’s mental continuum, then that doesn’t include only people; that also includes animals – insects and so on. So although if we just talk about colored shapes connected to a mental continuum, that sounds pretty weird and difficult to understand, it is not so difficult to understand if we think in terms of what we’ve been explaining – in other words, with the analogy of taking a still photograph.
So try to look around and notice that these colored shapes are of these three categories and they are changing all the time. Especially if we move our heads, then obviously they’re changing. And remember the universe doesn’t exist like still photographs; it’s not that it lasts forever, just in one snapshot, and that’s it. It’s like a moving picture; it’s changing all the time. Okay. Let’s try to observe that. To observe this, you have to look around; you can’t do this with your eyes closed, please.
Seeing Only Colored Shapes or Also Seeing Commonsense Objects
Now of course there’s a very deep question – just to give you some idea of the depth that we can go in this analysis – there’s a very interesting question: When I see these colored shapes here of the flower, am I just seeing colored shapes or am I seeing the flowers? That’s a very interesting question. And within Buddhist schools, we have some that say that we actually do see flowers and others that say that we don’t see the flowers, we only see colored shapes. And other schools say we see both colored shapes and the flowers, and the other school says, “No. We only see colored shapes.”
So we can have something very simple, like we see colored shapes. Not very difficult to understand. But then we can also see that there are much more subtle points associated with that, in terms of do we actually see commonsense conventional objects or not. Or do we only see colored shapes. Okay. We can leave that aside. We won’t go into that discussion, but just to introduce you to the idea that even little simple topics can lead to something far more profound.
Sounds
Now we go on to the next type of form of physical phenomena, and that would be sounds. [We can hear some sounds that are connected to our own mental continuum like for instance the sound of my voice] Or we can hear sounds that are connected to somebody else’s mental continuum, like the sound of somebody else speaking, or the sound of the birds singing. And we can also hear sounds that are not connected to anyone’s mental continuum, like the sounds of the traffic outside; the cars going by.
And just as when we were talking about the visual sense field as made up of a combination of these three types of phenomena, similarly the audio sense field is made up of these three types of items and we can hear all three of them at the same time. So let’s try to recognize that we can hear the sound of our own breathing, and the sound of the birds outside singing, and the sound of the traffic going by. And each of those three items is changing all the time. And it’s quite interesting: they’re changing at different rates. Okay. So let’s try to recognize these forms of physical phenomena which are sounds. And that’s making up each moment of our experience. Unless we are blind from birth, we have in each moment some sort of form of visual phenomenon. Even when we are asleep, for instance, there’s sort of a darkness. And similarly, unless we’re deaf, in each moment we are hearing something. Even in so-called complete silence, we can still hear our heartbeat or our breathing.
So we’re hearing something different every moment. And actually we are experiencing not only sights, experiencing not only sounds, but we experience both of them at the same time, don’t we? How much attention we pay to what we are hearing or what we’re seeing, that’s something else; attention is in one of these other categories of aggregates. But the sights are there; we’re experiencing them. The sounds are there; we’re experiencing them. So in each moment there are some sights and some sounds that are part of our experience. So let’s try to observe both of them. They are all changing moment to moment.
Smells
So our experience is filled with lots of things. But another dimension in the realm of the aggregate of forms of physical phenomena, these are smells. We can smell our own bodies connected to our own mental continuums. I can smell your body, the smell of your body, or the smell of the cat or the smell of the dog; that’s connected to someone else’s mental continuum. And we can also smell, at the same time, the pollution in the air, or the food that is cooking in the kitchen. What we’re smelling is a combination of many different smells, isn’t it? We can smell other people’s breath, we can smell cigarette smoke, we can smell a lot of things. Dogs perhaps can differentiate a little bit better than we can as humans, but still we experience all these different smells. And, unless our noses are stuffed, we are smelling all the time.
Actually, Shantideva, the great Indian master, makes a big difference (when he’s talking about attachment) between the smell of perfume and the natural smell of the body. And what is it that we are attracted to? Is it the perfume or the actual smell of the body of the other person when we have attachment to somebody? Their perfume? We say, “Your hair smells so beautifully,” but actually we are smelling the shampoo; we’re not smelling your hair at all. As Shantideva pointed out, if the person didn’t wash for a few months, the smell of their body would perhaps not be so attractive; the natural smell of the body.
So let’s try to observe the different smells that we experience. First focus just on the smells, and then add it to the sights and the sounds; because, in fact, some sights and some sounds and some smells make up each moment of our experience.
Tastes
So in each moment of our experience there’s some sights which are changing all the time, and some sounds which are changing all the time, and some smells that are changing all the time. Now let’s add tastes. We can taste something that’s connected to our own mental continuum: for instance, the taste of the saliva in our mouths. Can you taste the saliva in your mouth? We’re not aware of it so often, are we? But it has a taste. It’s part of our experience. And it’s there all the time. And we can experience a taste which is connected to somebody else’s mental continuum, like the taste of your lips when I kiss you. And we can also taste something which is not connected to anyone’s mental continuum, such as the taste of the coffee or the taste of the hamburger. The meat of the hamburger is no longer connected, I hope, to the mental continuum of the cow. And all of these are changing all the time.
I suppose we could imagine a situation of facing all three categories here, of the taste of the saliva in our mouths, and the taste of your lips while I am kissing you at the same time, and the chewing gum that I’m chewing. But that rarely happens. But at the moment probably we are only tasting the saliva in our mouths, so let us focus on that. Hopefully that’s not too unpleasant. And then let’s add that to experiencing in each moment – We are experiencing sights and sounds and smells and tastes, and try to be aware of all of them because in fact we are experiencing all of them at the same time.
Physical Sensations
Okay. Now let’s add physical sensations. We can experience, and we do experience, physical sensations that are connected to our own body; for instance, the physical sensation of our tongues inside our mouths. Now that is a pretty weird physical sensation as we actually start to focus on it, that we have this thing inside our mouths that’s moving all the time, especially when we’re talking. It’s really weird. So we don’t want to freak out by starting to be aware of this thing in our mouth. But it is there and, if we pay attention to it, we can feel it all the time. There is some sense information coming in, isn’t there. And if, at the same time, I am holding your hand, I am feeling a physical sensation that’s connected to somebody else’s mental continuum. And at the same time, I am experiencing the temperature of the room; that is a physical sensation that is not connected to anybody’s mental continuum.
We’re experiencing all these things at the same time as we are experiencing sights and sounds and smells and tastes. So we’ll try to test this out, experience it – focus on our experience, I should say, of the physical sensation of our tongues in our mouths, or the seat underneath our behinds. And we’re probably not touching somebody else, but we can also experience the physical sensation of the temperature of the air, and the breeze in the room on our skin, and the feel of our clothing on our bodies. It’s interesting. Can you feel the clothing on your body?
So let’s try to be aware of the physical sensations that we’re feeling: our tongue in our mouth, and our clothing on us, and the temperature of the room. So first of all just the physical sensations. (And, by the way, also included in physical sensations is feeling motion – you know, moving.) And then try to experience all of these five types of sensory information at the same time because in fact we are experiencing them at the same time: sights, sounds, smells, tastes (like the saliva in our mouths), and physical sensations (like our tongue in our mouths). And they’re all changing at different rates. We can include as well here the physical sensation of feeling hungry. Try licking your lips; we can taste our lips and feel the physical sensation at the same time as we are hearing the traffic outside, and seeing all the people in the room, and smelling the air; and then we feel our lips wet.
Forms of Physical Phenomena That Can Only Be Known by the Mind
So we have quite a lot of things happening here in our aggregate of forms of physical phenomena. And, at the same time, we can have forms of physical phenomena that can only be known by the mind. Try picturing an orange in your mind. We could even imagine the taste of an orange and the smell of an orange, or the taste of a wonderful good cup of coffee. So we can imagine that and experience it – it’s a form of physical phenomenon – at the same time as we are seeing the room, and we’re hearing the traffic, and we’re smelling the air in the room, and feeling our tongues in our mouths, and tasting our saliva. All of that can go on at the same time; in fact it does. There’s the sound of a voice going on in our heads; that’s always an object of the mind, isn’t it. That’s the easiest one, I think. To give here as an example: while we are experiencing all the various external senses, we can also have a sound of a voice going on in our heads, commenting or talking about something, or complaining, or whatever.
So let’s try to notice these forms of physical phenomena that are purely mental; known mentally. If it’s difficult to even just imagine an orange and what it tastes like or smells like, at least we can recognize the sound of a voice in our heads. First recognize that, and then add it to all the other five forms of physical phenomena.
So we discover that there is a tremendous amount going on just in this one aggregate every moment; these forms of physical phenomena. And because there are these six different types of items, these six different types of forms of physical phenomena, and each of them is changing every moment, and they’re not changing at the same speed, then we start to realize that our experience in each moment is not something which is concrete and static. It’s made up of lots of different parts that are all changing.
And this is one of the main aims here of understanding the five aggregates, is to deconstruct each moment of our experience. Deconstruct it from this imagined form of experience as concrete and solid and always the same, like: “I’m in a depression.” You know how heavy this type of thing can be. You can deconstruct it and see, well, it’s made up of a lot of different parts that are changing all the time.
Are there any questions about this first aggregate (the aggregate of forms of physical phenomena) and the things that we experience that fit into this category?
Questions
[Question: ….all the mental parts of my mental continuum. If I listen to the sound of the bird singing, is the sound of the bird singing of the bird – another living creature another mental continuum?]
Alex: We can think about the sound of my voice. We can think about the sound of the birds singing. We can think about the sound of the traffic. We can imagine all three. So then we would still have these categories of: associated with our own mental continuum, somebody else’s, and no mental continuum.
Question: My memory of my mother, is this related to her mental continuum even if she’s not alive anymore?
Alex: The memory of what my mother looks like after my mother has died, we’d have to say that that is – if we’re just categorizing – that’s a form that was connected with her mental continuum. Now you have to be careful here. When I am feeling the physical sensation of your body when I am holding your hand, now of course I am experiencing some physical sensation. What I feel is associated with my own mental continuum, but that object that I am feeling, the physical sensation of the warmth of your body, that is connected with your mental continuum. So both are happening at the same time. It just depends on which point of view we’re looking at it. Obviously, if it’s my experience of these other things, it’s connected with my own mental continuum.
Question: But if it is just a memory of a touch?
Alex: If it is just the memory of her touch? It’s the same, whether it’s the memory of a touch or imagining the touch. We could imagine the touch of something that we’ve never experienced, like we see some beautiful person and we imagine what it would be like to touch them.
Question: Would that be connected with my mental continuum?
Alex: That one would be connected with my own mental continuum? In a sense, yes. But it is a – Don’t think of it as being so concretely connected.
Also there are other types of forms of physical phenomena that can only be known by the mind. For instance, I can think of the atoms of my own body, I can think of the atoms of your body, or I can think of the atoms of the wall. These are not things that can be seen by the eyes. Or I can think of the astronomical distance between the Sun and the Earth. I can’t actually see that, but I can think of it. It’s a form of physical phenomenon. So there are many things in this category.
Question: During this group of exercises that we were doing, I found it quite difficult to hold in my conscious attention three things at the same time, like sights, sounds and smells. That was pretty difficult. But all those three, it was impossible. It seems like I have to lose my attention on some objects in order to be able to pay attention to the other objects. Is this normal or should I be able to be aware of all of them at the same time clearly?
Alex: It is normal for ordinary human beings like ourselves to not pay equal attention to the information that’s coming in on all the senses, although all that information is coming in. So attention, that’s in another aggregate. Somebody who is autistic – the problem in autism is that they don’t have that ability to censor out the amount of attention they pay on all of the senses, at least this is what I’ve been told, and so they get all that information equally strongly coming in, and it’s too much for them to process and so they shut down. That’s autism; whereas if we were a Buddha, we would be able to pay equal attention on all of them simultaneously without any problem.
Question: Probably one other source among many other sources of ignorance is that we strongly believe when talking with someone (or we’re in contact with someone) that we’re really in contact with their mental continuum, that we’re really in contact with their sounds and sensations and odors. How much are we really in contact with what’s happening in their mental continuum, rather than with only what we can see directly?
Alex: That’s a very interesting question. It is the same issue as when we are looking at this object over here. Are we seeing only colored forms, colored shapes, or are we seeing the flowers? So, similarly, when we hear the sound of a voice, are we hearing just sounds or are we hearing the person speaking? It’s the same question.
It is very interesting then because – This comes to the issue that we mentioned before in terms of incorrect consideration. We think that there is a “me” or a “you” that can be known independently, by itself. So I want to know “you.” Can I know “you” without knowing the sound of your voice or without seeing the sight of your body? Is there a “you” that exists independently of the sound of your voice – and the sight of your body, and the physical sensation of your touch, and so on – that I can know? That’s a very important question to explore. I say, “I know Maria.” Well, do I know Maria by herself? Or “You don’t know me. You only know my body. You don’t know ‘me.’” So it is crucial to understand the relationship between “me” and the aggregates.
Question: Then the mental continuum would be classified within one of the five aggregates?
Alex: The mental continuum itself? Yes. It would be classified within the five aggregates; the aggregate of consciousness.
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This morning we were looking at the five aggregates, and specifically we were looking at the aggregate of forms of physical phenomena. We saw that this included sights, and sounds, and smells, and tastes, and physical sensations, and objects and phenomena with physical qualities that are forms of physical phenomena that are objects only of mental cognition. And we saw that these can be either connected with our own mental continuum, or connected with the mental continuum of someone else – or an animal, an insect – or it can be objects that are not connected with any mental continuum. We also saw that all these are changing from moment to moment, and in each moment of our experience there are objects from each of these categories. This is the general rule that we’ll find with all of the five aggregates: in each moment there’s going to be at least one (if not more) items from each of these five “bags” – from each of these five aggregates.
Okay. Now we’re ready to go on to the second aggregate factor. Aggregate, by the way, means a collection or a network of many items. Network means that the various idioms connect with each other and interact with each other.
The Meaning of Feelings in the Context of the Five Aggregates
Now the second aggregate is the aggregate of feeling. And here it means specifically feeling a level of happiness or unhappiness. It’s not referring to feelings in the sense of emotions. It’s only dealing with this one dimension here in terms of happiness or unhappiness. And we’re speaking of a spectrum here, all the way from the greatest degree of unhappiness to the greatest degree of happiness. And we are referring here to happiness or unhappiness either on a physical level or a mental level. So happiness, unhappiness, pleasure, pain.
Understanding this dimension of happiness or unhappiness actually is very helpful for being able to gain some sort of appreciation of the different types of life forms that are discussed in Buddhism. So since this is a particularly difficult point to understand in Buddhism, the six realms of beings, these types of limited beings or sentient beings that there are, let me digress for a few minutes.
Feelings in Relation to the Six Realms of Limited Beings
In Buddhism we speak about limited beings or sentient beings. A sentient being is someone with a limited mind; a Buddha is not a sentient being. That is why I prefer “limited being” here. Limited doesn’t mean handicapped, you know, or deformed; it just means the mind is limited and also the body is limited. So there are many different limited life forms which can experience ripenings of our karma. Or, to be more precise, different life forms in which or through which we can ourselves experience the results or ripenings of our karma; our previous actions, because we can be reborn in any of these different life forms. Any mental continuum, ourselves or anybody else, is not limited to one life form; it can manifest in any life form in any lifetime.
Now when we talk about the aggregate of feelings – feeling a level of happiness – we are talking about how we actually experience the ripenings of our karma. So when we see things, when we hear things, when we feel physical sensations – how do we experience it? Do we experience it with some happiness, some unhappiness, with pleasure, with pain? We can understand that somebody…. We could have a group of people and they’re served some sort of very spicy chili, and some people eat it with pleasure, other people experience and eat it with displeasure. So how we experience it, it’s not really dependent on the object; it’s dependent on the ripening of our karma, actually.
We have different types of apparatus – body and mind – with which we can experience the ripening of karma. And different types of bodies and minds can experience different portions of a large spectrum of what’s visible, what’s audible, etc.; and also what is feelable, in terms of levels of happiness and unhappiness. So our eyes, as humans, can experience or sense only certain levels of intensity of light, for example. As we get older, that field of what we can experience becomes more limited; we can’t see in the dark. There are eyes of certain animals that can see very well in the dark, or seeing infrared or ultraviolet on the light spectrum. Some physical organs would be able to see that, of some certain life forms. I believe insect eyes, although I’m not sure of this, but I believe I’ve heard that insect eyes can sense different parts of the spectrum than animal eyes.
Also in terms of sounds. We can hear only sounds of certain frequencies with human ears, but dogs can hear sounds of much higher pitch. A dog nose can smell the scent of somebody who has passed by on a road long ago, and human noses certainly cannot smell that. Now just because human sense apparatus cannot detect light frequencies or sound frequencies or smells that animal sense organs can, that doesn’t mean that it’s impossible to sense these other frequencies. In fact, certain animal sense organs can. Just because we can’t sense it, doesn’t mean that it can’t be sensed. So that’s something that we can accept, isn’t it? We need a moment to think about that and confirm that this is actually true. Just because human apparatus cannot sense some sort of sense data, doesn’t mean that it cannot be sensed.
So now if this is the case with the different types of sense objects, let’s transpose the same principle, the same understanding, to the spectrum of feeling a level of happiness or unhappiness; a level of pleasure or pain. With human apparatus, the human body, there is a certain threshold, and when our experience gets beyond that threshold we automatically shut off. In other words, when pain reaches a certain threshold then we fall unconscious. When it becomes so intense, reaches a certain point, the body automatically shuts off. It can’t experience any more, so we become unconscious. The same thing with pleasure. When a pleasure becomes too intense, we automatically destroy it. Like, for instance, the pleasure of approaching an orgasm. The more intense it becomes, the more rapidly we want to experience it; which actually destroys it. The same thing with an itch. If you think of an itch – an itch is actually very intense pleasure. An itch is not pain; an itch is pleasure. But it is so intense that we have to scratch it; destroy it.
So our bodies, our sense apparatus, is limited in terms of how much on the spectrum we can experience of pleasure or pain. Now if it is the case that sensory apparatus and the minds of other types of life forms can experience things in the visual dimension or the audio dimension beyond the thresholds that the human apparatus can – if that’s the case, why can’t that also be the case in terms of the spectrum of pleasure and pain? Doesn’t it seem reasonable that there could be life forms that can experience further on that spectrum of pain than a human can, and further on that spectrum of pleasure than a human can?
Thinking in this way then that becomes far more acceptable to consider that, yes, there can be these more unfortunate life forms than human. So-called hell-creatures. I like to call them the trapped beings in the joyless realms; that’s literally what the words mean in Sanskrit and Tibetan. So these beings can experience far more pain than humans can. And the clutching ghosts experience far more pain than we can as humans. And, on the other dimension, the celestial beings, the so-called gods, can experience way further on the other side of that spectrum, in terms of more intense pleasure – without destroying it. We destroy it; we lock off being able to experience that intense pleasure and that more intense pain.
That, I think, is the way of thinking that enables us to eventually accept these other types of life forms that we ourselves can be born as. That, depending on what karma that we’ve built up and is activated at the time we die, we will be reborn in a life form with a physical apparatus that will be able to experience just a certain portion of that spectrum of happiness and unhappiness. These trapped beings in the joyless realms and the clutching ghosts can experience really intense pain, and as the dial goes up a little bit more toward the side of pleasure they automatically cut off; they can’t experience that. “The joyless realm” is literally the Sanskrit word. And on the other side, these celestial beings – you know, if we’re born as that, we’ll be able to experience way, way further on the side of pleasure. And when it approaches a little bit the side of discomfort or displeasure it shuts off; they don’t experience it. This makes sense, doesn’t it? If you think about it. Why not? There is no logical argument against that.
So let’s think about that. We don’t have to worry about what does the body actually look like in these realms, and where are they. That’s not really the point. The point is whether or not a mental continuum, particularly our own mental continuum, can experience the entire spectrum of pleasure and pain, happiness and unhappiness. That’s the issue. Can we experience the entire spectrum? So think about that. I personally have found this the most convincing argument, and the only real way as a Westerner to approach these other types of life forms; the six realms. Otherwise it’s just too weird for us as Westerners.
Does that start to make sense? I would suggest that the next time you experience an itch, try to observe the itch. It is pleasurable. It is pleasure. In fact, that’s the only way to deal with a chronic itch – is to recognize that it’s pleasure, and to experience the pleasure of the itch. And don’t scratch. We notice how we compulsively want to destroy that pleasure. So sit back and try to enjoy it. It’s a very interesting exercise to do. As I say, if you have a chronic itch problem – a rash, or a mosquito bite, or something like that – it really is the only way to handle it without damaging yourself by scratching so much that you produce wounds. This method might sound a bit perverse, but view the itch as pleasure and experience it as such. Just sit back and enjoy it. But actually it really is the only way to deal with that type of situation. We have many opportunities for doing this type of exercise; because when we sit and do meditation, inevitably we start to itch.
That aggregate of feelings is the way in which we experience the ripening of our karma. It’s how we experience objects and things, either physical or mental. Pleasure or happiness is that feeling which, when we experience it, we would like not to be parted from it. And unhappiness or pain is that feeling which, when we experience it, we would like to be parted from it; we would like it to end. And we experience some level of happiness or unhappiness in each moment, somewhere on the spectrum that our physical form is capable of experiencing. Right? And that level is the result of our karma.
[See: The Relation between Happiness and Unhappiness, and Pleasure and Pain.]
Now the intensity of the pleasure or pain, happiness or unhappiness, doesn’t have to be terribly dramatic. Often when we think of “I want to be happy,” we tend to think that it has to be super intense, wonderful, like out of some Hollywood movie – we’re dancing down the street, singing, and everything is just so wonderful. But, in fact, happiness can be much more subtle than that, and it usually is.
It’s very interesting when we start to analyze and try to recognize the level of happiness that we’re experiencing in this particular moment. Because we might say, “Well, I don’t feel anything.” Now that is not really possible. We could experience somewhere exactly, exactly in the middle between happiness and unhappiness – so a neutral feeling – but that’s really quite rare because if it’s a millimeter to one side or the other side it’s already in the zone of happiness or unhappiness.
Recognizing the Level of Happiness or Unhappiness We Are Experiencing
So how do we recognize the level of happiness with which we experience a sight; seeing a sight? We need to connect this with the previous aggregate. We see various visual sights, we see various colored shapes, and if we continue to look at it, then that indicates that we are experiencing it with happiness. Happiness is that feeling that when we experience it we don’t wish to be parted from it. And if we look away and look at something else then we experience that sight with unhappiness; we want to be parted from it. If we put it in different words: If we enjoy seeing something, we continue looking at it. If we no longer enjoy it or we don’t enjoy it at all (to see something), we look away. So that level of enjoying or not enjoying, happiness or unhappiness, when experiencing seeing a sight, that’s the aggregate of feelings.
Okay. So let us take a few minutes to actually try to recognize the experiencing of a level of happiness or unhappiness that accompanies our seeing various visual objects as we look around the room. As we look around the room, we see visual sights of certain objects and we enjoy it, we like it, we continue looking at it; our eye stays there. Other things – we see it and immediately our eye moves on; we don’t enjoy seeing it; it doesn’t give us pleasure at all. It isn’t that: “Arrgh, it makes me feel so horrible!” It doesn’t have to be so dramatic. This is why sometimes when we talk about suffering or not suffering, it’s spoken in terms of things are satisfactory or not satisfactory, we’re content or discontent, you have satisfaction or you don’t have satisfaction. It’s the same dimension here: happiness or unhappiness. Okay. So let’s try this with sights.
Recognizing Our Aggregate of Feelings during Sensory Cognition
Were you able to recognize a little bit what we were talking here in terms of a level of happiness or unhappiness? And I think that we can also notice quite easily how with one object in the beginning we might experience it with happiness. We like to look at it. But then what happens? We get tired of it, and then it’s no longer experienced with happiness; it’s experienced with unhappiness, and we look away at something else. That is certainly the case with television programs, isn’t it? But also with something like just seeing somebody, as well, isn’t it?
Now we experience a level of happiness with the other sense fields as well. Like with sounds. We’ve just been hearing the sound of sirens – of maybe police or a fire engine, I don’t know what. We’re experiencing it with happiness: we’d like to continue hearing it for the entire afternoon? Or would we prefer that it stop and we stop hearing it? It may not be within our power to turn it off like a radio or a television – maybe we could stick our fingers in our ears so that we don’t hear it so loudly – but we would experience it with unhappiness. There are other things that we, when we hear it, we’d like to continue hearing it; for instance, our favorite music, or there’s the sound of somebody’s voice that: “It really is wonderful. I could listen to you speaking all day long. It gives me pleasure.” And there are other people, just the sound of their voice and I go: “Eek! I can’t bear this person’s voice.”
So all the various sounds that we hear, we experience with either happiness or unhappiness, depending on whether or not we would like to continue listening to it; we’re enjoying it or we’re not enjoying it. So let us try to notice the level of happiness that we’re feeling with the various sounds that we’re hearing. That includes hearing silence. Some people experience hearing silence with great happiness. Other people experience hearing silence with great anxiety and displeasure; they have to have music playing all day long; they can’t even walk down the street without an iPod or Walkman in their ears.
Experiencing Different Feelings
Okay. Now it starts to become very interesting, because when we’re hearing the sound of traffic as well as the sound of the birds singing… Now we might have experienced the sound of the street traffic with unhappiness, but the same time we were experiencing the sound of the birds with happiness. And maybe we were looking as well, and we experience seeing one person with happiness and find it pretty. And somebody else that might also be in the field of vision, we don’t really pay attention to because it doesn’t give us pleasure; we don’t enjoy seeing this person. So we’re having many different feelings of happiness and unhappiness all networked together at the same time. It’s very interesting.
We can’t experience both happiness and unhappiness at the same time toward the same object, but we can experience different levels of happiness or unhappiness toward different objects at the same time. Right? Toward one object we could waver back and forth. One moment I like it; one moment I don’t like it. One moment I’m happy with it; one moment I’m unhappy with it. But not at the same moment; simultaneous. So in one moment do I actually feel happy or unhappy? Or is it actually a network putting together many, many different feelings of happy and unhappy with respect to all the different types of sense objects, and also what I am thinking as well, all sort of put together? That’s why we call it an aggregate of feelings. It’s a network of many, many feelings with respect to all the different objects that we’re experiencing at the same time, that we have in each moment. We’re experiencing a network of feelings.
It can be very interesting actually, especially when we make that into some sort of solid thing, which obviously it isn’t. That’s why good restaurants try to make it so that you experience happiness in what you’re seeing, and happiness in the music that you’re hearing, and happiness in the taste of the food that you’re tasting – all at the same time. Because, in fact, we could be eating a certain food with tremendous happiness and listening to horrible loud music and be very unhappy with that. And sometimes the unhappiness with that music is so strong that we no longer enjoy the food. So it’s a very interesting topic, to analyze in our own experience happiness and unhappiness.
So this is the aggregate of feelings of a level of happiness. So let’s see what level of happiness we experience with the drinks and sweets of our coffee break.
Session Five: The Aggregate of Distinguishing
Unedited Transcript
Listen to the audio version of this page (0:27 hours)
Review
We’ve been looking at two of the aggregates that make up our experience: we’ve been looking at forms of physical phenomena and, likewise, feelings of some level of happiness. And we’ve seen that each of these aggregates, each of these categories of changing phenomena, is made up of many, many items, and we are experiencing an assortment of them in each moment. They’re all networking together to make up that moment of experience. And none of these aggregates are experienced just by themselves; all of them are going on at the same time – I mean the experience of items from each of them is going on at the same time. And since some people have asked (during the break) some questions, let me just review a little bit the things that I was explaining.
The point of all of this in meditation practice is to be able to recognize in each moment all the different factors from all the different aggregates that are going on. We need to be able to analyze and deconstruct each moment of our experience into all the component parts that are networking together, and then to be aware of the fact that they all are changing continuously and that each component is changing at a different rate, and then there is no solid “me” in this. Remember, what we want to do is to remove the confusion with which we identify with what’s going on and say, “That’s me.” And instead of having each moment of our experience containing, as one of the components, the confusion about “me,” we want to reject that, see that this is based on absolute nonsense, and have each moment of our experience accompanied with one of the factors being correct understanding.
I just mentioned this in brief, without going into detail here. This is where we were heading with this discussion. Right? Because as we are observing all these various aggregate factors, then we reach a point where we have to analyze: is there a “me” separate from all of this that’s watching it, that’s observing it? It might feel as though there is; but, if we actually analyze, where is it? Well, that’s where we’re heading with this topic here.
Perhaps we should make a little bit of room for some questions about forms of physical phenomena and feelings. Let’s limit our questions to these topics. Any questions? Or is it all clear? Just because there is an absence of questions, it doesn’t mean that everything is clear, does it?
Awareness of Constant Momentary Change
Question: You were talking about being able to deconstruct our experience; every moment of experience. But you also said that reality is changing moment by moment. So this deconstruction should also be at that same speed?
Alex: Correct.
Question: How do we do that?
Alex: How do you do that? Practice. How do you play sixty-fourth notes? Well, only with a lot of practice are you able to play the notes that quickly. It’s the same thing.
Now to observe this change and to stay with it… What we’ll see with the five aggregates is that what is accompanying each moment of our experience is attention; attention to what’s going on now. So that’s going on in each moment. So it’s changing rather rapidly, that’s true. But to have attention accompanying each moment doesn’t necessarily mean that in each moment we (in our minds) are having a computer printout of all the items that are occurring now, and that we’re actually mentally labeling them all; naming them all. We don’t need to do that.
Take the example of our car. If we are quite aware of all the moving parts that make up the engine and the car, then we can be aware that all of them are moving and changing each moment – just the fact that they are changing. We don’t have to be aware that now this gear is at this position, and now that gear is at that position. We don’t have to be aware of the specifics, but just aware of the fact that here is a very complicated machine made up of an enormous amount of parts, and they’re all moving and changing at the same time. Now if something goes wrong with the car – we’re having some trouble with the car – then we would want to analyze in that particular situation what actually is wrong: What’s the faulty part? And the only way that we can identify the faulty part is if we know all the parts that make up the car and how they interact with each other. And then we can identify, “Ah, this one isn’t working.”
A doctor would do the same thing in terms of analyzing all the systems of the body if something is wrong. They know that the body is made up of an unbelievable amount of parts and systems that are changing, far more than a car. And when there’s trouble then, if you know all the systems, you can try to figure out which part of it isn’t working, and realize, of course, it’s affecting other parts of the system.
So we need to approach our experience in the same manner as a doctor and be aware that our experience is made up of so many different parts and so many different factors that are changing all the time and interacting with each other. And when we are having some trouble, some difficulties – in a difficult mood or experiencing emotional upset or difficulties – then at that point analyze more specifically what’s going on, and to see where the trouble lies.
So it can be very simple: We really are feeling very uncomfortable. And if we really analyze and notice what’s going on: it’s the physical sensation of my clothing on my body; it’s too tight. So then we can buy a larger size. So the solution could be a simple one; it could be a more complex and deep one. I just need to have larger size pants.
The Spectrum of Experience
Question: When you were saying that a Buddha is not actually a sentient being (he’s beyond that), does that mean either or both of these two things: He can experience all the spectrum of visual, auditory, olfactory – all the spectrum. And he can also feel all the spectrum between happiness and unhappiness.
Alex: Yes. Now the different levels of happiness and unhappiness – we’re talking about samsaric happiness and unhappiness – that a Buddha experiences would be connected to the mental continuum of other people, other beings, not his own continuum. It’s part of somebody else’s mental continuum, not a Buddha’s mental continuum.
Question: You talked about, for example, some range of possibility of experience within the human realm between pleasure and pain. Is that range the same one for every single individual human being? Or, among different human beings, that range is changeable?
Alex: That range will be slightly different for each person, but it will be limited to some part of the spectrum of pleasure and pain.
Now those of you who might be familiar with my work, I differentiate Dharma-Lite from “The Real Thing” Dharma. Like Coca-Cola Light from “The Real Thing” Coca-Cola. So the Dharma-Lite version of the six realms is that they’re all psychological states that human beings can experience; they’re sort of metaphoric. As long as we identify that as Dharma-Lite and don’t confuse that with The Real Thing Dharma, okay. But that really is not The Real Thing Dharma. There are certainly some humans that experience more intense suffering than others, true. But in Buddhism when we speak about the six realms of being, we’re talking about different rebirth states that we can have and that others are in – so that we will develop compassion for them – which is way beyond the limitations that we can experience with the human limited apparatus.
So it’s important with Real Thing Dharma to think beyond this lifetime, beyond this life form: that my mental continuum is capable of experiencing far greater pain than any human could possibly experience without passing out. And if we take that seriously then we would look to see what are the causes for my experiencing that, and I really don’t want to build up more and more causes for that. And if I do have causes for that already, I want to get rid of them. That’s the point. It doesn’t really matter what the hell-creatures look like and where they live.
Question: So we can experience both pleasure and pain. But pleasure and pain are like the two faces of one same coin, because what we experience as pleasure can become pain and what we experience as a pain can become pleasure. Is that correct?
Alex: It’s not that our experience of pleasure itself is an experience of pain. It could change from moment to moment. So one moment of pleasure can be, in the next moment, a moment of pain.
Now we can transform negative circumstances into positive circumstances. Here we’re talking about something else. We sprain our ankle and we experience that with some physical pain, but we can also experience it with mental unhappiness as well. And we can transform that physical feeling – I mean that experience of the twisted ankle, maybe we’re not going to be able to stop the physical pain, but we can stop the mental pain by looking at it in a different way and saying, “Wow, I’m really fortunate that I didn’t break my leg. I only sprained my ankle. And I’m happy about that.”
Now we have to differentiate upsetting feelings from non-upsetting feelings. If that feeling of happiness or unhappiness is accompanied by confusion, we exaggerate it; we make it into a big thing, a big deal. Then we get craving together with that: craving to: “I’ve got to get rid of this pain. It’s the most horrible thing in the world.” or “I’ve got to hold on to this pleasure. It’s the most marvelous, wonderful thing in the world.” And that’s upsetting. But we can also experience happiness and unhappiness or pleasure and pain in a non-upsetting way, without the confusion. In other words, we view these various things that we experience just as “Well, it’s just a feeling of happiness or unhappiness. It’s just a sensation of pleasure or pain. No big deal.” So that’s not upsetting. Of course we would prefer not to feel the unhappiness, I would prefer not to feel it, but it’s not that I’m craving: “I’ve got to get rid of it.”
Feelings go up and down; that’s the nature of samsara. The thing is not to make a big deal out of them. If we have to go to work every morning, then sometimes we experience having to go to work with happiness, sometimes with unhappiness. So what? We go to work anyway. We don’t make a big deal out of feeling unhappy about having to go to work. We just go. Don’t let it upset you. “I’m not happy about going to work… So what else is new?” That’s really the way to do it: don’t make a big deal out of anything.
Pleasure and Pain, and Happiness and Unhappiness
Also I think that perhaps we haven’t been precise enough here with our terminology. We have to differentiate when we’re talking about the physical dimension of physical sensations. Pleasure and pain is a physical sensation; that’s in the aggregate of forms of physical phenomena. When we’re talking about feeling happiness and unhappiness, it is a mental state that accompanies either physical pleasure or physical pain or some mental state; that’s the aggregate of feelings. So although we don’t usually make such a difference in our languages when we talk about pleasure and pain – we speak of it both on the level of physical sensations as well as the mental experience – in Buddhism we differentiate those two.
We can experience physical pain with happiness or unhappiness. We can get some sort of physical treatment from a chiropractor or something like that; or some massage. And the general principal is: if it doesn’t hurt, it’s not doing anything; it’s not helping. So if it’s hurting, getting that massage, then we feel happy about that because: “Ahh, it’s actually going to get that tight muscle loose.” So we’re talking about this dimension of happy and unhappy that would accompany the physical sensation or the mental state. That’s what we mean by physical happiness and mental happiness, physical unhappiness and mental unhappiness. Okay. Is that clear? All right.
The Aggregate of Distinguishing
Now let’s do the next aggregate before we need to end our session this evening. The third aggregate is the aggregate of distinguishing, I call it. We are, in each moment, distinguishing a characteristic feature of some object, either a form of physical phenomenon or some mental object. We’re distinguishing characteristic features that make something a validly knowable object as distinct from other things in our sense field.
Okay. What does this mean? We are looking at the room here, so we have a whole collection of colored shapes. That’s actually what we are seeing. If we took a picture and put it on the computer screen, it would be a collection of pixels of colors. Now we’re not just seeing colored shapes: we put together, in our experience, a set of colored shapes together into some sort of validly knowable object. It’s very interesting how we do that.
We’re looking around the room here at all these colored shapes, and how is it that I’m able to put some of those colored shapes together into the object of a face of a human being? And I’m not connecting those colored shapes with the colored shapes of the wall next to it and trying to make that into some sort of object? It’s very interesting, because there are no solid lines around these colored shapes, are there, that put a certain group of them into one object and another group of them into another object. It’s really quite fascinating how it works. If we don’t distinguish some sort of characteristic features in the sense field that will enable us to distinguish one knowable object from another knowable object, then it’s hopeless: we can’t take in all that information and understand at all what we’re experiencing in the sense field, can we? Otherwise it’s just an incomprehensible collection of colored shapes, like an abstract painting. Amazing isn’t it?
This is working in every moment. This mental factor of distinguishing is part of every single moment. It’s how we put colored shapes together into objects. We don’t need to have seen the object before. We don’t have to know what the object is. We don’t have to know the name or the word for that object. But we see something new that we’ve never seen before and we can distinguish it from the wall. I can distinguish it from the table. There’s something on the table; I haven’t the slightest idea what it is, but there’s something there.
Therefore when this aggregate is translated as the “aggregate of recognition,” that is misleading. We’re not recognizing something. To recognize something means that we have experienced it before: we compare what we’re experiencing now with our previous experiences, and then we recognize it. Re-cognize it. Cognize it again. We’re not talking about that. We’re talking about something far more basic; far more fundamental. Babies can do this as well. They can distinguish hot from cold, light from dark. We don’t have to have a name for it. They certainly don’t have a name for it. They’re distinguishing something from other things within a sense field. We don’t even have to distinguish it as an object. We can just distinguish this color from that color. It is the awareness of a characteristic feature of something. Now of course we can get into a whole philosophical discussion of where are those characteristic features. But we don’t need to go there. That’s going much deeper.
The same thing is when we think. When we think something, again we have to be able to distinguish the characteristic features of the thing we’re thinking about; otherwise, how can we think about it? We distinguish it from everything else that I could think about, don’t we? And this happens with all the sense fields as well. We hear the sounds of the traffic and the sounds of a bird. We don’t put that together into one object that is making the sound of both the traffic and the bird at the same time. We distinguish one from the other, don’t we?
And also what we are experiencing is over many moments, and so we need to distinguish – now here’s an interesting thing – distinguish words. If we listen to a language and we can’t even distinguish words within those sounds, it’s just a whole string of sounds. But if we know the language, or at least a little bit of the language, we can start to distinguish words in that language, even though we might not even know what the word means. It’s going on all the time, isn’t it? It’s not recognition. We’re not recognizing it. We’re not comparing it to something in the past. But we are able to distinguish units; knowable objects. Very, very interesting. Very interesting.
Listen to somebody speaking Chinese. And there are tones in Chinese. And the Western ear can’t even distinguish one tone from another, whereas a Chinese person hearing it hears two totally different tones; totally different words. Okay? I’ll give you an example of that, just for fun: Ma Mama ma ma ma, ma ma Ma Mama ma? It’s a Chinese sentence. Did Mrs. Ma yell at the horse, or did the horse yell at Mrs. Ma? Ma Mama ma ma ma, ma ma Ma Mama ma? So we can’t even distinguish the words there.
Distinguishing is again an aggregate, and we are distinguishing many things at the same time because we are experiencing different sense fields at the same time. So let us look around the room – and just focus here on the visual sense field – and try to notice how we are distinguishing various objects out of the colored shapes that we are seeing. Very amusing – if you wear glasses and you take your glasses off, then it really is looking at an abstract painting. We can’t distinguish any of the objects. But put the glasses back on and now we can. So let us try to notice this aggregate of distinguishing. And notice that this does not involve giving names to things or knowing what something is. We distinguish one object from another object, and one object from the background. Okay?
Different Levels of Distinguishing
That’s a little bit of an idea of what distinguishing means. Our capacity to distinguish things can be different among different people in different situations. For instance, we can be given a certain amount of data, let’s say, about somebody’s behavior that we have been experiencing, but we may or may not be able to distinguish a certain characteristic feature of that behavior which would enable us to then see it as some knowable object – say a depression or paranoia or whatever – and that would enable us to figure out how to treat the person. We need to be able to distinguish some characteristic feature, put it together into a knowable object.
We distinguish that something is wrong with our friend. What are we doing? We’re distinguishing some sort of characteristic feature of their behavior, and how they look, and how they sound, and so on. We might not know what’s wrong, but we can distinguish – we’re putting something together and distinguishing: “Hey, there’s something going on here.” We’re able to distinguish a validly knowable object. And sometimes we can distinguish incorrectly; there’s nothing wrong with putting things together that don’t go together.
See how we can have incorrect distinguishing? Somebody puts together and distinguishes what they think is a characteristic feature of different parts of our behavior that don’t go together at all. Someone does that with paranoia and then thinks that: “Ah, there’s something going on here. The person doesn’t like me. The person’s against me.” There’s a difference here: If we distinguish something’s wrong, and there is something wrong but we just identify it incorrectly. Or we distinguish that there’s something wrong when there isn’t anything wrong at all. Those are two different possibilities.
So this is distinguishing, and it’s part of every moment of our experience. Otherwise our experience is just too abstract. Let’s take another moment to digest that, and then a few moments of questions at the end.
Okay. One or two short questions, so that we have a little bit of clarity about this.
Questions
Question: We human beings live within the boundaries of a certain part of the spectrum between pleasure and pain. In other realms of existence that is a different range. And it seems to me that we, as human beings, have the possibility of looking for some balance. I mean of working with purpose and trying to achieve some balance between pleasure and pain, while in other, miserable realms that seems like it’s not possible. So the question is: How is it that in the human realm we, as humans, are able to generate the motivation and generate the wish for either having a better rebirth or to leave samsara altogether? Given the fact that we have this third aggregate of distinguishing, how does that happen – that we can generate the wish or the aim of leaving this realm of existence altogether?
Alex: The reason why as human beings we are in a better position than any other life form for developing the wish to get out of our suffering, to gain liberation, and so on, is because of another mental factor here, which is in another one of the aggregates. Which is – in very simple language – intelligence. More technically, it’s discriminating awareness.
We are capable, as human beings, to discriminate what is beneficial and what is harmful, and not just in a very immediate sense. I mean, an animal can tell that it’s going to be harmful to walk into the fire. Not all animals can do that. A moth doesn’t know that; it can’t distinguish it. The moth flies into the fire. Some animals have a little bit of ability to do that, but certainly not as much as a human being. And we can discriminate – that’s intelligence; it’s not the same as distinguishing – we can discriminate between what is going to be beneficial and harmful on the long term.
So it’s because of that intelligence, human intelligence – His Holiness the Dalai Lama always emphasizes: What is our greatest gift as human beings? It’s intelligence. We need to use that. It is really amusing and very, very interesting, this whole factor of discriminating awareness – to be able to distinguish between not only what’s beneficial and what’s harmful, but what’s correct and incorrect. His Holiness the Dalai Lama was asking these brain scientists, neurologists: What’s the difference, purely from a physiological or chemical point of view or electric point of view, of thinking “one plus one is two” and “one plus one is three?” And there’s absolutely no difference whatsoever in thinking those two thoughts. This is an indication that there’s something more than just a physical process – that’s what we call mind – that is able to have discriminating awareness between what’s correct and what’s incorrect. “One plus one is two” is correct. “One plus one is three” is incorrect. You cannot tell that just on the basis of an encephalogram or a CAT scan.
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Review
Yesterday and the night before, we started our discussion of the five aggregates, and we saw that these are groupings or categories – or bags, if you want to look at it that way – with which we can classify the various aspects of our experience in each moment to help us to be able to understand it. After all, the area of work in Buddhism is our own experience: how we experience life.
And the various types of sufferings and difficulties that we have all occur within our experience. We experience life in terms of feeling, which is feeling a level of happiness or unhappiness that ripens from our karma; from our previous various actions. And sometimes we experience things in life with unhappiness. That’s what we usually think of as suffering. Sometimes we experience things in life with our ordinary, usual type of happiness, but this is a problem as well because it doesn’t last, it is never enough, it doesn’t satisfy, we’re never content with it, and we never know what’s coming next – there’s uncertainty.
Our experience of life like this goes up and down all the time. Sometimes we feel happy, sometimes we feel unhappy; sometimes we have a lot of energy, sometimes we don’t have any energy; sometimes we feel like meditating and working, sometimes we don’t. And we can never tell what we’re going to feel like in the next moment – this never-ending insecurity. Now that really is a drag and is really not fun. That’s really what life is like, isn’t it? And that’s not very satisfactory. The deeper problem of it is that it keeps on perpetuating; it just goes on and on and on. And what seems to make it just go on and on? It’s just the very nature of our bodies; the very nature of our mind. Because the type of bodies and the type of minds that we have are very limited: people get sick, they get tired, and so on, and eventually die as well. In fact, if we look more deeply, it’s falling apart every moment, getting closer and closer to our death. There is a very lovely Western joke about what is the definition of life: Life is defined as a sexually transmitted disease with a hundred percent mortality rate! Faced with that, what can we do about it?
Well, if we look a little bit more deeply to what is causing this unsatisfactory nature of our lives – it’s always going up and down – it is the confusion within each moment of our experience (in other words, it’s there every single moment) and that really is what is perpetuating this constant unsatisfactory situation of up and down. But if we look more deeply, not just at our ordinary minds and our ordinary bodies, but if we look more deeply at the nature of the mind, the nature of the mind is pure; it’s not tainted naturally by this confusion. That’s demonstrated by the fact that when we have total nonconceptual focus on voidness, we don’t have that confusion. So that confusion can’t be really part of the mind, an intrinsic part of the mind, because there are situations in which it isn’t there. That means that it’s possible to actually gain a true stopping of this confusion, of this cause of our problems, if we could sustain that state of nonconceptual focus on voidness all the time. And if we achieve that stopping of the cause of our problems, then our experience would be untainted by this confusion; it wouldn’t be up and down all the time.
So what we need to do is gain that true pathway of mind, that true state of mind that will act as a pathway to this liberation, which would be that state of mind that has this nonconceptual cognition of voidness. And that would be a voidness of the suffering, and the voidness of the cause of suffering, the voidness of the state of suffering being completely stopped, and the voidness of itself – of this understanding. In other words, the voidness of the four noble truths.
Now, of course, voidness is not terribly easy to understand, if we even have some clear idea of what we’re talking about here. But let’s just say that voidness is referring to a total absence of impossible ways of existing. Our mind makes things appear in a way which does not correspond to how things actually exist. Our mind makes things exist – in very simple words – as a sort of concrete entity: everything is just encapsulated in plastic, like ping-pong balls. I often use that analogy: everything is like ping-pong balls. And then we make a big deal out of everything. It’s solid, concrete, just by itself. And that doesn’t correspond to reality. Things don’t exist as isolated units, like isolated ping-pong balls. Everything is interrelated. Everything is interrelated. And so, within our experience, it seems as though various things are like these ping-pong balls: solid and concrete. And because it appears like that – it feels like that – with our confusion we believe it to be so. We believe it to be true. But what we believe to be true (or truly established) is not true at all. That’s what we mean when we say there’s no truly established existence; what we think is true is not true.
And so when we are experiencing something, for instance depression, it appears like a ping-pong ball, something solid, unrelated to anything else, and we identify with it and we think that it’s going to last forever and so on. We make a huge big deal out of it. Or a sickness, or a disappointment in life, or whatever, or something going really good in our lives, we make a big deal out of it. Now this we’re experiencing every moment of our life: sometimes things go well, sometimes things don’t go well.
We want to get rid of the confusion that is causing these things in our life to appear so solid, and which causes us to believe that they’re true. Because when we believe that things exist in this crazy way, the way that they feel as though they exist, then we have suffering, don’t we? We feel really unhappy and sad when we’re criticized, when things are not going well, when we hear bad news, and these type of things. And if we go, “Oh, I’m happy!” – well, it doesn’t last: when we are praised, and things go well, and we hear good news, and so on. So life goes up and down, up and down. So if we can get rid of this confusion within our experiences and what we would understand with the five aggregates, then we wouldn’t have these upsetting feelings that we were referring to yesterday, those upsetting feelings in terms of what we experience. And we would stop producing the causes that would perpetuate this terrible situation.
How can we get rid of this confusion? How can we eliminate the confusion from each moment of our experience, and put instead correct understanding? Well, what we need to do is deconstruct what we are experiencing. When we are in a terrible depression and we’re making a big deal out of it, and identifying with it as if it were some solid thing, then what can help is if we can analyze: What am I actually experiencing in this moment? And what are all the causes as well, if we want to go deeper into why I’m experiencing what I’m experiencing this moment. Well, to analyze and deconstruct what I’m experiencing, I need some sort of tool, some sort of analytical scheme that may help me. And this is where the five aggregates come in because, as we have seen, in each moment there are one or more (usually a lot more) items from each of these aggregates that’s making up – there’s a whole network, networking together to make up this moment. Everything is interdependent and related to everything else.
In this moment I’m not just feeling my depression, am I? I’m not just experiencing my depression. After all, I am seeing a whole sense field of colored shapes. Part of my experience are all these colored shapes. And all sorts of sounds, and smells, and tastes (even just the taste of the saliva in my mouth), physical sensations – temperature, clothing on my body, the feel of the chair underneath me – and my body as well, and various forms of physical phenomena that can only be known by the mind (for instance, the mental sound of that voice complaining about my depression in my head). All of these are part of that aggregate of forms of physical phenomena. It’s not just the depression going on; all these things are going on as well in this moment.
And each of these various objects, we’re feeling some level of happiness or unhappiness; we’re either enjoying it or not enjoying it; we’d like for it to continue or not to continue. And all of this, these various feelings, are networking together. We may have one that is predominant, but actually there are quite a lot of different feelings of happiness and unhappiness going on at the same time. I might feel so unhappy about my depression, about my sickness, that I don’t enjoy seeing anything, or listening to music, or eating, or anything like that. That can certainly happen. But, again, what is the level of unhappiness that we feel with regard to these other objects? And it may be different for each symptom: but sometimes, even when I am feeling a depression and feeling unhappy, I do enjoy my favorite music a little. So all of this we saw was in the aggregate of feelings: feelings of different levels of happiness and unhappiness.
And we are also, in each moment, distinguishing something. We are distinguishing each of these objects that we are either enjoying or not enjoying. It’s not that our experience is of something like an abstract painting. We put together the various pieces of sense data into knowable objects and distinguish them from other things and from the background. That is just the basic mechanism here of distinguishing. (To give a name to it, to identify it as this or as that, is another mental factor.) But sometimes we distinguish correctly and sometimes we distinguish incorrectly. We have the depression, and we put certain things together and we distinguish it into something – a big deal – and that forms the basis of thinking, “I’m going to die. I can’t handle this anymore.” So it could be quite an incorrect distinguishing. Well, this is the aggregate of distinguishing.
So we can see through this process of analyzing and deconstructing our moment of experience into all its component parts and noticing, over a series of moments, that’s it’s all changing. Then we can discover already some of the faults, some of the aspects within that experience which are mistaken, which are making some problems. Like here distinguishing, putting certain things together that really don’t go together, and then thinking, “I’m going to die. Oh, it’s the worst thing in the world.”
This is what we’re doing here with our analysis of the five aggregates; we’re troubleshooting. We are trying to discover which are the mistaken aspects, the mistaken components of our experience, so that we can come in like a good repairman and try to either take out the part that is causing the trouble – simply take it out – or take it out and replace it with something else. What we have to be very careful about in this process is not to believe what it feels like here, which is that there is a separate “me” as the repairman coming in, observing, making the check, and then making the repairs – and then sending us a bill afterwards. That is the real fantasy; although it feels like it, that there is a separate independent “me” doing all of this. What are we experiencing? We are experiencing what is known in the West as alienation. We are alienated from our bodies, from our feelings, from our mind, and coming in there and trying to do something to fix it. The point is to just replace what needs to be replaced, add what needs to be added, and so on. Just do it. Not as a separate “me” doing it, but just do it.
When we go to drink a glass of water, we don’t think, “Ah, there is a ‘me’ inside, and there is this dry hole in my face. And now, ah, I’ll go and lift this object here and pour the liquid into this hole in my face: my mouth.” We don’t do that, do we? We just do it. Just pick it up and drink. We’re not self-conscious, thinking of a “me” separate from the whole thing – that now I’m going to water my body by throwing this liquid into the big hole in the front of my head.
That’s the way that we need to approach this whole process. Just do it. Not self-consciously. And don’t make a big deal out of it – congratulating myself for finding that hole in the front of my head and not pouring it into my nose, or whatever: “Great! Wow! Good me. Smart me.” We’re not babies anymore that you have to encourage and say, “Oh, how wonderful! What a big girl. You are able to drink from a glass by yourself.” We don’t have to treat ourselves like that anymore, do we? So the same thing in terms of changing our attitudes about what we are experiencing and how are we experiencing. We just do it. So, as I say, the same thing with working on ourselves in terms of correcting the way that we experience things.
One of the big lessons of learning about voidness and becoming more and more familiar with it – if we can put it just in a colloquial phrase – is don’t make a big deal out of anything. Nothing is a big deal. It might be a little bit disappointing because we would like things to be very dramatic – in neon lights, and so on – but that’s not the way thing are. It doesn’t mean that things are boring; it just means that things are the way they are. If we bang our foot in the dark when we get up at night, or something like that: And so my foot hurts. I’m experiencing a physical sensation of pain. So what else is new? No big deal. So it hurts; so what? It will pass. And what do I expect? Of course it’s going to hurt.
Okay. So now we need to analyze further what is making up our experience. It’s not just forms of physical phenomena, and feeling some level of happiness, and distinguishing various objects. There’s a lot more.
The Components of the Aggregate of Other Affecting Variables
The fourth aggregate is the largest collection of items, and I call it the aggregate of other affecting variables. “Variable” means that it changes, and “affecting” means that it affects our experience. And this contains all changing phenomena that are not included in the other aggregates. It’s the aggregate of everything else. This is where all the emotions are found, the positive ones and the negative ones, and all the various mental factors that help us to do things, like attention, concentration and interest. All these various types of what we call mental factors. They contribute to or qualify when we see a sight or hear a sound, and so on. Also what is included here are factors that change from moment to moment and which are not forms of physical phenomena and not ways of being aware of something, like, for instance, things like time, location, change, age – these sorts of more abstract things.
So let’s start to look at some of the major variables that are here, because this is really where we find our troublemakers; major troublemakers. Now there are various Buddhist texts which are going to list these different factors. We have lists of fifty-one factors, fifty-two factors, forty-eight factors, depending on the text, and the point here is that there are a lot more than just this number that’s specified. This is just an example of some of the various mental factors that can be here.
The Five Ever-Functioning Mental Factors
Now there are five factors that accompany every moment. We’ve already had two of these: a feeling of a level of happiness or unhappiness, and distinguishing.
Urges
The third one is what I translate as an urge. An urge is what causes our mental activity to face an object or go in its direction. Right? It’s what moves the mind, moves our mental activity in the direction of something. And obviously we can also move our body in accordance with that: we have to move our head to the side as we look at something else.
This is what karma is. Karma is an urge. “Karma” is used sometimes as a very broad statement for everything involved with cause and effect in terms of our behavior. But if we want to look more precisely within that at what karma actually is, it’s these urges to do things. When we act them out then there’s consequences. We have urges to do things which are quite innocent, quite neutral: the urge to scratch my head, the urge to look at you, the urge to telephone you, the urge to take a drink of water. It moves our activity, our mental activity, in the direction of an object, in the direction of doing something. Now it can also be an urge to do something destructive or constructive. It could be an urge to say something nasty to you, or it could be an urge to say something kind to you; could be an urge to help you or an urge to hurt you. It can also be an urge which is quite difficult even to recognize, that causes us to start thinking about something. And again you can think about something totally neutral, or something constructive, or something very destructive.
This is karma. We’re speaking about karma. These are the urges. We can think of it maybe as karmic urges. So this is part of every single moment, isn’t it? It’s what brings us to the next moment: what are we going to do next? And sometimes we plan what we are going to do next; sometimes we don’t plan. There are many classifications within this. We don’t have to go into the detail here.
There is an urge to take a step. And it could be with an intention to step on your foot, or no intention to step on your foot (it’s something else), but there is the urge to move our foot. Like, say, when we are dancing with somebody.
Is it clear what we mean by urge? I use urge here because it’s a mental factor. In English, when we talk about impulse, there are some interpretations of this which explain this as something physical – sometimes mental, sometimes physical. So “impulse” in English can cover both the mental and the physical, whereas “urge” in English is only mental. If we actually analyze a little bit more, these urges do have a sense of urgency about them: we act them out. And it actually is a difficult process, although one that we try to do in our training in Buddhism, is that when the urge comes up to say something nasty or something stupid that we don’t act it out. So there is a slight pause there, a space in which we can decide to act out the urge or not. Although that is not very precise, what I just said. The urge is actually bringing us into the action so it’s difficult to actually stop it.
It’s like our hand goes to pick up that fifth cookie during the coffee break; and while our hand is going to that fifth cookie and starting to put it into our mouth, at that point we could break in and say, “Come on, don’t be such a pig. You don’t need five.” The place where the space comes up is with the what we call “intention” – that the feeling comes: “I feel like having a fifth cookie,” and I have that wish to have that fifth cookie, so there’s the intention to take it. That’s when the break comes. Between that intention to take the cookie and the urge with which we actually then move our hand over to it and stuff it in our mouth (quickly, before anybody else takes it). Just from this example, you can start to see the precision that is involved here.
Actually karma ripens in these feelings of what I feel like doing. And then, with the urge, we act out what we feel like doing, then we create more karma. Karma ripens in getting fat and in feeling like eating more cookies. “I will allow myself to have five each coffee break.” Which is really weird. Then we have this dualism of a separate “me” that’s giving permission to this naughty “me” that would like to eat ten cookies.
Let us try to recognize these urges. The urge with which we would actually move our head to look at something else, or the urge to pay attention to something else, the urge to scratch our head, the urge to move our body a little bit. Try to recognize that there is at least one (if not more) urges going on in each moment. It’s not so easy to recognize. It’s quite subtle. The way that we recognize it is from its effect – that you scratch your head, or you move your head – and so there must have been an urge that caused that. Right? Also there’s the urge to continue looking at something, the urge to do nothing, the urge to continue sleeping, the urge that brings along a dream, the urge that brings on waking up. It’s what brings us to the next moment. The urge to close our eyes or to open our eyes. A little bit more difficult to recognize, isn’t it?
Questions about Urges
Question: Is my breathing part of these urges?
Alex: There’s an urge to breathe. Regardless of what we do, it is brought on by an urge.
Question: Has it also to do with basic survival? Like, for example, the urge for us to breathe.
Alex: Yes, it is involved with our basic survival. Yes, but obviously more significant are the urges that cause us to act destructively or constructively.
Question: This question of self-preservation – that, for example, you are speeding on the highway and you see the speedometer and you decide to slow down for self-protection; self-preservation. Is doing that also coming from an urge? Can an urge be not only to do something but an urge to avoid something?
Alex: Yes, an urge can be to do something or to avoid something. To avoid something is also an urge, isn’t it? It’s an action. To do nothing is an action.
With this breathing process – I mean, we haven’t covered all these things yet – but there is an intention. So there could be the urge that’s brought on by an intention to breathe, like for instance doing some sort of breathing exercise and I want to hold my breath, or breathe more slowly, or breathe more quickly. And so there is an intention that then causes the urge to breathe now or not to breathe now. Then there’s also: are we paying attention to our breathing or not paying attention to it? That’s another mental factor. So there are many, many mental factors involved with the most basic things that we do.
And in your example of slowing down, there is a mental factor of discriminating awareness to discriminate that driving at this speed is dangerous, and therefore then comes the whole decision-making process. There are a lot of factors involved here. The discriminating awareness that this is dangerous, the wish or the intention to avoid an accident, then the intention to actually slow down, decisiveness added to that, and then the urge with which we then ease our foot off the pedal. And it could also be accompanied by an attachment to “me” and my life and my car, or it could be accompanied by compassion for – “I don’t want to leave my children as orphans.” There could be various emotions that are accompanying this. There could be fear; could be no fear. All of these items are in this fourth aggregate of everything else.
Question: In each moment of our experience, we have an urge. That means that, of course, in the previous moment of experience we also had an urge. And this goes back. So what urges an urge to arise?
Alex: This becomes a very complex question because there are many, many factors. That’s why I said we can also analyze the causes for the various things that come up. One of the most simple factors here would be habits. Habits are also in this fourth aggregate. A habit is something which is not a form of physical phenomenon or a way of being aware of something. Habits, tendencies – this can influence it. Also various disturbing emotions can influence it. Other people can influence it. External circumstances – the weather, and all sorts of things. The media. Propaganda.
When we speak about habits and tendencies, then they have to have a previous cause, and a previous cause, and a previous cause,… and so on. And so naturally this leads us to the conclusion of no beginning. There can’t be an urge that comes up without a cause for it.
Participant: Trying to realize where my urges come from, I found myself trying to please myself, with this attachment to pleasure, to physical pleasure. It’s my ego, my misunderstanding of a solid “me,” misunderstanding of happiness.
Alex: This is correct. What is this source of karma? The deepest source for karma is basically our confusion.
You see, the process of purifying karma is basically… When we have these various tendencies and habits, there are certain things which will activate it. And here specifically we have craving, which is a mental factor in this fourth aggregate, which is when we have a feeling of happiness, we crave not to be separated from it. There’s really strong attachment. And when we have a feeling of unhappiness, suffering; we have this real strong craving to be separated from it. And in addition, of course, we have this feeling of happiness or unhappiness every moment. So there’s this strong craving. And there is, in addition, an identification. This confusion is causing an identification with what’s going on, in terms of a strong “me.” That’s what will activate karmic tendencies or habits so that then we will feel like repeating the action. And then if we feel like it, then the next urge comes to actually do it.
A craving is very strong. It’s like an obsession. The tendency and habit ripens into feeling like repeating it, like an intention or a wish, and then that brings on the urge to act next. The tendency does not ripen into the urge; never. A tendency ripens into the feeling to repeat an intention. Karma does not ripen into karma. That’s a sort of rule to remember.
So for purification, what you want to do is get rid of these factors, the craving and this grasping for “me,” that will cause the karmic aftermath (I call it) – the tendencies and habits to ripen. If there’s nothing that will activate those tendencies and habits, then we’re not going to experience any results of it. In that way we purify it, then you get rid of the habit and the tendency. So that’s why one could say (in the English language, at least) that one no longer will act impulsively, karmically, based on habits and tendencies, but one will act based on compassion and wisdom.
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Review of Urges
We have started our discussion of the fourth aggregate, the aggregate of other affecting variables (or the catchword “the aggregate of everything else”). And we saw that it includes all the other mental factors. These are ways of being aware of something that qualify or help us to prop ourselves up. So we have these mental factors and then we also have these factors that are neither ways of being aware of something nor a form of physical phenomenon, like habits.
When we talk about an urge… Let’s get a little bit more precise here. When we study Dharma we always have to get a rough understanding then turn the dial and get a little bit more precise, a little bit more precise, a little bit more precise… When we talk about an urge, it is a way of being aware of an object. That’s important to remember. We’re talking about ways of being aware of objects. When we’re focusing, for instance I’m focusing on the sight of my hand, the urge is what is bringing my mind, my mental activity, in the direction of my hand. This is what I was saying, that actually the urge itself is difficult to break. It’s bringing us in the direction of something, whether it’s focusing on an object, or moving our body to do an action, or saying something, it’s what is bringing us in the direction of doing that. And it’s an awareness of that object. When we talk about what’s bringing us to the next moment, that starts to get a little bit more complicated because the next moment has not yet happened; the object that we would focus on in the next moment starts to get a little bit subtle here. But anyway the important point here is that it’s a way of being aware of an object. It’s drawing us in the direction of that object.
The Five Ever-Functioning Mental Factors (continued)
Contacting Awareness
Then the next one here within this list of the five ever-functioning mental factors – in addition to feeling a level of happiness, distinguishing something, and an urge – we have contacting awareness. It is a way of being aware of an object that differentiates that that object is pleasant, unpleasant, or neutral, and serves as a foundation for experiencing it with the feeling of happiness, unhappiness, or neutral feeling.
I’m looking at you, for example, looking at the colored shapes of your body, and I’m distinguishing this (as the form of a body) from the wall. Now I am aware of this form – what I’m experiencing – I am aware of it as pleasant to see this form, a pleasant contact with this form. On that basis, in addition I feel happy, which means that I experience this with a feeling of: “I’d like not to be separated from looking at this person.” And the urge is bringing me in the direction of looking at this person and to continue to look at the person; each moment, there’s the urge to continue.
Okay. So let’s spend a moment trying to recognize and identify that as we look at various objects in the room. And I hope you’re appreciating how all these mental factors are networking together. If we didn’t find that object and seeing that object pleasant, we wouldn’t feel happy about it. If we found it unpleasant, we’d feel unhappy about it, which means that we would like to be parted from it: so we look at something else. And, as with feeling a level of happiness or unhappiness, finding it pleasant or unpleasant (this contacting awareness) doesn’t have to be dramatic; not at all. Pleasant, unpleasant, or neutral.
And if we want to be precise: When I’m looking at something which is unpleasant and I’m unhappy looking at it – not very dramatically, just we’re unhappy looking at it – then the urge that is there is to disconnect from looking at that object. That’s the urge that’s accompanying looking at that object: to disconnect, to move on. Then when I look at something that I find pleasant and I feel happy about it – which means that I don’t want to be parted from it – the urge is keeping me, moving my mind toward that object and continuing to move my mind toward that object. But obviously I’m distinguishing the object from the wall.
Attention
And then the fifth ever-functioning mental factor here is paying attention or literally “taking to mind.” This is the factor that is actually engaging the mental activity with the object. The urge is drawing it in that direction, moving it in that direction, and then the attention – that attention could be strong attention or very weak attention. There’s a whole spectrum of how much attention we pay to the object. Right? I look at something: I look at the wall and the attention I pay to it is very, very little. There’s an urge drawing me to look at the wall – there’s hardly any attention – then move on. Now it starts to get complicated of course, because we don’t pay equal attention to everything in our field of vision. This involves something else (what we pay attention to); for instance, interest.
Just to give an amusing example: I stayed at the house of a friend for about four months in Wales. And at the end of that stay I couldn’t remember – I had no idea what color the bedroom was that I was sleeping in for those four months because I’d not paid attention to it; I was not interested whatsoever in the color of the wall. I had no memory of it. And that came up – We had gone to a store. I went to buy a new shower curtain for the bathroom. And then we were trying to decide what would look best in the bathroom. And I said, “Well, what would go with the wall?” And I had no idea what color the wall of the bathroom was. And then he asked me, “What color is your bedroom wall?” And I had no idea. Then we laughed and laughed.
Some of us who might be very interested in clothing and fashion will pay attention to what people are wearing here today and remember it, but other people who aren’t the slightest bit interested will pay no attention and not remember at all. So attention is how strongly the mind engages with the object. Is it weak, is it strong, is it tight, is it loose? We’re not talking just simply about sense perception; we’re also talking about thinking. And also another dimension here is how we pay attention to something. Do we consider it – How do we regard it? Am I paying attention to something impermanent as permanent? Am I paying attention to something impure as pure? That also is here in this factor. Do we pay attention to it correctly? Do we consider it correctly or incorrectly. Attention.
So these are the five mental factors, and they’re there in every moment.
So again let’s take a moment – I’m not giving too much time because we don’t have so much time left – but just a moment to try to notice this mental factor of attention. How much attention are we paying to what we’re seeing, what we’re hearing? Remember we’re seeing, and hearing, and smelling, and tasting, and feeling physical sensations, and thinking probably, all at the same time. So the amount of attention that’s accompanying each of these is obviously different, isn’t it?
Being Unconscious of Certain Things
In the West when we speak about being conscious or unconscious of certain things that are going on in our minds, it’s this factor of attention. In other words, there can be anger which is accompanying my speaking to you which I am not conscious of. It’s unconscious anger, unconscious hostility – it means that there’s no attention to that anger. And even if we pay attention to it – if there’s attention to it – do we consider it as clean or unclean; on other words, pure or impure. Is it something which is – well, it’s perfectly appropriate, it’s clean, it’s okay. Or are we paying attention to it as something which is impure that really I’d like to get rid of?
And it’s very interesting as one starts to analyze more and more. Let’s say there is hostility accompanying this moment of my experience. Well, I’m just talking to you, or I’m looking at the wall, or I’m just sitting here – and there is hostility accompanying that moment of experience. Now that hostility is not basically because I’m angry with you or hostile toward you; it could be for some other reason – something happened at work, or something like that. But now there is this hostility accompanying this moment of experience which is totally irrelevant to it. So if we can analyze and deconstruct, then we see: Why am I having hostility? Why am I dumping it on you? It’s inappropriate. But we have to have attention to it; we have to be aware of it.
So then we change the way in which I am being aware of you while I’m talking to you. So how do I pay attention to you now? I will pay attention to you as – Well, before, I was paying attention to you as just some sort of object. Now I’ll pay attention to you – well, you’re a human being; you have feelings, just as I do. And we add another mental factor, which is called a caring attitude: I care about the effect of how I’m behaving toward you and how I’m speaking to you. In other words, I take it seriously. Then if I speak to you with hostility, which has nothing to do with you, then – “You have feelings. It’s going to make you feel badly. And so I’ll stop doing it.” And we just do it. We just change the way in which we are relating, based on paying attention and noticing what’s going on. This is how we apply the five aggregates here. All these mental factors are making up this moment of experience of how I am relating to you.
Do you get the general idea here? We don’t have that much time to be able to go into great detail with everything like we’ve been doing before, but I’d like to go through with you some of the other items which are included here in this fourth aggregate.
The Five Ascertaining Mental Factors
We have, in addition to these five ever-functioning mental factors that are there every moment, we have five – they’re called ascertaining mental factors. They enable the mind to take an object with certainty. Some texts say that we also have all of these in every moment; it depends how we define them.
Intention
The first is intention. That would be the wish to have a desired object, or to do something with it or to it, or to achieve a desired goal. Right? I’m looking at you, and what is my intention? Do I wish to continue looking at you? Do I wish to kiss you? Do I wish to punch you in the face? I mean, what is the intention? There’s always some sort of intention there. Could be the intention to do nothing.
And this factor also involves, in a certain way, interest. We don’t specify interest as a separate mental factor, although obviously it is. So the intention to continue looking at you or to do something with you obviously is based on finding you interesting. Or not interesting. That’s a very important factor, actually, that we can adjust – to take more interest. Somebody comes and asks us a question and: “Duh, I can’t be bothered” – this type of thing. Well, you increase the interest, you know? There’s a human being and they have a question. And so we have more interest and then you pay more attention.
Regard
Then there is – if we want to define it in one way – regard. This is referring to regarding an object as having certain good qualities: from none at all, to the most marvelous thing in the world; to regard an object to have certain good qualities, from the most unimportant thing to the most important thing. Again, interest is involved in here as well, isn’t it? And this could be accurate or inaccurate. That obviously we have in each moment, don’t we? How we value something – what we’re hearing, what we are looking at. We hear the sound of the traffic and we regard it as really having no good qualities at all; it’s just annoying. We regard it as something not nice. And then we could have anger about it.
Mindfulness
Then the next one is mindfulness. Now this is an important term. We often hear about mindfulness meditation and so on, but one has to be very, very accurate here in the definition. This word “mindfulness” is the same word as to recollect, to remember. And maybe I’ll define it and then you’ll know what I’m talking about: It is like a mental glue. It is what prevents the mental hold on an object from being lost. The same word as to recollect; to remember. When you recollect something or remember something, that is what is preventing your hold on the object from being lost. We’re remembering it.
I think the easiest way to understand this is it’s the mental glue. Hold on and don’t let go of that object. That’s what we’re trying to do in mindfulness meditation. It’s not paying attention; paying attention is something else. Hold on. I’m listening to you speak. Is there mindfulness there or not? Is there mental glue which is holding on, which is holding the attention on to what your words are so that I can remember them? Or is there no mindfulness at all; there’s no mental hold on it – the mental hold is completely loose, and I can’t possibly remember what you just said. It’s the glue that’s keeping my attention glued on what you’re saying. The attention could be strong or weak, but that’s if there’s the glue – is that strong or weak; is it keeping it there or not? These become very important when we are practicing meditation, trying to gain concentration to be able to differentiate these different factors so that we know what to correct and where there’s a fault.
Mental Fixation
The next one is mental fixating, mentally fixating. That’s the mental factor of actually staying on the object. It’s also translated as concentration. How much are we staying on the object? Not at all? Or is there strong abiding; we’re staying on the object? It’s different from the glue. They’re very, very similar. The glue is keeping you from leaving, but this [mental fixating] is just how much you’re staying there. And remember we were talking about the attention – how much the attention stays there.
They’re not so easy to differentiate from each other and unfortunately, as I said, we don’t have too much time. But let’s give an example: I’m looking at you, the colored shapes of your body. In that moment, the urge is moving my attention, basically, to this form. The attention is engaging with this object. The fixating is the thing that’s making the attention stay. And the glue – the mindfulness – is preventing it from leaving, which of course is going to interact and network with the interest that I have in this object, and the intention of what I’d like to do with this object, and so on. And of course I have to distinguish this form from the wall and from other people. And the contacting awareness is finding this object pleasant. And the feeling is happiness; I don’t want to be separated from this happiness. And regarding this person as having nice qualities; it’s a nice person. See how it all networks together?
Discriminating Awareness
Then the fifth one of this group, the ascertainment that helps us to take hold of that object with certainty, is called discriminating awareness. This is sometime translated as wisdom, but that is too vague because it could be correct or incorrect. This is differentiating the strong points of an object from the weak points. It’s differentiating the good qualities from the false, differentiating whether something’s correct or incorrect, whether it’s constructive or destructive. Do you follow that? This is discriminating awareness. It adds certainty to our – Looking at you, for example: I discriminate that you’re my friend not my enemy. I discriminate who you are – your name, from another name – with a certain amount of conviction; a certain amount of a certainty.
So we’ve gone through the ten factors that help us to actually connect with an object. This is the basic mechanism, I guess, of cognition.
Other Mental Factors
Then also within this fourth aggregate we have several more groups of items. And the next ones are going to be what we would call in the West “emotions.” However, there are many items here that we probably wouldn’t call an emotion, so it’s very difficult to find a general word. Anyway, there’s a group of constructive ones. I’ll just mention a few of the noteworthy ones.
Believing a fact to be true – often you’ll see that translated as “faith.” That’s a terrible translation. We’re talking about facts. And do we believe it to be true or not true. The fact that you are Gabi – do I believe that to be true or not? Now we get into… I mean, that starts to become a little bit difficult, doesn’t it, because we could discriminate incorrectly that you are Maria not Gabi. That I’m convinced that you are Maria and I believe that to be true, but it’s not.
That mental factor which we were translating as “regard,” according to another definition it is conviction: how convinced are we of something.
[Another] constructive mental factor is a sense of moral self-dignity: self-dignity that I’m not going to act like a jerk, like an idiot. Too much regard for myself that I’m not going to act terribly. A sense of self-worth. If we don’t have that then you go around like a hoodlum and scratch cars and do all sorts of mischievous things.
Care for how our actions reflect on others. I’m not going to act terribly because – what are people going to think of my family? We’re thinking of how does it reflect on our family. How does it reflect on Mexicans? How does it reflect on Buddhists if I act like this? I mean, you’re supposed to be a Buddhist. So people will think badly about Buddhists if I go out and get drunk because they know I’m a Buddhist.
These two mental factors – moral self-dignity, and care for how our actions reflect on others – are the basis for ethics in Buddhism. In the West we often think of consideration as a basis for ethics: how my action is going to affect you. But from a Buddhist point of view, we say we have no idea how it’s going to affect you. I can play my music really, really loudly – like in India, people get a loudspeaker… they have loudspeakers and blast this music to the entire village – and I have no idea how that’s going to affect you. You expect that everybody is going to like it. Whereas, as a Westerner, I don’t like it at all. So there’s no certainty how it’s going to affect others. So that is a consideration in ethics; that’s not the basis for ethics. Because there’s no certainty to the effect of our behavior on others. Right? There’s intention to play nice music for others to make them happy. But consideration of how it will actually affect you is something else. So we have to differentiate these mental factors there.
And we also have constructive things like detachment: not clinging to somebody. And imperturbability: we can’t get angry; nothing is going to make us angry. And then lack of naivety: not being naive. And then joyful perseverance. Perseverance: we continue putting effort into something positive, and we enjoy it.
And the standard list – there are many constructive emotions that are not included but, of course, Buddhism discusses them. So just because it’s not on the list, doesn’t mean that it doesn’t exist. Very basic things, like love and compassion and patience, aren’t on this list.
Now we have another group, called the root disturbing emotions and attitudes. They’re a root in the sense that secondary ones grow from them. Like anger is a root for the secondary destructive or disturbing emotions of hatred and resentment. Okay?
These six root disturbing emotions and attitudes – the first one is longing desire, which is based on exaggerating the good qualities of something. There’s two aspects here. One is if we don’t have it, I have to have it; there’s a longing desire for it. And if we do have it, attachment – I don’t want to let go. This is a disturbing emotion. Disturbing means that when we experience it, we lose peace of mind and we lose self-control. That happens, doesn’t it? We say and do things that are really very silly. We’ve lost self-control because we have longing desire. We feel like yet another cookie. Exaggerating the good qualities of it – that this is going to make me happy. And we have no peace of mind; we’re not content. Then the next one is anger. We exaggerate the negative qualities of something and then we’ve got to get rid of it. In both of these we exaggerate the good qualities or we exaggerate the negative qualities. Or we could even add good qualities or add negative, bad qualities that aren’t even there.
Then we have unawareness. This is the real troublemaker, this confusion that’s there all the time. This unawareness. Specifically it is unawareness, not knowing – it’s defined as a murky-mindedness – of not knowing either cause and effect or the nature of reality. Murky-mindedness means a heaviness of body and mind; it’s murky with cloud; heavy. That feeling. We call it a feeling in the West. Being murky and heavy and: “Whoa, I don’t know” – I just don’t know what’s going on, in terms of the effect of my behavior on myself and others, and how things exist. We’re not talking about not knowing somebody’s name or their telephone number. We have this all the time: We are really quite confused. And when you’re confused, there is a certain heaviness, isn’t there? The mind isn’t light and clear. There’s heaviness, I think, here. So I don’t really know what’s going to be the effect if I say this to you or not. I don’t really know how I exist and how you exist – how everything exists. I don’t know what’s going on in life.
Oh, by the way, I should mention that naivety is a subcategory of this unawareness. Naivety is the unawareness that accompanies destructive behavior. We’re really naive: that saying this isn’t going to hurt you.
Then we have arrogance. Arrogance. We’re puffed-up about “me” or about some quality: my money, my wealth, my good looks, my youth, and so on.
And then we have indecisive wavering. Should I wear a blue shirt or a yellow shirt? What shall I eat? And then you’re indecisive; wavering. It can be very disturbing. Indecisive about what should I do next. How do I handle this problem with you? Should I say this or should I say that? And what does it do – It cripples us, doesn’t it?
So all of these are disturbing. We lose peace of mind and we lose self-control. We can’t make a decision. We’re confused so we lose self-control; we don’t know what to do. And these factors, of course – these constructive ones and these destructives ones – would accompany our seeing you, and paying attention, and all these other things.
We also have deluded attitudes. Deluded means that it’s basically incorrect. Under a delusion, for instance, regarding all these things in my aggregates that are changing all the time – identifying with one of them, and saying, “That’s me.” My youth; we always think of ourselves, even if we are sixty years old, still as an attractive young person that other young people are going to find sexy and attractive. It’s just absolutely absurd, isn’t it? But we have this deluded attitude of how we’re regarding ourselves. These are deluded attitudes. Right? “My youth will last forever.” “That’s me. I furnished my house just so, because that furniture is me.” That’s really weird, isn’t it?
And then we have a whole long list of auxiliary disturbing emotions, things that come from these root ones: hatred, resentment, jealousy, miserliness, pretension (pretending we have qualities we don’t have), concealment of shortcomings (hiding the faults that we do have), laziness, mental wandering…
There’s a very long, rather discouraging list. But the more of these things that we know about, the more we can identify in this moment of my experience: What are the components when we deconstruct it? “I don’t feel like speaking to you now; I don’t feel like seeing you now,” for example. So that wish not to see you, basically: there’s no interest. So what’s accompanying it? Is it laziness? Is it hostility? What is it? You see what are the mental factors that are accompanying this moment. And, of course, underlying it all is confusion about how do you exist and the effect of my behavior on you if I don’t see you, if I don’t talk to you. Actually – let me correct that – it is confusion about the effect of my behavior on me. This is the only thing that’s certain. What’s certain is that it will reinforce a habit of not dealing with things that are difficult. Maybe the other person will be very happy that we don’t speak to them. So we don’t know the effect of our behavior on them. This is the confusion that we have – how the way we act affects my future experiences.
There’s a mosquito in the room and we kill it. How is it going to affect my future behavior? It means that I reinforce the habit of anything that I don’t like, anything that I find annoying – I kill it. I’m violent with it. Right? Not finding a peaceful solution. So our action reinforces – how we behave reinforces all sorts of habits in us. That’s why we want to build up new habits; better habits.
Then the last little group here is the group of changeable factors that can be constructive or destructive, depending on the situation. Like regret. If I regret doing something negative, that’s a constructive attitude. Or if I regret doing something positive – if I regret giving money to the beggar; regret making a donation to this or that – that would be destructive; we’re regretting something that’s positive.
It is here in this fourth aggregate, the aggregate of everything else, that we want to remove the real troublemaker, which is this unawareness. And what we want to improve and strengthen is the discriminating awareness, to discriminate between what’s correct and what’s incorrect. And to discriminate voidness: Things don’t exist the way that they appear in my confused mind.
I thought of a nice example for murky-mindedness, which is this quality of being unaware; confused. We’re so confused, it’s like walking around with a paper bag over our head: “I’m just confused and I really don’t know what’s going on.” That’s how we are, isn’t it. We really don’t see clearly. And then you take drugs. What we’re trying to do is take the paper bag off of our head so that we can actually see what’s going on. Because the nature of the mind is not that it has a paper bag over it. I think that’s a nice image. Often when we go into an encounter with someone, it is like we have a paper bag over our heads, isn’t it? We’re confused: “I really don’t know what to do. I don’t really know what’s going on with you.” Like a paper bag over our heads. And the other person has a paper bag over their head as well. So it’s really hopeless, isn’t it? It would make a good cartoon.
The Aggregate of Consciousness
Now for the fifth aggregate, which is the most difficult to actually recognize; the most subtle. The order of the aggregates is in terms of the level of subtlety: what we can recognize more easily, and then more difficultly. So this fifth aggregate is the aggregate of consciousness, meaning primary consciousness. There are – depending on the system; not everybody agrees – there are six types of primary consciousness: eye consciousness, ear, nose, tongue, body consciousness, and mental consciousness. In the West we only speak about one type of consciousness that pervades all of them. But in Buddhism we differentiate these six different types. Though it’s not exact, the word “consciousness.”
Now these are primary consciousnesses. And what they are is: when they’re aware of the object, what they’re aware of is the essential nature of the object. That’s all that they’re aware of. The essential nature of an object is basically what type of thing is it, in the most general, general way: is it a sight, is it a sound, is it a smell, is it a taste, is it a physical sensation, is it an object of the mind? That’s all that it is aware of, is that: is this a sight?
We’re not talking about identifying “this is a sight,” “this is a sound.” I’m looking at you. Right? I’m looking at these colored shapes: visual consciousness. What is it aware of? What is it aware of? It’s aware of sight. This is like – it’s like the tuner of the radio or the television. It’s tuning it in to the visual channel, or it can tune it in to the sound channel, or tune it in to the smelling channel. It’s kind of moving it. It’s – “Okay, this is a sight.” It is aware of it…
Let’s get a little bit more precise here: With consciousness, we are aware of a sight as being a sight; we are aware of it as a sight. This information, I am aware of it as being visual information. That’s all that the primary consciousness does. Then all the mental factors of good qualities, not good qualities; interest; discriminating what it is, what it isn’t – all these other things – feeling happy, feeling unhappy – and that’s accompanying this awareness of it as a sight.
If you think about it, that’s really quite interesting. There’s this information – if you want to look at it from a Western point of view – information. And how are we dealing with it? Are we dealing with it as visual information? Are we dealing with it as audio information? As smell information? It’s the primary consciousness that is aware of it as visual information or aware of it as audio information. That’s what we’re talking about. It’s very, very subtle; it’s the most subtle of the aggregates.
The image of a computer comes to mind. We digitize sound and we digitize images, don’t we? Well, we would need to be able to differentiate some of those digitized zeros and ones as visual information and others as audio information, wouldn’t we? How a computer does that, I’ve no idea. But our mind does that. All the information that’s coming in, from a Western point of view it’s all electric impulses. How in the world we can differentiate something called a sight and a sound. That’s the most basic type of awareness of this information. It’s a way of being aware of something. How are we aware of it? We are aware of it as visual information. We’re aware of it as audio information. That’s primary consciousness. And the mental factors accompany that. We’re aware of this as visual information, and the mental factor that’s accompanying it is interest, and feeling happy, and all these other things.
Conclusion
So this has been the basic introduction to the five aggregates; aggregate factors: a classification scheme of all the components which are changing moment to moment that make up our everyday moment-to-moment experience. And if we want to eliminate the problems and sufferings in our experience, we need to be able to deconstruct each moment, particularly moments that we’re having difficulties with, and figure out what’s going on – what’s making up this thing – so that we can, in a sense, repair it.
So the more that we study and learn about all the components, the more precisely we can deconstruct what we are experiencing. So it is a very helpful scheme. And particularly what we want to get rid of is our confusion. And confusion is primarily about “me.” How I exist. Now there is a “me,” what’s called the conventional “me” – it’s in this fourth aggregate, the aggregate of other affecting variables; it’s one of these factors that is neither a form of physical phenomenon or a way of being aware of something – and we are confused about how it exists. And because of that confusion, our mind makes that “me” appear as if it were some solid thing separate from our body and mind, that is sort of pushing the buttons and so on. And that is not correct. It doesn’t correspond to reality.
In our next days we will explore a little bit more this whole topic of voidness, particularly in relation to “me”; how I exist. And we will look a little bit more closely at how this conventional “me” actually is present and existing in among our five aggregates.
This brings us to the end of this evening’s seminar. Let’s end with a dedication. We think whatever positive force, whatever understanding has come from this, may it go deeper and deeper and act as a cause for reaching enlightenment for the benefit if all.
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