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Transcript--partial edit
Geshe Yeshe Thabkhe teaching 

Aryadeva’s Four Hundred Stanzas on the Middle Way, Ch. 12
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(Listen to labsum.org  on Resources page—Audio files #13-14 for (4Sept2011)  Geshe Thabkhe: Aryadeva’s 400 Ch 12)

There’s a verse here by Nagarjuna and he says as follows:

Even more stupid than one who fills a jewel encrusted vessel with filth is the person who, after being born a human, performs evil deeds.

If someone is like a stupid person and comes upon a gold vessel with jewels on it and uses it as a chamber pot, then anyone would consider that a real waste! Well, even more than that, actually, is to be born as a human and not understand that you can do so much with this human life that has so much potential that you can provide for your future lives once you have it.  And not knowing that, to do harmful or destructive actions—that is even more of a waste.

Kathy: What text is that from?

Liberation in the Palm of Your Hand, in the beginning of the fifth day (p. 181)—it is divided according to days.

What it is really referring to is to is our precious human life of leisure and opportunity. Leisure in the sense that unlike animals, for instance—though we don’t really know how to reflect on human life and how valuable is—but an animal for instance is always busy. It never has any leisure to reflect, but as a human we have time to reflect on our situation, to have some self-reflection. Not only that, we also have all the various conditions to do that—the resources we need in this lifetime. And that is the idea of opportunity. We have the resources to make good use of this lifetime. And this idea of being able to reflect and to be able to do some helpful actions to bring benefit to not only ourselves, but to others. Then, therefore, it is said that our human life is more precious than a wish-fulfilling jewel. 

So then, if instead of using it in a helpful way, if we use it to be harmful to others—basically, the kinds of actions we are talking about are those that harm. If we do like that then what we are doing is creating the causes for being reborn into an unfavorable rebirth in our next lifetime, as an animal and so forth. So, what could be more stupid or foolish than that?

If we then use this life to avoid doing any kind of harm to others, then we are practicing what is known as the initial level of Buddhist practice, and through doing that not only do we avoid bringing harm to ourselves and others in this lifetime, but in future lives we’ll avoid bringing harm in the sense of (causing ourselves to have) a difficult lifetime. Also, we’ll have a good lifetime as a human or deity. The practice of a person at the initial level, then, is to try to avoid an unfavorable rebirth and have a good rebirth. 

How a person at the initial level practices is (to engage in) the practices of the six perfections; that is one way of looking at it.  One perfection is being generous. The person would be generous and in so doing, the person at the initial level ensures that in one’s next lifetime one will have resources oneself. Then, there is ethical discipline. You are especially avoiding the 10 non-virtuous actions—physical, verbal, and mental non-virtues. Through doing that you ensure that you have a human life in your next rebirth. Also, in terms of generosity, there are many kinds of generosity where you are just giving things, but then there is also the gift of protection and the gift of the teachings. The effect of being patient in a future life is that you’ll have a pleasant appearance. As we say in Tibetan, we have this example of a scorpion—you wouldn’t look like a scorpion in your next life. Then, the next perfection is called joyous perseverance. You are using your energy to do any of the things just mentioned. 

[We lost Kathy on Skype]. I am joyously persevering here! Please excuse our technical difficulties.

Effort or joyous perseverance or sometimes “energy” goes with all of the six perfections, but then there is intelligence—where you are developing it and using it for a variety of different uses in doing virtue. And in this case, at the initial stage, what we call meditative stabilization is to stabilize the mind so that you can improve your intelligence and use your intelligence. 

When we get to the intermediate level of practice, then the sign that you are ready for that practice is that you come to understand that it is not going to be good enough to have a favorable rebirth in your next lifetime. You see that you are still subject to the uncertainty about how you are going to be reborn after that and that you are under the control of various factors. And in that situation you would have to again die and take rebirth again and again. So then these various factors are the mental afflictions, like ignorance, hostility, attachment, jealousy, pride and the actions that come out of those.  These cause us to be cycling or recycling through cyclic existence over and over again. So then you concentrate on doing some ethical discipline in order to insure that you have a constant succession of lives as a human being and then focus your attention on overcoming the mental afflictions in particular. In doing that, then, we concentrate on both developing intelligence or wisdom and making that very firm by developing meditative stabilization. So that is where we are in this particular text—Aryadeva’s 400. We are concentrating on developing this wisdom or intelligence. 

Then, you come to the more advanced (level)— we’ve got the initial, the intermediate, and then the “advanced,” level of development. 

In the intermediate state you are focused on impartiality or equalizing of these (?)—impartiality where you are eliminating these afflictions of being hostile to some and attached to others—being impartial in that way. And when you eliminate these two, you develop impartiality. In the advanced level, you understand that is not enough, and you switch that such that you are thinking about others. Instead of being preoccupied with yourself, you are preoccupied with others and helping others. That is the advanced level. For both the intermediate and advanced, it is important to develop the wisdom that knows selflessness, and that is why we are focusing on this chapter in Aryadeva on knowing emptiness. 

When we are talking about emptiness it is important to know what emptiness is negating. That something is lacking. What is lacking is...well, we have in this context to understand how we are viewing things—whether it be ourselves, others, and the things around us—that how we are looking at things is false. We have a wrong way of looking at things. What we do think is that we are somehow.... the way it is expressed in the Tibetan is that we ourselves and other things exist from our own side. Here I am. I exist in my own right, with some kind of independent existence, without having to depend on anything else.

This is me. I am here. Existing from your own side in terms of a self, I’m here.  Existing from your own side for other things means that people and objects are coming from there, just from there. But the idea is that somehow they exist in their own right when in fact, whether it is the self, other persons, or objects, they are dependent arisings. They depend upon our own mind imputing them there. They come into existence dependent upon our perception, our mind. You can think of them in that way. And they are dependent upon all their parts and components, and then we impute to them however we call or designate them, whether it is a person, thing or yourself. And also there are many causes and conditions going into one thing which is in a constant state of flux. And everything is dependent upon that. In fact, when we look for them to exist from their own side, we find that they aren’t there, but that doesn’t mean they don’t exist. They exist dependently. And when we talk about emptiness, we are talking about that—that they are lacking one kind of existence, but they do have another. It’s just like the computer, when something just went wrong. It wasn’t like there was something that existed there from its own side. 

But we have to contemplate that first of all, we have this idea of “I am here. This is me.” But when we feel that and have this sense of existence, we are not taking into consideration all the different factors of what goes into making me me. The feeling is so strong it’s as if I don’t need these other things, I’m just me over here, but in fact we are a dependent arising of all these different components gathering together or aggregating in a group, and then we say that’s a human being, that’s a person. We think “me” or say “me” based on all these different factors coming together. So then in fact, if we looked for that self, then we wouldn’t find it—we’d only find things that weren’t the self. So, in fact, the mind is imputing self to all these factors that aren’t self. So in that sense, then, instead of existing in our own right, then we exist dependently. We are a dependent arising. Once you understand that in terms of reflecting on yourself, you think about other and objects and come to understand that everything exists in this way—without any existence in its own right, and being a dependent arising.

We are talking about achieving liberation or enlightenment—when we are at the intermediate or advanced levels of practice respectively.  In the intermediate level you are seeking liberation, which means freedom from the afflictions. And that is necessary also in order to attain enlightenment [the advanced level aim]. At the root of every affliction is this idea of thinking that I exist in my own right or from my own side, independently. So we are opposing that idea of self-existence and developing this wisdom of knowing emptiness. So then if we think, in order to develop this and understand this kind of emptiness we have to study, reflect on it, and finally we have to meditate on it once we have some kind of knowledge of it. Then meditation will increase our knowledge. 

So the topic of what we are about to discuss is emptiness and you can motivate yourself [by reflecting, “I am going to study] emptiness, here, to obtain this goal of liberation and omniscience, or enlightenment.” Now we are going to go to the verse. Everybody break out your books.

So, we are on page 243, verse 285. This verse, if you look on page 324 at the outline, is about “2. Faults of impeding others’ understanding of emptiness.”

At the bottom of 243 then you see a definition of who would be a correct person to teach emptiness to:

Emptiness should be taught to those who, because they feel grateful to the Tathagata, are suitable vessels, but who, because of their great fear, are tempted to reject it.
The Tibetan is saying a slightly different thing, here—someone because of their great fear of suffering. They are very worried about their own suffering; they are “tempted to reject it” means they want to overcome that suffering. It doesn’t sound like that in the English, but what the Tibetan is saying is that you want to completely understand the causes of that suffering, understanding that they are the afflictions.

Then, verse 285 is:

285. If someone who is shrouded in 

Complete ignorance and impedes suchness

Will not even attain good fortune,

What need to mention liberation?

Here it is talking about someone who has very heavy ignorance and is not able to understand the idea of emptiness or how things actually are.  Then “impedes suchness” means that out of jealousy,[out of harm] meanness and the like will not even attain the good fortune of a high rebirth. “Suchness” means emptiness.  “Good fortune” means avoiding the bad fortune or unfavorable rebirth and attaining a favorable one. So what need to mention liberation? So what Aryadeva is pointing out is that you have to be careful who you teach emptiness to, and they should be someone who is a correct recipient of the teaching. 

So then the commentary on this verse says: Someone who not only has a total disregard for emptiness but is completely shrouded in ignorance and impedes teaching, hearing and thinking about suchness out of jealousy, meanness and the like will not even attain the good fortune of a high rebirth. As we said before. This being so, what chance is there of such a person attaining liberation, since such actions are grave ill deeds? Impeding teaching, studying/hearing and thinking about emptiness would be a grave misdeed or sin. Rejecting dependent arising from fabricated extremes is a more serious ill deed than killing a hundred million people, so one must take care in this matter to avoid deceiving oneself. Here, because of the severe consequences of teaching someone who is a totally inappropriate person to be teaching, then you have to be careful who you teach. And if you are receiving teachings, you have to be careful to be a person appropriate to receive them. 
The reason it is such a serious sin or misdeed is that, first of all, [realizing emptiness] is the cause of someone being completely liberated from cyclic existence, and second, it is the cause of someone becoming enlightened, a Buddha. And that person who becomes a buddha is benefiting many people, so that is why it is such a serious misdeed.

Here, the next verse, the outline says it is about, “3. Taking care not to lapse from the view of suchness.” It says:

286. Lapsing from ethics is preferable 

To lapsing from the view.

Lapsing from ethics is talking about a situation where you are being ethically disciplined, in terms of your physical, verbal, and mental actions, to avoid being reborn into a difficult or miserable lifetime and to be reborn into a relatively happy lifetime or rebirth. So this lapse from ethics doesn’t hurt so much as a lapse from the view. What “the view” means is a philosophical view of emptiness, because that is oriented toward liberation and enlightenment. So the consequences are more serious there. So the next two lines:

Through ethics one gains a high rebirth;

The supreme state is reached by means of the view.

 So then the commentary on this is that:

Since denying emptiness is most detrimental to oneself and others, a lapse in ethical conduct is preferable. It would be better to lapse in ethical conduct. One should never lapse from the view of emptiness, for while the result of ethical conduct is a high rebirth, the view that understands emptiness takes one to the supreme states of liberation and enlightenment. 

Then [the commentary] backs it up [with a quote] from Sutra:

A lapse in ethics is preferable;

A lapse in view is not.

The next verse, if you look at the outline, we are talking about “4. Stages leading towards suchness.” Before the verse it says, The wise only teach the view of suchness after carefully examining the vessel. The “vessel” is the listener of these teachings on emptiness. So, a skilful teacher has to be careful who they are teaching it to. First, there is verse that goes:

Taught to fools, it confuses them

And does not further peace.

People who have more ignorance, it becomes more confusing to them and doesn’t help them to overcome the afflictions [which would make] the mind become more peaceful.

When snakes drink milk

Their poison only increases.

Usually, milk is thought of as a helpful, good drink, but if you give it to snakes, it helps them make more poison, so that’s the analogy.

Here, the verse then reads:

287. For the unreceptive, conceptions of a self are best;

To teach them selflessness is not.

The “unreceptive” means someone who isn’t a suitable listener or vessel. It means that if they keep the view of things as permanent and an independent self with no parts, that it is unitary or monolithic, then it is better for them, actually, because they will go, “Ohh! I will have to take care of myself and do things that will help me get a good lifetime in the next life,” and then they keep their ethical discipline. But if you teach such a person selflessness, they take it as nihilism—that things completely don’t exist—then it causes them to completely disregard cause and effect of actions. So then they end up [in a bad rebirth, where it becomes very difficult.] As the rest of the verse says:

They would go to bad rebirths,

While the extraordinary attain peace.

That means someone who is a suitable listener would use it to overcome their afflictions and also highest enlightenment or omniscience.

So we have to understand that the conception of self has certain qualities to it—other people call it grasping at self or the conception of self—it just sort of naturally comes with us that we have this innate feeling that the self that was earlier, say in our childhood, is the self that exists now and that will exist in the future. This comes about because we accept that it was always there. This is the quality of permanence to the self. If we actually reflect on it, though, we see we go through a constant change, which is impermanence. Even to exist in each moment, we depend on so many things, so we are no longer the little child we were. And if we looked at it that way, we’d see it is a constant state of change, but we don’t consider that. And also, we think of ourselves as partless, unitary,...as “this is me.” And though we do have to depend on so many things for our existence and are not independent, we think of ourselves as self-powered, independent, acting on our own. That is how we look at ourselves. And if we have that view very strongly, it would be better for us to focus on avoiding harmful actions towards others and ensuring, by following ethical discipline, to have a better rebirth than to study emptiness, because if we take it wrongly—in terms of nihilism—then we wouldn’t follow ethical discipline and instead would be reborn in a bad rebirth. 

So if we go to the commentary here:

It is best to teach the uneducated and unreceptive that there is a self in accordance with their conceptions of a self,... This is the person who has a strong idea of the self existing in those ways that we mentioned, ...for their attachment to the self will cause them to give up harmful behavior, making it easier for them to find a happy rebirth. If you tell them that such a self exists, then their attachment to the self increases. 

It is not good to teach them emptiness, for they will ruin their three doors by rejecting or misunderstanding it. “Ruining the three doors” means that their physical, verbal, and mental actions would degenerate and they will either [become involved in] misunderstanding or rejecting emptiness. They won’t pay any attention to their physical, verbal, and mental actions and thereby will have an unfavorable rebirth. Thus teaching emptiness has a disadvantageous as well as an advantageous aspect. It depends on who you are teaching—whether they are unreceptive or extraordinary. It literally means out of the ordinary. On the one hand, rejecting it through lack of appreciation or denying cause and effect because of taking non-existence to be the meaning of emptiness leads to a bad rebirth. When you hear that the self doesn’t exist, you think that it completely doesn’t exist—so that would be an inappropriate person to teach to. On the other hand, the extraordinary who have mastered suchness attain peace.  So there are people who can use it to reduce their afflictions and even go on to attain liberation and omniscience. So the main message here is that when you teach on emptiness, you have to be careful who you are teaching.

We have to understand that it is good to cultivate an understanding of emptiness and at the same time, also cultivate an understanding of dependent arising. The two of these have to go together. If we just concentrate on the emptiness side, we tend toward the side of non-existence. But when we think about emptiness, we have to understand that when we examine, nothing can be found to exist from its own side. For instance, if we were to look for the self, we won’t find it. If something did exist in its own right, to have some kind of independent existence, it should be able to be found. We should be able to point it out and say, “Here it is.” But we can’t do that. It’s just like a house. If we say, “Where is the house?” you can point at the ceiling but you can’t point at the whole house. It is the same with the self. We can say “I’m here,” but at best we are pointing at our finger. We feel that the self can be found in that way. But when we look for it, we can’t come up with anything that is the self that is the same as our body and mind or that is other than our body and mind, that is totally separate from our body and mind. We can’t find that. So, then in fact, we have to understand that the self doesn’t totally not exist at all. There is an existence where we are merely designating or mentally imputing. The self exists as a dependent imputation of the mind. The self exists as a dependent existence on the mind. Therefore, we can understand that the self does exist in a way where we are able to perform actions, create effects, and are existing in this way as a dependent designation. We do exist in that way. So, when you are investigating about emptiness, you have to think about dependent arising, and when you think about dependent arising, you have to think about emptiness.

Q&A

Karen was wondering about one of the words in here. On page 244, where it says, “Rejecting dependent arising free from fabricated extremes is a more serious ill....” 

Geshe Yeshe Thabkhe: “Fabricated extremes” is really talking about, in this case— “elaboration” is how we translate it these day—and this is about how things exist conventionally.  You are either completely rejecting things as having any kind of existence at all, or you are saying they have existence in their own right. But dependent arising is free from those two extremes—of existing in their own right or as being completely non-existent. So the “extremes of conventional elaboration” would be a better translation.

This idea of “fabrications” or “elaborations” (or...Jeffrey uses a new word now, but I forgot it).  Well, you can see how it works in terms of meditating on selflessness, personal selflessness. You are viewing the self as having existence from its own side, and then you are coming to understand that...You are just concentrating on, looking at that self, and you come to understand that it lacks any kind of existence from its own side. If you have a direct experience of that—that lack of existence from its own side—all you experience is emptiness, a lack of existing in that way. All you come up with is that it doesn’t exist in that way at all. So that complete lack has a quality of being a vacuity or emptiness. And at that point there is no fabrication. One way, we are elaborating things as existing from their own side, so it lacks that, but it also that we are elaborating that things have some kind of conventional existence.  We are elaborating that. Then, we also don’t have any kind of sense of them, at that point, as having any kind of  conventional existence as well.  All we are aware of is their lack of inherent existence.
For the Middle Way, we are talking about fashioning an understanding that is free of the two extremes of eternalism and nihilism. Freedom from eternalism means understanding that they completely lack any kind of existence from their own side. Freedom from nihilism means they are not completely non-existent. That is why dependent arising is mentioned here. It both establishes that things do not exist from their own side, and also that there is some kind of existence. It gets in between these two extremes.

Karen: What is “elaboration” in the context of conventional existence. How does that work if you are talking about no elaboration of conventionalities?

Geshe-la: What we are talking about is that there is no elaboration of conventionalies.  What that means is we are talking about a state called direct perception or directly cognizing emptiness. This is a certain state of mind that is developed in dependence on .... For instance, right now we are thinking about it. We are dependent upon our conceptions about what is being discussed. We can study more and more and it can get clearer and clearer. Then we get to a certain kind of knowledge and we meditate and focus on that and increase it such that the understanding gets clearer and clearer until there is no more conceptuality and you are having a direct experience of emptiness. So in that state of direct experience of emptiness, there are no conventionalities appearing at all. You are just cognizing a lack, an emptiness. Actually, that is not something we have now, because the person who reaches that is going through various stages of development and reaching what we call the path of seeing (tong lam). It’s talking about the path or the mental experience of a person who is a “noble being.” That is their initial experience [of a direct experience of emptiness]. So it is talking about the path of seeing, an advanced state of meditation, meditative state, or state of transformation. At that point, you are in meditation and you have this experience where there are not any kind of elaborations or conventionalities or any existence from its own side, there is just this emptiness.  And then the noble being arises from this state of meditation and goes about experiencing things, at which point there are certain conventionalities that they are experiencing—seeing them in a certain way that is said to be like a magician’s illusion. They function physically, verbally and mentally in that state of interaction with conventionalities.

Another Question: My question is on awareness of self and awareness of selflessness. I think there could be a consensus between this and psychology. I think that having a healthy sense of self early on could predispose one toward understanding selflessness later such that the independent/healthy self doesn’t get undermined. It seems that those who fear emptiness are those who are entangled with insecurities about self. 

Geshe-la:  So, we tried to do something. When you use this idea of “self” it doesn’t work out in the Tibetan. “A strong sense of self” translates as a healthy sense of self or stable mind. Otherwise, it gets mixed into something that is there [a mistaken sense of self] whether you have a good upbringing or not. So, if the person is constantly thinking that way or basically being unhappy or mentally unstable—we would use that phrase— and the Tibetans could concur with that. This person is thinking a lot about how my childhood was really bad and my parents did this and that, and really constantly thinking about my difficulties, how things were hard on me and constantly thinking about their self. If you talk to them about how they shouldn’t always be thinking about themselves.... in the Tibetan the idea is that constant self-preoccupation would make it so that you couldn’t later teach them about emptiness. So if you taught them earlier on how self-focus leads to problems, then there is some way of helping that person with the teachings of emptiness at that point. But if they aren’t earlier on exposed to this idea on a constant basis and instead they are constantly thinking about themselves and then you teach them emptiness, they would just get angry.

[It would be] so threatening to them because they become even more self-preoccupied and then you tell them the self doesn’t exist. So that person is inappropriate to teach emptiness to at that point. It depends on their familiarity with the ideas of self. If they don’t have any familiarity, then there is no way of approaching them.

Geshe-la is giving an example of someone who was their teacher in Tibet—in  Lhasa when the Chinese were there. Basically, the idea is that if you have some familiarity with the idea of emptiness, then when difficulties come—the normal response would be to think a lot about self—but if you understand that the self that exists in its own right, from its own side doesn’t exist, then difficulties don’t rattle you. You are able to maintain a peaceful attitude at that time. So they had this one teacher who was very heavy set, but he had a lot of familiarity with emptiness.  And therefore [when the Chinese came to extract him from the monastery] they dressed him up as the oracle [in an attempt to disguise him.] The oracle has this big helmet that you put on [and so the regalia is very heavy]. But then he was discovered, and they dragged him from this monastery on the outskirts of Lhasa down to the central camp. And it said that because of his familiarity with emptiness, he had no feeling that he was going through a difficult time. He had no feeling of difficulty in being dragged off by this group of soldiers down into Lhasa. So it’s like that. If you have some familiarity with emptiness, those difficult situations that usually exascerbate the sense of self wouldn’t exist at all.

Dedication

