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Teaching on Arydeva’s Four Hundred Stanzas Chapter 5 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We are going to start witha verse from Je Tsongkhapa’s Concise Meaning of the Stages of the Path to Enlightenment (from the Door of Liberation, page 177):
The altruistic mind is the king post of the Mayanana path

The base and support of the Bodhisattvas’ great deeds,
A philosopher’s stone transmuting all into merit and wisdom,
A treasure of merit assembling glorious virtue.
Understanding this, the heroic offspring of Buddha

Hold the precious altruistic mind as their central meditation. 

The Reverend Lama practiced like this;

Those desiring liberation should do likewise. 
The topic of the chapter is the bodhisattva deeds, we have to say something about the bodhisattva’s attitude—the altruistic spirit of enlightenment. We can understand this through understanding the seven cause and effect precepts, which is a method of developing this altruistic spirit. First, it starts off with understanding that there isn’t a single being that has not been our closest relative (father, mother, sister, brother). And all these living beings, then, have been in this relationship to us. Just like our own close family members of this lifetime, they treated me with great kindness. Then, think about how to repay them for this great kindness. Based on that, we feel an affectionate love for them, which is the basis for developing compassion, which is where—just as we have a determination to attain liberation from all suffering/samsara, then all beings are suffering in this same way and also only want freedom from their suffering. Having that empathetic feeling causes us to develop compassion. Then, we realize we don’t have the ability to help them in our present situation. So, in order to free them from their situation, we must become fully enlightened ourselves, so we generate the altruistic aspiration to attain buddhahood for the sake of all sentient beings. 
We have to understand that it’s not that all living beings have been our mother (or whoever we feel is our closest relative)...it is not that they have all been that in the past, [but that they are that now and] we just don’t recognize them now. They ARE our closest relative. We can decide this based upon the fact that we have been born....since beginningless time, we have been reborn. Our past lives are limitless and once this is so, all beings have been in this close relationship at least once—in fact, many times—over that immeasurable period of time.

Then there is another method for developing this bodhisattva attitude—the altruistic spirit of enlightenment—that is said to be of those of sharp intellect or faculties. This system [called equalizing and switching self and other] is based upon equality. All beings are like ourselves. Just as I don’t want suffering and want happiness, they want happiness and don’t want suffering. In this sense we are completely equal. So, from this point of view it isn’t appropriate to neglect them and focus on ourselves. Based upon this, we change: instead of neglecting others and being preoccupied with ourselves, we become preoccupied with others and don’t think so much about ourselves.

So this idea of equalizing and switching self and others is based on first perceiving how since beginningless time, we feel that we are more important than others and put ourselves first. When we do like that, we tend to not care...well we use others for our own purpose, is the idea. That kind of an attitude of holding ourselves as more important is called self-cherishing, or self-centeredness. This is said to be like a chronic illness....when you have a chronic illness, you cannot do anything since you are feeling so sick all the time. You are shackled, constantly hampered by this illness. If we want to help others, this attitude of self-cherishing hampers us and is the cause of us not being able to help others. If we then think instead about cherishing others, or become centered on others, then this is the cause of any kind of good qualities. Any kind of good knowledge, etc. comes out of that. So then we can understand that it would be better if we could undertake this attitude of cherishing others. So we switch. We reorient ourselves so that we are cherishing others and, literally, neglecting yourself or not paying so much attention to yourself. It is this attitude that, then, based on that we understand that becoming a buddha is the best way to help others. That exchange is the basis then for us for us aspiring to become a buddha, of our developing this attitude of the altruistic spirit of enlightenment.

To develop this spirit of enlightenment by means of this method of equalizing and switching self and other is where we understand that this self-cherishing has been the cause of all faults. The Buddha became perfect through cherishing others, becoming completely oriented toward others. So then we become inspired to attain buddhahood to help others. This is known as a secret of the mind. This kind of practice is for those of higher faculties. It isn’t for everyone to develop this altruistic spirit of enlightenment through this practice of equalizing and switching self and other. 

Having this attitude of a bodhisattva, then, is where you understand that all of our problems and faults arise from this attitude of cherishing oneself and that all the good qualities come about through cherishing others and being totally oriented toward others. Then, we seek to attain highest enlightenment for that purpose—out of an attitude of cherishing others. Attaining enlightenment means you have eliminated all faults

“Eliminating all faults” means you have eliminated all the afflictive and cognitive obstructions—which are obstructions to liberation and omniscience. And “good qualities” refers to such qualities of the mind as this altruistic spirit of enlightenment. Primarily it is talking about that and other attitudes that are considered method—compassionate techniques. Then there is the other side, the wisdom side, which is the wisdom realizing emptiness. So it is through both of those that one comes to have all the good qualities of a buddha. 

It is for this reason, then, that the verse here said that the altruistic aspiration is the “kingpost of the Mahayana path.” It is also the base and support of the Mahayana deeds. It is only through having this attitude of wanting to attain buddhahood for the sake of all beings that one can then engage in all the bodhisattva deeds which are for helping others: generosity, ethical discipline, patience, enthusiastic perseverance, meditative stabilization, and wisdom—i.e., the six perfections, primarily.

Here, the next line is saying “A philosopher’s stone transmuting all into merit and wisdom.” Maybe it would be better to say.....there are two factors for reaching enlightenment—merit and wisdom. Here, merit is talking about the method factor of attaining enlightenment, including love and compassion. It is talking about goodness—kindness, helpfulness. The other factor is wisdom, which refers to understanding emptiness, the nature of reality. If you then have the spirit of enlightenment as your underlying motivation, then these two collections—of merit and wisdom—both become causes for attaining enlightenment. They are transmuted, just like a philosopher’s stone turns iron into gold, so this attitude changes merit and wisdom, making them causes for attaining full enlightenment.
The next line is “treasure of merit assembling glorious virtue,” referring to, once one has this altruistic spirit of enlightenment, any merit becomes greatly increased to a high degree. So, understanding this, “the heroic offspring of Buddha”—meaning bodhisattvas—“hold the spirit of enlightenment as their central meditation.” “Heroic” here is not in the ordinary sense, but in the spiritual sense. The bodhisattva overcomes his or her own ignorance and all the other afflictions built on it and that is heroic. It isn’t the usual sense of being heroic. Heroic bodhisattvas hold it as their “central meditation,” meaning it is the center, the main thing they practice. “The Reverend Lama practiced like this;/Those desiring liberation should do likewise.”
There is a distinction here between the conventional and ultimate spirit of enlightenment. When your intention is to become a buddha in order to benefit all beings, what we are bringing to mind is a form of a buddha and as a buddha we will be able to work for the enlightenment of all beings. So that is known as the “conventional sprit of enlightenment.” So we are aspiring to that. There are five paths to pass through. We become a bodhisattva once we have that spirit, and then we practice on the path of accumulation and the path of preparation. Then, there is the path of seeing, which is when you have a direct cognition of emptiness. So, at that point, when you have this direct cognition of emptiness, that state of mind is referred to as the “ultimate spirit of enlightenment.” When you have the conventional spirit of enlightenment, you are a bodhisattva who is an ordinary being. When you attain the ultimate spirit of enlightenment, you become an ultimate, or advanced bodhisattva. 

So, it’s important to have this attitude of this spirit of enlightenment for ourselves. We have to think, “no matter how many lifetimes it takes, I will do whatever it takes to achieve a complete elimination of all faults and complete development of all good qualities—i.e., become a perfectly enlightened one.” So then whatever activities we engage in, we should think of dedicating it for that purpose. If we have some moment during the day where we are patient, we should think, “May I bring patience to perfection.” It is better to spell it out, “May I become a person who has completely eliminated all faults and adopted all good qualities—become perfect.” So then when you are doing anything good—generous, any kind of meditation or generation of wisdom—always connect that to dedicating it. Dedication is very important because you are setting it toward becoming a person who has [eliminated all faults and adopted all good qualities.] You are always thinking in that way, so when you are listening to the teachings today—whatever you do, including hearing the teachings today—do so dedicating it for the sake of becoming a person who has eliminated all faults and adopted all good qualities. 

So, now we will turn to verse 108. If you look in the back at the outline on page 313, this verse is talking about the “actual mode of training in the deeds.”
Here, there are five topics under this heading, and this verse 108, the 8th one of this chapter, is about “The physical and verbal conduct in acting for the sake of others.”

So, the verse reads:

108. A spiritual guide who wishes to help

Must be attentive toward students.

They are called students because 

Of not knowing what will benefit.

Here, then, the basic question being asked is, “How do bodhisattvas act to benefit sentient beings?” And the answer is that they act according to those beings’ dispositions—a literal translation would be how they think. If we look at the commentary, it says:

A spiritual guide who wishes to help must be physically and verbally attentive to students in keeping with their dispositions.
A spiritual guide is our guru, and so it is talking about a guru and his or her students. 

They are called students because they do not know what actions are of benefit and need someone else’s advice. 

Another way to think about it is in training, since they do not know what the teachings are and how to put them into practice. Teacher and students is probably the easiest translation.

So, the guru is thinking, “Oh this student has to be guided to get free of the miserable realms, unfortunate rebirth—how to be free of any bad rebirth and reach the state of becoming a buddha. So, whatever I can do to reach these goals I will do.” That is what the guru is thinking.
The emphasis here is for the teacher—what does a student do in order to attain the goal of freedom of a bad rebirth, to attain a good rebirth, to be liberated and free of any rebirth. What does this student need to do that? Whether physically or verbally, they are constantly attentive to guiding the student in that way, how they should think and act.
From the teacher’s perspective, they have to work to help the student to actually change their behavior and way of thinking in this lifetime. They aren’t thinking of them doing this in the future. They have to do it right now! They have to restrain themselves from lying or divisive speech, or hurtful speech or senseless speech. They have to restrain themselves from killing, stealing, being sexually inappropriate. They also have to restrain themselves from any kind of mental state that is inappropriate or harmful. You have to restrain yourself from harm right now. It isn’t something that has to do later on. So if you get angry, the teacher is there to tell you it is wrong, you are harming yourself and your future. So, the teacher is very attentive to the student right now.
It is important to understand that we have this tendency, then, when we hear some teaching, we say, “We understand that and I need to understand something higher.” But that isn’t what the teachings are given for us to do. Actually, if we are given one teaching and change our behavior in accordance with it, then that is what we are to do. We are to take the teachings and transform the way we are. This is why it is the dharma. We are changing our behavior and transforming ourselves. 
There is an example that teachers usually give, that we shouldn’t be taking the teachings...we are always taking the teachings asking what is the next highest. It is like throwing meat to a dog—they gulp it down. They don’t chew it. One or two gulps and it is all gone—they don’t even taste it. Then, they are like, “Where is the next piece of meat?” So, we are not to be like a dog. You have to experience—taste—put each of the teachings into our experience. 

The next verse—we are talking about a bodhisattva here, so these next verses, according to the outline on 313, are referring to a “specific attitude” a bodhisattva must have. And this one is “Analogy showing one must be compassionate towards a recalcitrant person.”
So, it begins with 

Even if students are recalcitrant, one must endeavor to overcome their disturbing emotions. 
A recalcitrant person is someone who, even if you tell them that they have a fault, that something is wrong in how they are thinking or acting, they don’t accept it at all. It doesn’t go in at all. So then, what a bodhisattva does, then, is to generate a special kind of compassion for a person who is recalcitrant in that way and cannot recognize his or her fault.

109. Just as a physician is not upset with

Someone who rages while possessed by a demon,

Subduers see disturbing emotions as

The enemy, not the person who has them.

Though a possessed patient rages at him, a physician will not be upset with this sick person of whom a demon has taken hold.
The idea is that a physician—I don’t know how much we have this in this culture, but a person who is possessed might get very angry [and try to fight]. So the physician doesn’t fight with that person or give up on them. They do whatever they can to help them. If we don’t have this bodhisattva attitude, and someone is like this to us, we give up on them, but that is not what a bodhisattva does. So, it says:

Similarly, Subduers see that because they make sentient beings unruly, the disturbing emotions in a trainee’s mindstream are at fault and not the person who has them. 
The buddhas see that the trainee or student is under the power of their ignorance. And once they have this, it gives rise to all the others—anger, and so forth. The Buddhas know that this is the problem—ignorance and all the afflictions that come out of it. They see the problem lies with those afflictions and not with the person. So, they do whatever they can to overcome those afflictions. So those who wish to take care of trainees should care for them in this way. Ordinarily we would give up on recalcitrant people who do not listen, but you have to do whatever you can to help that person. 

When we are thinking about what is the actual enemy—in general, we call an enemy anyone who is harming us. In terms of what is the real enemy, it is our own afflictions. The afflictions means those cognitive obscurations that arise out of ignorance. Out of ignorance comes anger, hostility—and that is the real enemy. When we say “arhat” we are talking about those who have overcome these cognitive obstructions and the various afflictions that are cause from ignorance. So, when we are talking about enemy, the focus is on the internal enemy. There isn’t really any external enemy if we can overcome this internal enemy.
Those who wish to take care of trainees must learn to act like this. 

     It is like the analogy of a lion who attacks the one who throws the weapon, not the weapon that is thrown.
So, a lion will go after the person, rather than the weapon itself. In the lion’s case, it is the cause of what is going to kill them. A dog doesn’t make that distinction. For example, if you throw a stone at a dog, it goes after the stone. [But a lion goes after the person who holds the weapon.] [Missing sentence.] 
If we examine that it is the mind that we have to be afraid of—it is the mind from which these things arise. For instance, the atom bomb.....all these things are created by a mind. The atom bomb won’t act on its own to bring harm to anyone, it needs someone to create it and someone to use it in warfare. So it is really the mind that we have to be attentive to, be afraid of in a sense. As we said previously, the mind is capable of incredible good—where we can reach buddhahood—but it is also capable of incredible harm. It is with this in mind, we are talking about the real enemy as being the mind itself—the afflictions, the cognitive enemies are the real enemies.

Our next verse is 110, and it is “the stages of guiding students.” Stages means that there are certain steps you must take:
110. That for which someone has

Liking should first be assessed.

Those who are disinclined will not

Be vessels for the excellent teaching.

You have to see what teachings the students like. You don’t want to be teaching them something they don’t want to hear from at the beginning because they will just turn away, and won’t be inclined to [practice.]

A spiritual guide teaching students should discuss whatever practice, such as giving, appeals to a particular trainee. Having first taught this properly, an assessment should be made.
If the trainee doesn’t like to hear that in the future they will be poor if they don’t practice generosity in this lifetime, one must be careful not to teach about generosity but about something else. And then, slowly, gradually, later you can teach that through generosity comes 

So, likewise, if they are angry, it isn’t good to, right from the beginning, talk about the faults of anger. you have to start with something 

One should only discuss the profound later, after initial and subsequent instruction has been given. Those whose minds are disinclined becaues of being deterred by discussion of the profound at the outset will not be receptive vessels for the ultimate teaching. The miserly dislike talk of generosity. [The angry do not like to hear about patience, nor those with loose morality about ethical conduct.] Therefore those who desire resources should be told to give. [Those who want high status will like to hear about ethics and those who desire a good appearance will enjoy hearing about patience.]

The idea is here that the excellent teaching, then, would be leading them toward understanding emptiness. For instance, the Buddha taught some people that everything lacked inherent existence, but for others he taught they existed that things have some kind of intrinsic existence. A buddha [is omniscient and knows what each trainee needs,] and so would be careful to teach according to what that student needed to hear and not to reinforce his or her resistance [to certain topics.]

The example here is about the Bodhisattva Kesava:

A merchant’s daughter, crazed by attachment, carried her husband’s corpse on her shoulders. To relieve her suffering, the Bodhisattva Kesava, who was a doctor, carried a woman’s corpse on his shoulders for six months.
This is someone with great attachment. So the idea is that he couldn’t say to her right off that her attachment was giving her more trouble, he had to first say “I’m like you” and do according to how she was disposed, and then slowly he’d be able to teach her the faults of excessive attachment so that she could overcome it. 

Questions and Answers

Frank: At the very beginning of the lecture, Geshe-la mentioned that instead of thinking that all sentient beings have been are closest relative (our mother or some other close relative) to think that they are our closest relative. I didn’t quite get the nuance there. 

Geshe-la: When we think about “I’m going to attain highest enlightenment” we are talking about attaining enlightenment in future lifetimes. To limit ourselves to this present lifetime is not what we are talking about when we think of as “I” [in just this present life] 
[missed actual sentence here, but Geshe-la was talking about how the self changes from moment to moment and thus extends into the beginningless past and into the beginningless future.]

beginningless past up until now and will continue into the future. When we talk about “mother,” we have to be thinking about how that self—from the beginningless past—the I or me that exists from the beginningless past up until now, had many relationships with people who were close to us, like the mother of this lifetime. The same kind of experience will happen in the future. So, we have to think of ourselves in this wider perspective. All beings are our mother, not thinking in the limited sense of “I’ in this lifetime. We are changing from one moment to the next. If we had some clairvoyance to see into the past, we could see that person was my mother in that lifetime. But we don’t have that ability, so we have to think that they were my mother in the past, are my mother, and will be in the future.

So, we have this strong tendency to just think of ourselves within this lifetime as “this is me.” But we have to think of “me” as extending into the limitless past and going in to the limitless future. So then this opens us up to the possibility of these limitless numbers of relationships with all beings. It is just from having a limited sense of ourselves, where that is not true from the perspective of the Buddha’s teachings.
Judy: I have never heard that expressed as going into the future (i.e, limitless nature of the I going into the future). Please tell him how powerful that makes it.

Geshe-la: We have to think of ourselves not in a.....because we are dreading the possibility of being reborn into an unfavorable rebirth in our next life, we have to think about how in the future how will that be. And then, once we open ourselves up to the idea of a continuum of me, or of self that changes from one moment to the next into the beginningless past and future, then we understand that that person—me—will reach buddhahood in the future. We aren’t just thinking that we will become a buddha in this lifetime, we project into the future to become a buddha in the future, lifetimes into the future. So it is important to have this larger picture of the conventional person, what we refer to as ourselves. 
Judy??: It occurred to me that some of the methods of the bodhisattva are very helpful for us to think about in terms of ourselves. For instance, because I have an afflictive emotion now, not to identify with it, .... In other words, these methods a teacher uses with a student., I could think of it in terms of my own spiritual development, too. For example, I am not the enemy, this affliction is the enemy.

Geshe-la: This is true and comes about because the nature of the mind is clear. It is pure and the afflictions are merely adventitious. It is not like we can’t change or transform any situation that we have. The afflictions are not engrained in the nature of the mind. If that were so, there would be no way we could overcome our faults and reach buddhahood. So the mind itself is pure and these afflictions are merely temporary. So this kind of understanding of the mind and how it works opens us up to transformation. We can transform ourselves over time. We can overcome any afflictions of the mind. 
Also we have to bear in mind that the mind has no limit. We have some kind of compassion, but we don’t have this idea of unbiased compassion. We can’t just feel like that. The only reason we haven’t become compassionate in an unbiased way is that we just haven’t developed that habit. The nature of the mind is that it can change and improve, or transform. The only reason we don’t have unbiased compassion is that we haven’t set ourselves to trying to develop it in a consistent manner, but there is no limit to developing the good qualities of the mind. They develop limitlessly. You cannot think of any good quality that you can develop as having a limit, it goes on and on. 

Someone asks: Are these good qualities inherent in the mind?

Geshe-la: The difference between the faults and good qualities of the mind is that the good qualities of the mind can be improved or increased limitlessly, whereas the afflictions and other defilements of the mind can be eliminated. They do not have this ability to be increased limitlessly. The reason is that the faults of the mind are based on a mistaken type of mind—a fault, a distortion; whereas the good qualities do not have this as their basis, so they can be increased limitlessly. 

It is a bit strange, but there is a Buddhist system that disagrees with this. The Vaibhasikas believe you can get worse and worse until you get the point where you get rid of any inclination to get liberation. You get so bad that you completely eliminate any potential for achieving liberation. But the Mahayana does not agree that you can get worse and worse to the point where there is no possibility for liberation. 

Dedication

