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Introduction

There’s a verse here from the seventh chapter, verse 14. It’s not in the books you have. This is from Engaging in the Bodhisattva Deeds [as cited by Je Tsong-kha-pa in the Great Treatise on the Stages of the Path to Enlightenment, pages 122-123.]:

Relying upon the boat of a human body,

Free yourself from the great river of suffering.

Because this boat is difficult to obtain again,

Do not sleep now, fool!

Here, we’re talking about a human life of leisure and opportunity. Then, it’s not at all like having a life of an animal. We have some intelligence. We are not ignorant, in the sense of an animal. So then we have this life. It’s like a boat; we can use it for a certain purpose. 

We can use this life in order to completely be free of suffering. This human life. Then, the example is, if we don’t make use of it now, how will we get it again later?

It’s like if we have a boat and we only use it once. Then, how would it be helpful to you? Maybe you used it once and then fell asleep on the beach or something. It’s as foolish as that. How would you get it again?

When it is saying how can we use this life, we can use it one way if we decide to get free of any kind of possible rebirth in an unfavorable rebirth and then attain a life as a human or deity. We can use this human life to attain that.  

The Buddha knew what it was that we needed in order to attain that kind of life—to be free of being reborn in an unfavorable rebirth and attain rebirth as a human or deity. He knew what we had undergone in previous lifetimes to not have such a life. And that was because we didn’t avoid the ten kinds of non-virtuous actions. And then, so that means that what we have done mainly is that we have brought harm to others, harmed others, and therefore we weren’t able to get a human life. But, if instead of that, we avoid the 10 non-virtuous actions and cultivate the 10 virtuous actions, which Buddha taught, then we can avoid rebirth in an unfavorable life and attain rebirth as a human or deity.

If we then understand that we can engage in avoiding this kind of harm, if we understand that then we don’t bring any harm to ourselves, one way. If we think about how others don’t want suffering just the way we don’t want suffering...and if we have that kind of empathetic feeling, then based on understanding they are just like us in this way then we can engage in actions that are loving and caring for others, and then also, through that, we also avoid harmful kinds of thought—thoughts of malice, covetousness, etc. that bring us a lot of trouble in our own life. If we do that, then, we will understand that if we avoid those kinds of thoughts or abstain from thinking in those ways, then we will be happier in this life.

We can also think in a slightly different way from that about how, even though we might have a human or deity’s life, it is not certain. We haven’t completely got our own....become our own master, or gotten total independence. We are still subject to the uncertainties... even though [we have such a life, there are uncertainties because it might be] difficult to get a human or deity’s life back again. So, the Buddha taught that the way we can get our own independence is to completely eliminate the causes of rebirth, which would be to eliminate our own afflictions of hostility, attachment, and so forth. So then there are the teachings on liberation.

So then the main practice for that is overcoming or reducing our grasping at self, or our conception of self. This is the main cause bringing us all our problems in this life. If we do whatever we can, then, to reduce that attachment to self, and attachment to those who are associated with us and anger or hostility to those who aren’t associated with us, if we then focus on overcoming this conception of self, then in this lifetime it will help us to be happier and in future lives it will go as a cause for us to be totally liberated from the root of all afflictions—the misconception of self. 

Then there is a slightly higher level of the teachings that understands that what is at the root of all our problems is what we call cherishing ourselves, being preoccupied with self, being self-centered. [A person who sees that also sees that] the other levels of the teaching are then centered toward working for oneself and that is the cause of all our problems. So this next level of the teachings is a reorientation from thinking of oneself to only thinking of others. That then goes to attaining full enlightenment as a Buddha.

What’s actually bringing us most of the trouble is that we are always preoccupied with ourselves. “Oh I need this. I need that.” Or when you face difficulty, “This is so difficult for me.” You are just thinking about how it is so difficult for yourself. If you can somehow reduce that preoccupation with yourself and be thinking of others... For instance, in a household where someone is loving and caring and thinking of others, then that person [is less focused on him or herself.] If something happens to them then they don’t pay attention. They are thinking all the time that others are just like me and they are focused on their needs and providing love and care. The person who can do that is happy in this life. 

If you remember Shantideva’s Engaging in the Bodhisattva’s Way of Life, then [he teaches that] whatever happiness there is in the world comes from wishing happiness for others. Whatever suffering comes about [in the world comes from wishing happiness for ourselves.] So if we are focused on others’ needs and not our own needs, then usually when something happens, we are making our own trouble because of the way we react. “Oh it is difficult for me!” If we were always thinking about others, then we’d be happy all the time.

So then if we bring to mind our motivation for listening to this teaching, we can think, “In order to attain liberation, then, I am going to study or listen to these teachings, reflect on them, and then finally put them into practice and in that way I will be able to attain these goals of liberation or enlightenment.”

So what we are going to be studying? The text is explaining the teachings on selflessness. In particular we are hearing, thinking, and reflecting on, practicing the teachings on selflessness. Selflessness is talking about the self in a certain kind of sense. When [we talk about the “self” of selflessness, we are talking about the self that] exists independently, that doesn’t need to depend on anything else at all. When we say, “selflessness”—the self existing in that way is the one that doesn’t exist. We are actually making a mistake. That type of self can’t exist at all. It is a wrong way of looking at things and based on that, we think, “I am important.” This self then, we think, is more important than others. We use others for our own purposes or ignore others, all based on this mistaken understanding of how the self exists. 

When we say the word “selflessness,” we are also talking about emptiness, which has the meaning of dependent arising, too. When we talk about emptiness, we have to talk about dependent arising, too. Everything—external phenomena, etc.—are all different components coming together. Then, ...it is adventitious; it just sort of arises. Then, we give it a name, whether it be “enemy” or “friend.” It is all a dependent arising of imputations. We are imputing certain concepts and labels on things and that is enough for them to arise or exist. They don’t arise in and of themselves. When we get angry or say that person is really harming me, we tend to make them something independent and solid. It’s like something exists there and is coming towards us, whether an enemy of friend. In fact, we are imputing them there from their own side. If we analyzed our enemy and looked and saw the one that is hurting me is there but if we looked [further] and analyzed, “Where is exactly that enemy?” we’d only come up with parts of the body, etc. We wouldn’t find something actually is the enemy. That is because the enemy is a dependent arising of our imputation, and that is enough for that enemy to exist. 

There is nothing that exists there coming from the side of the object. This is what we call dependent arising but it also has this meaning of emptiness. 

If we then investigate how is it that we feel about ourselves, when we are in a situation—for instance, when we get very angry—we feel, “They did this to me!” We feel that I am here, [the self is] existing from its own side. But if we then subject that appearance of our self, or analyze the self that appears in that way to exist from its own side, then we could see if it is somehow the same as the body and mind complex. But we cannot find any particular component of the body or mind that is the self. The feeling that we have when it appears to us is that the self could be somehow pointed out or found, so when we look for it, it should be found, but it becomes unclear. There is nothing findable there that is the self amongst the body and mind complex. 

But does this mean that there is no self at all? No. If we just left it as a dependent arising—all these different causes and conditions coming together, mental and physical—and we are imputing that as the self, and it’s just this aggregation of things, a dependent arising of things coming together—then that is enough for the self to exist. We could also think, “Is the self other than the body and mind?” No, because our feeling ....if it is other than the body and mind, than it would be completely other, categorically other. You cannot find anything that is categorically different from the body and mind that could act as the self all on its own. So then, the only thing that we can come up with is that the self is a dependent imputation—that it exists as a dependent imputation, that the mind imputes the self and that is enough for the self to exit. We wouldn’t have to designate self if the self is somehow findable. We could just point and say, “That is the self.” We would never have to use imputation if the self actually was findable as it seems to be. So that is clear, that things are just dependent imputation.

We have to think that things do not truly exist the way that we think they do. We think there is something independent there from its own side, but if we look at a computer or an airplane, we aren’t going to be able to find anything that is it. There is nothing you can come up with that is, say, the computer. There are all these different parts, the components come together, and we call it “computer.” And it’s enough for them to exist. The computer and airplane function in that way, and we ourselves experience happiness and suffering, simply as dependent designations. If we look and try and find something that is the self or is the computer or is the airplane, then we are not going to find it. But there is a dependent arising. There is an arising of the name and the components. And that is the way that things exist and we exist. So it is important to think about dependent arising and emptiness together. That is the point Geshe-la is making.

It’s also important to remember that we are talking about selflessness in the context of this chapter, but in another context we wouldn’t be thinking about selflessness if we were in the context of the initial person who is trying to [achieve rebirth as a human or a deity.] For that kind of practice, it is not necessary at all to consider these teachings on selflessness. What you are doing, chiefly, there is avoiding harm, abstaining from the 10 non-virtuous actions and doing whatever you can to be generous and also to be patient and tolerant. Thinking in that way, then in that life that I will attain, I won’t be terrible to look at if I’m not angry and I’m patient. So the practices of ethical discipline, generosity, and patience are the main ones for a person on that level. 

It’s the afflictions that really bind us into a constant—well, what we call being in cyclic existence—and it is the elimination of the afflictions that allows us to be liberated from always being under these factors that cause us constantly to be reborn. So when we are meditating on selflessness we are getting at the very basis of these afflictions and destroying them. So we are reducing our attachment to ourselves, others, and other things. So it is in that context that selflessness comes into the [practice] of achieving liberation.

When we are practicing these or thinking about these teachings and putting into practice these teachings on selflessness, we are thinking about emptiness. Things become empty and what that does is, when we are reducing our afflictions and if someone causes us to get angry—if we are understanding the lack of independent existence of the self—then we never get angry in return. If we see attractive things, we see them as empty and never get attached to or greedy for them. In this way, then, we reduce our afflictions. And so then, if we have as our basis a practice of avoiding the 10 non-virtuous actions and cultivating the 10 virtuous actions, then based on that, if we do whatever we can to practice the teachings on selflessness and emptiness, then that is the way we can understand how to practice selflessness.

Aryadeva’s 400 Verses

So now we are going to go to the book, here, verse 289 on page 245.

Prior to this verse, it has been talking about people who believe very strongly that there has to be a self-existent...or the self has to exist from its own side. Those people say the self exists in its own right, from its own side. The Buddha understood there are these people and sometimes he would teach that there is a self, despite [that such a self doesn’t exist] because he understood that some students were weak-minded. [He taught them saying,] “According to the way you think, yes the self does exist.” If the Buddha [felt that if he] taught like that, then out of attachment to that self, he would then encourage them to practice. They thought to provide for themselves so strongly, then those teachings would help them. That kind of “unreceptive person”...there is a type of person you can’t teach emptiness to. Basically, as it says in the verse here, they are terrified:

289. The  unreceptive are terrified

Just by its very name.

What so-called strong man is seen 

Who does not frighten the weak?

Here in the commentary it says, Selflessness must not be taught to the weak-minded for the very word “emptiness” terrifies the unreceptive. Does one see any so-called strong man who does not frighten the weak? For instance, just the sight of a lion or tiger frightens small animals. So you have to avoid teaching such people emptiness.

In the next verse there is an assertion:

Since this teaching destroys all wrong views, it should be taught to the unreceptive in order to defeat its opponents.

The idea is, “Oh, why should you let them have this mistaken view about things? It would be much better to debate with them and get them to understand that emptiness is the way to understand things.” But the intention here is that emptiness is taught for the purpose of overcoming the afflictions, reaching liberation, and attaining enlightenment. It wasn’t taught for the sake of debate! So it says here:

290. This principle is not taught

By Tathagatas for the sake of debate,

Yet it burns up others’ contentions

As fire does its fuel.

Here, when it mentions “others,” this refers to those who are unreceptive to emptiness. Not every Buddhist tenet teaches emptiness. When you speak of philosophical systems, in Buddhism, there are the Vaibhasikas, Cittamatrins, etc. But the Middle Way School is the only one who teaches this view on emptiness. Just their teachings on emptiness alone do eliminate the teachings these other schools have, but that isn’t the intention; it is not for debate.

START HERE
The commentary on this verse says:

Tathagatas do not teach this principle only to outshine opponents in debate but as the door to liberation. Here, the idea of “door to liberation” is that you are overcoming attachment to self through the teachings on selflessness and emptiness. These get rid of attachment to self and other things and through doing that, you attain liberation in that way. Nonetheless this teaching of emptiness burns up others’ wrong contention just as fire consumes its fuel without formulating the intention to burn. So the idea is that fire consumes fuel but it has no intention to burn up all that fuel. In the same way, the views of the Mind Only School and other philosophical schools of thought—their positions, their assertions are destroyed indirectly by these teachings on emptiness. 
[Then the commentary includes a quote, which says]:

Like the dew on the tip of the grass

When it meets with the rays of the sun,

Opponents’ arguments and errors

Evaporate when they meet you.

They are talking about how this teaching on emptiness, as taught in the Middle Way School, is taught just for attaining liberation, and there is no intention to overcome others. But when [such teachings] are taught, they eliminate the positions or assertions of any other philosophical school. 

[Then there is a question posed,] How does this teaching burn up others’ contentions, when understanding of it arises in the mind of someone with interest in it? The corollary to that is then how, if you don’t have any interest, would it burn up any contentions?
291  Whoever knows this teaching

Will not relish others.

Thus to me this teaching seems 

Like the door to destruction.
So, if we read the commentary on this: Whoever comes to know the nectar-like taste of this teaching, the emptiness of inherent existence, through hearing, thinking and meditating will not relish views of adhering to the true existence of things. Other schools of thought are only thinking about how things exist from their own side, [that they] truly exist the way we think they exist. That’s the way somebody who understands this teaching—they wouldn’t be inclined toward those teachings. The Master Aryadeva therefore says that this teaching of emptiness seems to him like the door and means to the destruction of wrong views. They completely eliminate the false views of the self existing from its own side, or truly existing. Alternatively he says it with texts on emptiness in mind, in that the words of the Buddha that teach emptiness also seem like this to the Master.
Now, maybe better to leave time for questions here.

Rick: Would this be an appropriate time to talk about the emptiness of this very teaching? Maybe that is addressed later.

Joshua: Do you mean the emptiness of emptiness?

Rick: Yes.

Geshe-la: In the scriptures, they talk about everything being empty. In Tibet, there arose views that were held that emptiness itself existed from its own side and that emptiness is simply talking about the lack of any conventional existence in emptiness. Conventional things just don’t exist. Emptiness exists from its own side. But in the sutras on Prajnaparamita, such as the Heart Sutra, [it is taught that] form doesn’t exist, and so forth. They make a list, and it goes through Buddhas—anything from the lowliest sentient life up through Buddhas. All of these are equal in being empty. Emptiness also doesn’t have any existence from its own side. And the emptiness of emptiness is what is mentioned. Everything is empty—you can’t find anything that is not empty.

Nancy: In the first verse we talked about people who, if you teach them emptiness, it would terrify them so much. So how do teachers who are not the Buddha know who to teach it to? We have been in very large groups where His Holiness teaches about emptiness, or here in very small groups when we talk about emptiness. How do teachers know if they are going to teach it to someone who will end up being afraid?

Geshe-la: The Buddha actually determined what each person in the audience needed and then explained accordingly. Some of them, he understood, would be really afraid of the teachings on emptiness and then would give teachings [which presumed the intrinsic existence of the self.] Then there were some there who were so eager and he would teach them emptiness. But now, when we are teaching—like myself or His Holiness—it is hard to teach, when you are not a Buddha, according to their levels or dispositions. The people who are going to be afraid are not the people who can understand emptiness. If they can understand it, it doesn’t [impact them in the same way.] So, if they don’t understand anything at all, it won’t frighten them! So, it is those people who are in between—and those people are the ones who will be afraid. But they are mostly those who have some kind of deep thought. They have really considered this question deeply. For the most part, when we are teaching, everyone doesn’t have that kind of deep thought where they feel so threatened. So then they are sort of like, “Oh...he’s saying something.” They don’t really understand the implications of what he is saying, so we just teach emptiness to everyone in general, with that kind of understanding.

Nowadays, in general, the teachings of the Mahayana—for example, the teaching on the exchanging of self and other—when the Buddha taught this teaching....the people then were very different than now. During the Buddha’s time, he didn’t talk about reorienting [oneself toward thinking of others over thinking of self.] He taught that to very few people, in fact, such that when that teaching became more well known, people said Nagarjuna made that up!

But if the Buddha came nowadays, it seems likely he would teach emptiness quite widely, because there is another way of thinking about this. Because people will get some kind of inclination and it’s important that they get a propensity to understand it. So teaching in that way is probably what the Buddha would do.

Karen: My question is about karma and the afflictions. When one has a thought, a terrible thought, like “I want my own way” or “I want something I haven’t been given.” Are these karma or are they afflictions? And if they are afflictions, can you pinpoint them? Because they aren’t listed in the 10 non-virtuous actions. So, I’m trying to understand the difference between the two.

Geshe-la: When we are talking about karma, we are really talking about intention (sems pa). You can intend to do something virtuous or non-virtuous or neither. There can be neutral intentions that are neither virtuous nor non-virtuous. So then you can intend towards a virtuous or helpful, constructive direction. You can intend toward a unhelpful, non-virtuous, destructive  direction...like if someone makes you angry and your intent is going right towards that person, you are creating karma through that intention to harm that person. It can be to do something virtuous, non-virtuous, or neutral. But when we talk about the afflictions, we are talking about something that disturbs our mind. It’s talking about hostility or attachment. There are different...when we say “conception,” it’s a selfishness. These kinds of thoughts, I guess you can call them, or people like to call them “destructive emotions” or “negative emotions,” disturb the mind and make you unhappy. 

Say you get angry with someone. The anger itself is an affliction, because it is a disturbing thought. But then the mind has many different components and the component in there that points and says, “THAT person is making me angry.” At that point then, that is called karma. That intention going on within the mind.

No matter what we think and do, karma is coming along with us. We are creating karma. If it is going towards what we translate as a virtuous direction, it is virtuous karma. If it is non-virtuous direction, it is non-virtuous. Then, there are neutral intentions. For instance, if you just want to take a walk—it is neither non-virtuous or virtuous, it’s just neutral.

Karen: What about taking a walk for your health. Wouldn’t that be taking care of yourself, then wouldn’t it be virtuous?

Geshe-la: It depends on your intention when you are engaging in a walk. If you are intending, “Oh if I keep myself healthy, I’ll be able to help others and do some dharma practice.” If you are thinking like that, then it is virtuous. But if you are thinking, “If I keep myself healthy, I’ll be able to harm more people,” then it is the opposite! But something truly neutral, it’s just an intention to go take a walk.

Same with driving a car. If you think, “Oh, I’m going to drive in the car and run some errands to help this or that person.” or “I’m going to get in the car to go hear some teachings,” then that is good karma. But if you are thinking, “I’m so angry with that person I’ve got to go over and tell him or her!” then it is negative karma. But if you just get in for a drive, it will be neutral.

I guess time is up and we will end it there and say the dedication.

Dedication.

