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Introduction

So, we’re teaching today from Aryadeva’s 400 Verses and the topic is emptiness. Where this originates is from...well, if we are going to attain a human or a deity’s life in our next lifetime, then our practice is to avoid harming and doing what we can to help. So we are avoiding [the ten non-virtuous actions] and cultivating [the ten virtuous actions.] A little bit more advanced practice, then, is where we seek to be totally free of the cycle of birth and death, so we don’t have to be reborn into cyclic existence. In order to do that we have to overcome the afflictions, like ignorance, hostility, attachment, etc.—we call them afflictions. Their root is ignorance and to overcome ignorance you have to develop this wisdom that understands emptiness. So that is why we are concentrating on emptiness. 

A little bit more advanced practice than that would be to seek to attain enlightenment. In order to do that, then, one is aiming to become a buddha, which means to eliminate any kinds of faults and to acquire all kinds of good qualities or virtues to become perfected. For that, the main practice is what we call literally “exchanging self and others.” In this practice, you are reorienting yourself so that you are no longer preoccupied with yourself but are focused on others and through that practice you can reach buddhahood.

For practicing dharma, the Buddha’s teachings, it is important to have a belief in former and future lives so that when we are practicing for instance, to avoid the 10 non-virtuous deeds and cultivate the 10 virtuous deeds, then we have the intention of attaining a good rebirth as a human or deity in our next lifetime. 

So that is the practice that is immediately accessible to us, then. But the more advanced practice for achieving liberation—we have to do our best to reduce our afflictions, our ignorance, attachment, anger, hostility, jealousy, etc. and to do what we can to cultivate the wisdom that knows selflessness, knows emptiness. It’s the kind of practice that is not going to come right away, so then we have to do our best at that. Also, for the more advanced practice of exchanging self and other or reorienting ourselves towards others, reorienting ourselves to be preoccupied with others—if we can do that—when we have time, to take an opportunity to help others and cultivate a helpful attitude whenever we have a chance to lend a hand, to always take advantage of chances to be helpful to others, then in that way we can be working towards this practice of exchanging self and others.

Whatever we do, if we are doing it for the purpose of achieving a good rebirth, we have to keep that in mind. If we are doing something for achieving rebirth, we have to keep in mind [that we are doing it with that intention.]  And if we are doing something with the purpose to attain enlightenment, [we have to remember that motivation and think,] “I’m being helpful, here, in order to attain enlightenment for beings.” So whenever we take up any activity, we do it keeping in mind our motivation.

Also, there are activities that are known as perfections that one engages in in order to attain buddhahood: generosity, ethics, patience, enthusiastic perseverance (effort), meditation, and wisdom. We do whatever we can of those with the intention of becoming enlightened as a buddha.

If we compare this with the practices of ethical discipline for somebody who is intending to attain a good rebirth as a human or deity, they are only thinking, “I am doing this—I’m avoiding the 10 non-virtuous deeds—in order to get a rebirth as a human or deity.” But then if we look at the perfection of ethical discipline, what kind of intention is there, the person who is practicing that is thinking, “I must avoid harming others, and avoid the 10 non-virtuous deeds. Through this I’ll be able to attain a succession of human lifetimes, through which I’ll be able to become a buddha.”

Then, if we compare that with how the person thinks who wants to attain liberation or enlightenment—in their practice of generosity—to that of someone who simply wants to attain a better rebirth, this person is thinking, “If I am generous, in a future life I’ll get good resources—plenty of food to eat, etc. So I’ll have food to eat, drink, clothing to wear, good resources.” They are thinking like that. But the person who wants to attain liberation or enlightenment is thinking I am practicing this generosity as it is something very helpful to others. 

If we compare the practice of patience, which would be the next of the 6 perfections, then for a person seeking to attain a better rebirth in their next lifetime, they are thinking they don’t want to be reborn ugly, like a scorpion, [so they think,] “I better be patient.” Patience here means staying calm in the face of harm done to you by others. So then, the person who is like a bodhisattva—that means the one who wants to attain enlightenment—thinks they are doing it for others’ sake. Patience [protects against anger and hostility, because they] totally wipe out a lot of the good deeds—or karmic potencies that remain after you have completed a virtuous action—when you get really full of hatred and anger. So then you are thinking like that. The person who wants a better rebirth is just thinking in those termms, about their own self, but a person who is a bodhisattva is thinking I am doing this just for the sake of others.

When we are talking about patience, it is a very important practice. Anger is so destructive and you have to overcome it by being patient. There are three kinds: [the first is being patient] when someone is harming you. Then there is patience which is tolerance of suffering. You are accepting this is the way things are. You have a way of tolerating and accepting without getting angry and resisting. And then the third one is the patience of forbearance when you are doing the practice of the teachings. Basically, whatever difficulties [come your way,] you don’t get upset. These three then, ...are said to be very important practices for lay practitioners. And then the other two practices, of the perfection of meditation and wisdom, are said to be important for a person who is a renunciate—a monk or nun. This  means that that is what is emphasized, not that it is only for monks and nuns. It’s just that they emphasize that whereas the lay people emphasize the first three. And then we are left with the middle one—joyous perseverance. Both have to use that.

The reason the first three are important for a lay person is because they, unlike a monk or nun, meet a lot of people; whereas a monk or nun is isolated. So they have more resources and need to be able to interact with others without harmful actions—which would be ethics. And then patience is needed because you are in a more social situation, so you need to have more tolerance of peoples’ activities. The practice of joyous perseverance is something useful for applying in each of the other perfections. Basically, what you are doing is—it is delight in cultivating virtue. That is what joyous perseverance means. It is always joyful to be practicing or doing any of the virtuous practices. Then that leaves meditative stabilization, the idea being that we need to have a stable mind. Stability—you are able to focus and concentrate, so we call it mental stability. When you need to focus your mind and think deeply, then you need meditative stabilization.

There are two obstacles to having this kind of mental stability—(1) your mind gets very excited and gets distracted. Your mind goes from one thing to the next rapidly. (2) Then the other thing is laxity, where your mind gets sleepy and becomes too lax and is unable to focus. So you are overcoming these. To cultivate meditative stabilization means you are opposing these two and developing a very focused, stable mind.

That leaves wisdom, which means, for Buddhists, particularly to cultivate, or become knowledgeable in, the five kinds of sciences. It depends on your attitude or motivation for entering into them. If you are just doing them for money that isn’t the Buddha’s teaching. If you are practicing the Buddha’s teachings it is for the benefit of others, so whatever you are working on it is for their benefit. So one of them is to be a good craftsman—whatever people need you learn these skills in order to be of benefit to others. Then another one is medicine, so you can extend your life and be of benefit to others and give medicine to be of benefit. Then there is grammar, but it means really the ability to speak and talk and write. So then you are learning that particular science, grammar. Then there is the science of logic, which you learn in order to correct the problem we have of confusion or ignorance, or lack of awareness. Again, it is for the sake of helping others. Then, finally, there is inner science, which really means knowing how to practice the teachings, and that is for mastering your mind, controlling your mind.  

We are studying the topic of emptiness here, why? It is principally because we are seeking to overcome the afflictions. The afflictions are based on, well, maybe it is easier to say we misapprehend the self or have an incorrect apprehension of the self. So this is at the basis of all our afflictions. They arise out of the feeling that ourselves and all things exist in their own right, that they are independent. It is literally translated that they exist from their own side. So, in order to overcome that misconception, we study emptiness. 

So then, when we are listening to this, we need to have the motivation “I am listening to this teaching in order to attain liberation or enlightenment. I want to attain enlightenment or liberation and therefore in order to do that I am going to listen to these teachings on emptiness.” 

So if we look at our translation on page 243, we are on verse 283. If we go to the back, there is the outline on page 324. Basically, if you look on 324 it says “b. Recognizing a person who fears emptiness.”

Then, if we go back to 243 it asks “Who is afraid?” 

283. When it is not seen, fear does not begin.

When seen, it stops completely.

Thus one can say with certainty:

Those who know a little are afraid.

When it is not seen, fear does not begin. It is talking about emptiness. Someone who has no way of seeing emptiness, then they [won’t get afraid.] When seen, it stops completely means that somebody who then studies, reflects and then meditates on it and has a perception or cognizes emptiness, then their fear completely stops. Thus one can say with certainty: Those who know a little are afraid. They think emptiness is talking about the elimination of oneself so they get a little afraid. 

So, it is important, when we talk about emptiness, that we know what is lacking here. Emptiness is lacking something—so what is it that doesn’t exist? What doesn’t exist is our usual way of understanding. We have a usual way that we usually see ourselves and things around us and this is what is lacking when we say emptiness. It’s just that we think things exist in their own right or from their own side, or they have some independent existence. The way we perceive things is as if we pointed at them they would be findable; if we looked for them we’d be able to find them. That is how we understand them. But if we actually then examine, are they there? Then it seems to have its own self-contained existence, but if we examine, it should be there but we only find things that are not it. So we never find it—whether it be ourselves or other things. So then we come up with this understanding that it lacks this kind of existence as we see it, perceive it. But there is a tendency to then take that and then feel that it doesn’t exist at all, so we have to cultivate an understanding that they do exist. So then we cultivate dependent arising, which gets at the same meaning but talks about how things exist as....that they come into existence in dependence upon other. We can notice that things completely don’t exist. They can harm us or help us; we can do things that affect other things, the reason being that this comes about through interdependence. We think of things as independent, but they don’t exist in that way—they are dependent. “Interdependent” is used infrequently, so “dependent.” They don’t have this independence we are thinking of. So [we get at this] from these two perspectives: the emptiness perspective—meaning what is it that they lack, some [kind of self that we usually impute there]—and dependent arising—how  they actually do exist is dependent existence. So they lack independence but do exist in this dependent way. 

Then, it is good to understand, through taking ourselves as an example first—how we feel about ourselves. We have this feeling, like if someone should say something nasty to us,...we come back with a strong sense of a “me.” But if you investigate, “How is it that I perceive myself in that circumstance?” you really perceive that there is a me or self that exists on its own, without the body, mind, feeling perceptions. It’s just the me and it is there existing in its own right. There is a self that doesn’t need all these other things. But if we subject that to analysis, we cannot find anything but these things that are not it. Is it the body? My mind? My feelings? Discriminations? You look through all these components but cannot  find it. But does this mean we completely don’t exist? No! We can talk, we can do things. If we need to do something our body and mind can work together to do something harmful or helpful. It is obvious that there is some kind of dependent existence of the self. But you have to be satisfied with that, that is the problem. We want to have something more than that to our self. So if we carefully examine ourselves, we can see how it is that we do exist.

We talk about the self as not being inherently existent. It doesn’t have self-existence or an independent existence, an autonomous existence from its own side or own right. There is a self—our body, mind, feelings, discriminations, and consciousness all come together and operate in a dependent way. And then our self, we can then think of that as our self, but that is as far as it goes. There is not an inherently existent self.

So then we can take that and reasoning with regard to external objects—for ex., a computer. We are able to interact with people on Skype. It is obviously operating and there are hundreds of thousands of components to it, if you count all the different atoms within each different part. It is beyond our comprehension how much is going on. But it works. But if we wanted to find, well, what...if we say “computer,” well where is it? Where is the entity within all these parts that is the computer, you couldn’t come up with anything. You’d be analyzing but wouldn’t come up with anything that is the computer. So, without any analysis, without trying to analyze or investigate, if we just say “computer” and are satisfied with that, that is enough for it to exist. It is a dependent arising of all these different components coming together and going through change constantly. That operation, then, is suitable to be called “computer.” But there is nothing to be found at the end of your finger, pointing to “computer.”

Then we have this ...the computer is all these different parts that are not computer. None of the different parts is the computer.

And then we call that, label it or impute to it “computer,” we designate it “computer.” That is called ... everything is a mere designation, a mere dependent imputation. That is how they exist. But if you tried to look for everything, you cannot find it. So that means that it has no self existence or independent existence. There is no independently existent computer. So [if you search for an independently existent computer] you won’t be able to find it.

So we say it is merely imputed by concept, merely dependently imputed by concept, which means that it’s enough for us to just label it or to impute “computer” to all these things that are not a computer. But if we look for something that is the computer there, then we are not going to find it. So if we leave it as a  mere dependent designation, then that is enough. 

So then if we want to reflect on this with respect to ourselves, we need to investigate—oh “me”, “I.” Where is that? We have to look. If we look in the body and search from the soles of our feet to the top of our head, you cannot find anything within each cell of the body or each portion or part. You aren’t going to find a me or I. And then if we go from there—for instance, in the Buddhist way we think of ourselves as being composed of the five aggregates, so we think “is the form the self?” If we investigate the body, we cannot find the self. Then we go [through the other factors: feeling, discriminations, compositional factors, and consciousness.] Like anger or jealousy, attachment—“Is that me?” And then the mind. Is that the self? And we cannot come up with anything, but we understand we can still talk, do things, interact with people. And all of our actions, our ability to create or think or do things is all a dependent arising of different causes and conditions coming together and we can designate that as “me.” “I am doing this.” Merely that is how we exist. If we look for something that is the “I” or “me”, the self, we aren’t going to find it.

So now we will return to that verse.

[End of Audio #12 Geshe-la speaks in Tibetan]
[Audio #13 minute 1:00; begins with Tibetan]

If we look at the commentary on this verse:

People...the commentator is taking the words from the verse and then adding some commentary to each word. So it says People like cowherds—like herding sheep and cows, is an example of someone who doesn’t think much about anything except their livestock—who see neither virtues nor faults in it, can hear about emptiness a hundred times without beginning to feel afraid, because they do not regard it as either beneficial or harmful. 

They don’t see anything about emptiness, so they don’t feel afraid. But then someone who has a bit more ability to reflect and they gradually—well, it says here When one perceives emptiness directly through a gradual process of hearing, thinking and meditating, fear stops completely because one is free from conceptions of a self which are the cause of fear.” Here, perceiving emptiness—you hear something about it and then get that understanding and meditate on it until you have a direct experience of it. Because you no longer have a conception of a self, this “I” “I” stops, so you aren’t going to think of it anymore. Therefore we can say....

Thus one can say with certainty that fear arises in people who have only a little knowledge of emptiness. They heard about it, and they think maybe it’s alright, but because they have a half understanding, they think they are talking about the complete non-existence, so they get intimidated. It causes a lot of fear.

It is like the following analogy: A well-trained person is not afraid to mount a mad elephant, nor is an extremely stupid person. Yet someone who knows a little about the dangers and benefits involved feels frightened. The example is of a well trained person who is not afraid to mount a mad elephant is not afraid because they know exactly what a mad elephant will do,”nor is an extremely stupid person”, who doesn’t know oh they could easily throw me and trample me. So they absolutely don’t know that, so they are not afraid either. So “someone who knows a little about the dangers and benefits feels frightened.”  So someone who knows what the elephant can do and what the possibilities are, this and that, they have a sincere fear of that mad elephant.
Then, the next verse is explaining why people do fear emptiness. Here it says, on page 324: “Why childish people fear emptiness.”  Here childish people are those who don’t understand emptiness.

[Then, on page 243:]

Question: Why do they fear emptiness?

Answer: Because of a lack of familiarity.
284. Childish beings are certainly only

Familiar with that which involves them.

Because of unfamiliarity

They fear that which extricates them.

If we read the commentary: Childish beings are certainly only familiar with innate and intellectually formed conceptions of a self which involve them in cyclic existence. Here the commentator is adding—innate and intellectually formed conceptions of self. Innate conceptions of self-- even animals have this. Even a bug has the innate conception of self. They are thinking “I” “I”.  The thought of “I” is natural within us. Those kinds of beings, when confronted with the teachings of emptiness, feel afraid. Then the “intellectually formed conceptions of self” means that there are plenty of teachings where they say the self exists as a separate entity, such as an independent soul that exists within the body and mind, which are just superficial components, temporary. Based on these kinds of teachings then, people form what is called “an intellectually formed conception of self,” or, we might say, an intellectually formed misconception of self.

Since such childish beings have no previous familiarity with a teaching that extricates one from the cycle of birth and death, they fear emptiness. So they just aren’t familiar with emptiness and based on that, they fear because they fear that they will lose this self they have conceived of.

So there are these two different conceptions of self. One is the innate one that we all have. It comes automatically to us. Without us having to come up with me being me; it automatically comes up. But these intellectually formed conceptions of self are based on tenet systems where we are taught that the self is a separate entity or that if you take away the body and mind there is a self that exists in its own right. That kind of intellectually formed conception of the self reinforces it and makes it stronger.

Maybe this is a good time for questions.

Kathy: With regard to the part where we are talking about using yourself as an example and to pay attention to how you feel when someone insults you and look for the “me”—if we did understand emptiness, then would this mean that the insult was just a projection from someone else’s mind.

Joshua: Do you mean it has no real basis in your self?

Kathy: I think that would help me to be more patient!

Geshe-la: The problem here actually is more that it harms us. When someone insults us we feel harmed. For instance, if that person is insulting someone next to us, we feel, “that’s okay, it’s not hurting me, “ but then when he turns around and insults you, you have this feeling that you are being harmed by these words. But for a person who understands emptiness, that person doesn’t feel harmed.   You don’t feel that harm at all. Because you understand selflessness, then the harm...I mean, the insult or the fault—could be true or not true, but the point is you wouldn’t feel harmed.

The Kadampa Lamas, the earlier practitioners in Tibet said that when you get insulted you don’t react. It is like insulting a stone. You don’t react. You can insult a table. They don’t react at all. So then, the other person just sort of feels dismayed because they weren’t able to hurt your feelings and then they go, “Oh! She’s laughing!” That is what I mean about laughing about it. The other person won’t feel like they succeeding in doing what they wanted to do, which is hurt your feelings.

Sarah: I have a question about the insult. I was just thinking about if we perceive emptiness...would it enable us to understand that they are doing this out of their ignorance or pain?  So if we are truly perceiving emptiness, we’d see their pain and hurt. Does that make sense?

Geshe-la: The reason that you don’t feel harmed is that first of all, you aren’t thinking “I” and then you aren’t thinking “them, them.” Both yourself and the person who is insulting you appear like a magician’s illusion. They don’t have any reality to them at all and therefore there is no hurt. There is no transferring of harm. But another way, what you are talking about is perceiving the person with compassion, which involves understanding that they are under the control of their afflictions. But that is a different perspective.

For a person who has that kind of understanding, when they see the person insulting you, they understand that they are under the power of their hostility. But the one who understands emptiness isn’t thinking about the person, but the affliction. To them, that is the enemy, the problem. They aren’t thinking about the person, just the affliction. So they are thinking how can I reduce that person’s hostility.

Mara: For someone who understands emptiness, when they get insulted it would be like a stone, you said. For the people who don’t get to that point, what would be the steps we have to do to achieve emptiness? Like if someone insults me and I feel anger, what should I do to understand emptiness?
Geshe-la: Bring to mind that the person who is insulting you is a dependent arising, the person who is depending on all these different factors. The recipient—oneself—is receiving that sound, the words, but there is no independent person insulting me. There is no independent self receiving those words. It is just a dependent arising with many causes and conditions making it possible to receive those words. You think along those lines.

Another way would just be to look for the person—who am I supposed to get angry back at?  Is it the words? The person’s mind? Their body? Look for the person you are trying to get angry at and you cannot find that person—that would be [the way to approach it]. For us, who don’t understand emptiness, we can understand that that person is under the influence of their hostility, they aren’t in their right minds but are controlled by something else. 

If you understand that the person who is insulting you—there are all these different components going in to creating this insult. It is a dependent arising that is happening. Then, you have to think, “Why would I get angry at this?” You have to think, in that circumstance, it is like sticking your hand in fire. To say something angry back...why would I stick my hand in fire?  Better to stay patiently. 

Amy: What is the difference between a dependent “production” and a dependent “arising”?
Geshe-la: It’s okay in the context of thinking about causes and conditions, that in connection with, in dependence on various causes and conditions, something exists, or is produced, or arises. You can use those words together. But the distinction comes when you are talking about how something arises... you cannot say production when you say that dependent upon the basis of imputation the mind imputes the name or concept to that thing and then that is how something arises. You cannot use the word “production” in the context of dependent designation or dependent imputation. So dependent upon the imputing concepts and basis of imputation it arises or exists. You have to use those kinds of words. You cannot use it is produced.  Usually you just say it “exists.” You can think of arising in that context. You can think of “arising” as meaning “existence” in that sense. When you have causes and conditions, you can think of it as “production.”  (That is a technical note here.)

Mara: If someone insults us, we have to think of emptiness. What happens if someone says something complimentary? Are we still a stone?

Geshe-la: You have to remain the same whether you are being insulted or praised. We have already decided when someone insults us that we shouldn’t react, but also you shouldn’t be happy when someone praises you. You should stay without reaction in the same way. Otherwise, they might think “Oh, this person is easy to deceive” and try to manipulate you. The same idea is that you are getting that “me” coming out.

So we really need to keep the mind in an impartial, equanamous state. When someone says something insulting or good about us, we have to stay in a non-reactive state. That means that when someone does praise you, then you admire that they are doing something virtuous and can say something kind and express your good qualities. You try to keep your mind even. In life, people are constantly praising or insulting and we are trying to keep the mind from being disturbed. One way you feel delighted and the other way, you feel sad. So you are trying to stay in balance. You are in danger of being misled or deceived if you easy to enjoy praise. “Oh I can deceive this person.”

Karen: That was so helpful. Do you stop and make sure that you are calm after someone insults you first?  Sometimes it is difficult to go right into emptiness when someone insults you [and you are reacting]. Also, as a corollary, when you meditate on emptiness, is does it create a store such that it is easier not to react or get upset when it happens?

Geshe-la: First, you chose to be patient. You think, this person is insulting me and I’m not going to react with anger. You have to decide that from the beginning. Then, based on that—being non-reactive, patient—based on that you can be compassionate or meditate on emptiness with regard to that person. That would be important.

Joshua: What was the second part of that question?

Karen: If you meditate on emptiness, does it create a store such that when you are insulted it becomes easier not to be reactive, or not to be upset or feel harmed?

Geshe-la: If you are meditating on emptiness and actually getting some understanding and someone insults or praises you then that is the best way to remain unreactive—I think it is better to say “unreactive” rather than equanamous. The word is similar in Tibetan, but we understand it better. But if you are meditating on emptiness and not getting much understanding, it is better to concentrate on a general understanding of how to be patient in that circumstance. But the most important thing is not to be unhappy. Once you get unhappy, then that is the food of hostility. You are going to feel to ...your mind will get disturbed by hostility if you let your mind get unhappy. Usually when someone insults us we get unhappy, so it is important to keep your mind happy at that time.

So we will share the merit from listening to these teachings with others.

Dedication

