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Geshe Yeshe Thabkhe Teaching

Aryadeva’s 400 Stanzas on the Middle Way

Joshua Cutler translating

Ch.12 v. 278

Nancy Long transcribing

(Audio file #6-7 on labsum.org Resources page)

Introduction

There is a custom at the beginning of any teaching to set your motivation, so we will do that then get to the verses.  This particular verse is on page 175 of The Door of Liberation:  

This life, which has leisure,

Is more precious than the wishing-jewel; 

So difficult to find, it is as quickly gone as lightning in the sky.

Thus, realize that all worldly activities

Are like chaff in the wind

And seize the essence of leisure and opportunity day and night.

We should be very happy, or delighted, that we have a human life. Usually we are not that way.  If we suddenly got a lot of money, gold,  then we couldn’t even sleep. But we don’t think anything of having a human life, yet it is more precious than a wish-granting jewel.  A wish-granting jewel is limited to helping us achieve things we need in this lifetime like good health, money, like Aladdin’s lamp, but it is limited to this lifetime.  But we have this human life which can achieve purposes of future lives, even full enlightenment.  In that case, we should be very excited, happy that we have this human life.  We can approach this by comparing ourselves to a different kind of life, say the life of animals or birds, or mammals.  You can compare and see that they have problems: that they will be eaten and all these different problems that an animal has to survive.  If we compare ourselves to them, we can think, “I am lucky to have this human life, I have intelligence and can do something with this life.”  But our usual reflection on this life is not being delighted or being very happy.  For instance, if we get sick we think, “Oh now I am sick, this is a bad situation.” And then we get better and think, “Oh, I have my health again,” and that lasts for a few days, and then you go back again to not reflecting on how precious the opportunity is.  The verse goes on to talk about how it is so difficult to find, more precious than a wish-fulfilling jewel. “Difficult” is talking about how, in our previous lives we were able to acquire this human life because during those lifetimes, we avoided harming others and were generous.  These virtuous deeds had the result of this human life.  When it says “difficult to find,” we have to assemble certain causes and then this effect of a human life comes about.  Because those causes are difficult to assemble (not harming others and being generous), then it is hard for this result of a human life to come about.  We can see in this one verse from the Guide to the Bodhisattva’s Way of Life. We can look at our own life and understand in accordance with this verse (Chapter 1, verse 5)  

Just as lightning illuminates the darkness of a cloudy night for an instant, in the same way, by the power of the Buddha, occasionally people’s minds are momentarily inclined toward merit.

The idea is that lightning does not stay long,  (only for a) very short time.  That is very similar to how we get involved with doing virtue.  Usually our mind is involved with destructive actions.  Another way of thinking of virtue is constructive thoughts.  Occasionally we have constructive thoughts, but mostly our mind is involved with destructive thoughts and actions.  We can see through examining our own  life/our own mind how hard it is to assemble these causes.  Not only is it difficult to obtain, it is easily destroyed, it perishes, if we examine what is sustaining our life.  The blood vessels and all the different energy that has to be going on in our body to maintain our life, if just a little bit goes wrong, then our life can be easily destroyed.  Not only is it hard to obtain this life, it is also fragile and we can easily lose this life. What does that mean?  It means we have to take advantage of this opportunity we have and use it to the best of our ability. 


In order to make good use of this life, it doesn’t mean we just try to keep ourselves healthy and acquire many things to keep ourselves comfortable physically. That’s not the meaning.  That has some benefit in this lifetime but will be gone with us.  We have to provide something for our future life.  Providing for future lives means doing everything we can to avoid being harmful and do everything (we can) to be helpful to others.  This is what we mean by cultivating virtue, acting constructively.  Then in our future life, then we will be insured to have a human or divine rebirth. This comes about only through avoiding harmful actions and cultivating helpful actions. We are usually doing some kind of action to benefit society and help through our work.  If we think of it as not just acquiring the short-term needs of this lifetime, but for future lifetimes, to be helpful to others, then your work will also be religious practice.  On top of that, if we avoiding going under the power of hostility and attachment…these are called the afflictions…if we try to abandon, in particular, hostility and attachment, and have an unbiased view toward others and help others in an unbiased way, that’s even better.  If we focus only on others and then think of how we have to achieve perfection, obtain highest enlightenment, in order to eliminate all our defilements and achieve all good qualities for the sake of helping others, whenever we are doing some kind of study or reflection, if we always are including others…if we are dong this to get enlightenment for others’ sake, that is Mahayana (practice) and this is the best motivation.  This is how we should motivate ourselves when we contemplate the teachings today.

Aryadeva’s Four Hundred Stanzas on the Middle Way
 p 240, v. 278

What went on before in the verses before is that we were talking about what qualities we need to bring to learning the teachings.  What do we need to do to ourselves?  First verse: open-mindedness, then intelligence, then interest.  If you are open-minded or nonpartisan, you don’t just approach it thinking:  “Oh, I like this,” and then when someone tells you something else and you think,  “I don’t need to look at that, that is just someone else’s explanation”, and you don’t even bother with it. You have to take what is presented to you and examine it with an open mind, in an unprejudiced way.  

Then you have to use your own intelligence.  You can’t just take it and not think about it and say, “It must be true because it is Buddhist.”  You need to use your own intelligence and examine it.  Then of course you have to have interest in what you are hearing.  

If you have these three, then you will be able to distinguish what is a correct teaching, and what is not. You can make a distinction between what is a good explanation and what is not a good explanation.  You can use your own intelligence to do that.  In general, when we are …there is a Buddhist teaching that all the problems that come about for us [are due to how] we perceive a self as existing independently, and we agree with how that appears to us, we think of ourselves as independent and become attached to self/make distinction between self and others and become attached to what is associated with self and hostile to other and what is associated with other.  And based on that, we become embroiled in afflictions/destructive attitudes, for example pride, anger, jealousy and so forth.  All of these are basically what is bringing about our problems.  If we can somehow learn to control that and overcome that, then we would be happy in this and other lifetimes, and be able to make others happy, and focus on benefiting others.  That is the basis for the next discussion here.  

If we are interested in just achieving a better lifetime in our next life, a good rebirth as a human or deity, it is not necessary for us to become involved in thinking about the teachings on selflessness.  Instead we can concentrate on avoiding harmful actions, not being harmful, achieving and cultivating virtue, constructive actions, that are helpful to others.  In that way we will insure that in our next life we will have a good rebirth as a human or a deity.  

If we instead would like to overcome this problem that we have of always being under the power of our afflictions, and then based on that having to take another life, go through dying, taking another life, this constant repetition of life after life— if we want to get out of the cycle—then there is another goal that is called liberation.  We can be liberated from that situation.  The way we would be liberated from that is to cultivate this idea of selflessness, how everything is based on our misconception of a self that exists in its own right, independently.

If we are not inclined to just think about ourselves and are more inclined to think about others, then we should engage in the practices that are aimed at becoming enlightened for others’ sake.  If we think, “I’d like to be just like the Buddha, eliminate all faults and achieve all good qualities,” then we have to engage in the practices to develop the altruistic spirit of enlightenment, changing our orientation completely from being totally preoccupied with self to being totally preoccupied with others.  Focusing on being maximally effective (?) in order to help all beings just like the Buddha (lost a sentence here).
In order to attain this liberation, or this state of Buddha’s omniscience, then we have to eliminate this idea of holding to a self, the misconceiving of an independent self.  In that way we eliminate all the afflictions. We have to think about selflessness in order to do that. 

In the verse here (278):  

These strange people all agree that by

Giving up everything one attains nirvana.

For what reason do they dislike

That which puts an end to all?

“These strange people” is referring to the non-Buddhist philosophies of India, like Samkhya or Vaishesika. They have this idea that if we are able to eliminate attachment and hostility, then we will attain liberation.  They might not call it nirvana, but the idea is liberation, freedom from having to constantly take rebirth under the power of afflictions.  “For what reason do they dislike/That which puts and end to all?”  In Buddhism, we go right to the root of the problem.  What is at the very basis of these afflictions: hostility pride, etc.?  The basis of this is the misconception of reality.  Why would anyone dislike that which puts an end to these problems?  Why would they dislike it?  Some of them dislike it and some are afraid of it.  What we are talking about is emptiness, when they hear this word then some of them are afraid.  

If we look at the commentary below the verse:  These (non-Buddhists) Samkhyas, Vaisesikas and the like, who believe in liberation, all agree that one attains nirvana by giving up attachment to everything associated with disturbing emotions, such as pleasure, pain and so forth.  Attachment is this idea that craving, being very attached, once you are attached, then out of that attachment, then you feel hostile toward others, competitive, malice, all sorts of destructive emotions come out of this idea beginning with attachment.  For the non-Buddhist philosophies, they feel that if you overcome attachment, then you will be liberated from all these other disturbing emotions.  

Why do they dislike it when the person and aggregates are said to be empty of existence by way of their own entities?  One way of saying it is ‘empty of existence by way of its own identity,’ and another way by ‘empty of its own essence.’ The Buddhist way of looking at it is that nothing exists in that way, not in its own right, not on its own, not autonomously.  Why would they then dislike it when the person and the aggregates are said to be empty of existence by way of their own entities? The person, ourselves, and the body and mind that the person depends upon, both of those are completely empty of existence from their own side.  From the Buddhist viewpoint, it is this idea of emptiness, things lacking the ability to exist on their own, that is what undermines and completely destroys the destructive emotions. Therefore they should be glad rather than afraid or unhappy about this view of emptiness.  (It is) something that gets to the root of it.

It is actually not only non-Buddhist philosophies that particularly dislike this teaching on emptiness.  There are many different Buddhist tenet systems/schools of thought. Except for this one that we consider the highest viewpoint, Madhaymika, whose idea of things is that they are lacking independent existence —the other schools totally reject this idea.  They say, there is this language that form doesn’t exist, sound doesn’t exist, etc., they see the view of emptiness as being nihilism.  Then they reject the Middle Way school of thought.  

What is the basis of this thought of emptiness?  It is based on how we think of “I, I.”  When we consider “I” , then we think of ourselves as existing in our own right.  In fact the self exists in connection with our mental and physical... is related and connected to our mental and physical constitution, feelings, discriminations, and all [that we experience.]  The self is connected with those and exists dependent upon those.  We don’t think of the self that way at all.  If you examine how you think about it, then “I” comes up as somehow and it is unrelated to those and seems to have its own existence.  This “I” is the problem we are talking about with the term emptiness, this “I” that could not possibly exist that way is the one we assent to!  

We see how this operates... this misconception of self operates with respect to ourselves but it also operates with respect to everything we interact with. A song seems to exist in its own right.  We don’t think of a song as existing in dependence on the parts—the drums, instruments and so forth.  It all comes together in a dependent arising.  These different factors are related to one another, and then there is a song.  We think there is something there that is the “song.”  We feel the same about a car: we say the car is moving, we are driving this car, and we are not feeling that there are all these different parts coming together to make it possible: the fuel, oil, metal parts operating in an interdependent way and then producing the ability of the car to go down the road: we think there is something that exists from its own side.  (It is the) same with an airplane: so many parts that come together. We tend to think that things exist from their own side when in fact they are dependent upon our mind, interdependent, arising, happening—an event that is happening through the interplay of our mind and the various parts of the object.  That is the way things exist.  We don’t see things as existing that way, whether it is our self or objects.  We see “I”, or “me”, or that chair there.  We don’t see the dependent arising.  


We don’t think about how everything is simply composed of all these parts that are not the thing itself.  Every single part is not the thing itself and whatever it may be…a car, song, airplane, computer in front of us…it is all these parts coming together and the mind imputes to whatever object it is: “car”, “computer”, etc.  It is all these different parts that are not the thing itself coming together, that is the basis of the designation and the mind designates it as whatever it is, and instead of that we think that the object exists from its own side.  And we as a person exist as “me, I” from its own side, not coming together as this interdependent process of this imputing mind on the basis of that imputation.  

Everything appears to us to exist from its own side, from its own right.  It is how they present themselves to us, (they) present as existing from their own side, whether it is our self, or objects or body and mind.  That is the way they appear to us.  What is being said here is that they don’t exist the way they appear to us.  They seem to exist that way, but they don’t exist that way.  If they did exist that way, then we should be able to find whatever it is when we analyze it.  It should be findable, “This is it”, when we take apart whatever it is…a chair, table, person… If it actually exists in its own right, then it should be that, if we examine that thing, then we should be able to come to “Here it is”.  When we examine it, we can only find what it isn’t.  This isn’t it, that’s not it etc.  Because that is so, because it does exist as a dependent arising—different factors coming together—and it exists as a dependent arising of the imputing mind and then the various bases or parts of that object that we are imputing the object to, that does exist.  But it doesn’t exist the way it appears.  Because it doesn’t exist the way it appears, then there is this language that there is “no form, no feeling, no discrimination, no sound.”  It doesn’t mean that it completely does not exist, it means that it just doesn’t exist the way it appears to exist.  That is what  is talking about.

In this system what is very important are these ideas of emptiness and dependent arising.  The idea that they are dependent arisings and function as dependent arisings and just appear falsely to us as having independent existence, is what we call conventional existence.  This is how they exist conventionally.   They appear to us to exist on their own, but they do not exist on their own, but they function perfectly well, everything works.  Although they falsely appear to us, still they are dependent arisings and they are able to function.  This is called mere conventional truth.  Ultimately they lack the self-existence that they appear to have.  They seem to have an independent existence, but they lack that.  That lack of their self-existence is what we call their emptiness.  That is the ultimate truth.  Whether it is our self or objects other than our selves,  all of them lack this existence from their own side or in their own right. 

Why is that we are talking about this idea of things being empty of or lacking this existence from their own side?  It is because this is the basis for our becoming involved in these destructive emotions.  For instance, if someone, through attachment to ourselves and hostility to others, we can see how it works.  If someone said something bad to Joshua then we say, “it doesn’t matter”, but if they say it to us, we say, “Oh, they said it to ME!”  We can see how this idea comes in right away, they said it to ME.  Instead of thinking in that way, then if we cultivate this view that things don’t have this kind of existence from their own side, then what happens is that our afflictions become less.  As a result we have some kind of peace, happiness, and we don’t bring harm to others.  

When this was taught by the Buddha, then the Buddha could not teach this to everyone in the same way. Because when some people heard this teaching about emptiness then they would become afraid.  Buddha was very skillful and could determine which people could hear it, and which people couldn’t hear this teaching.  If he was teaching to a group who could not hear it, he would say there is a self— within this body and mind there is a self that exists in its own right, that has this kind of existence.  And when they heard that then they would feel comforted.  The Buddha could see that if they were taught  this, they would fall into a nihilistic view and then harm themselves.  So instead he would teach that there is such a self.  For people who could hear it, he would teach this lack of self.  It was because the Buddha’s ability to distinguish how people thought about themselves…he was able to then teach appropriately many different kinds of people.

Q & A:

Kathy: In reviewing verse 278, I am a little bit confused over the non-Buddhist philosophies that think that they give up attachment to destructive, afflictive emotions and then achieve nirvana.  Is what is really needed to  (achieve nirvana to) understand emptiness?  I am trying to get to the core of what this verse is really saying.

GYT: It is saying, that if you want liberation and you want to put an end to the afflictions, then the afflictions come from this belief in a self that exists from its own side.  The only way you are going to eliminate those is to eliminate adhering to this misconception of a self.  If you want to obtain liberation, you have to have this.  That is what Aryadeva is saying in this verse.

They have this idea that you have to attain liberation…, but the main problem is that they also believe in a self that is permanent and unitary and independent and somehow exists within our body and mind and doesn’t need to depend on anything else.  It can set itself up, and is self-contained and autonomous.  If you don’t have that kind of self, then what is it that came from former life? What will attain anything?  They have that idea very strongly.  Aryadeva is saying that that is the very basis of the afflictions that you are trying to get rid of.  If you want to get rid of them, here is the way to do it. If you contemplate this way on emptiness, you should be happy that there is this way to completely get rid of them.  Instead, if you are thinking, this self is independent, self-existent, permanent, then you are reinforcing the root of the afflictions, making it stronger.

Andy (?): This is a general question because we come from a counseling background, we are studying counseling.  How would you recommend that Buddhism help people in need of counseling?  What can we use from Buddhist teachings to help people with their mental problems?

GYT: In Tibet, we never had anyone who had to be a psychiatrist or psychologist.  It seemed to be contained in the teachings themselves.  The best thing contained in the teachings are these teachings on emptiness, in terms of undermining these afflictive emotions.  In general, if that approach doesn’t work, there is a tremendous amount of advice.  What really helps is for people to just understand that this is the way things are, this is the way things are going to be.  It is the nature of cyclic existence.  Once you are born here, there will be conflict. You’re not going to get everything that you want…, that’s just the way it is here.  (And there is also) lots of practical advice about when people are arguing a lot, disputing, having a lot of conflict, there are different methods to cultivate in order to be patient and tolerant of others.  

It seems helpful when people think about things first, before they happen.  We have this idea of impermanence, that things are constantly going through a process of change.  If you have that idea right from the beginning, and something changes that you don’t like, then you don’t think, “Why is this happening to me?”  If you have a way of thinking about it, then people don’t get so upset.  In this country when people ask how old they are, they don’t want to say.  When they ask us, we say, “Oh I’m getting old and I am going to die soon”, and we are relaxed.  There are a lot of very practical approaches.  

Another one that is very helpful is that people, when they have some difficulty, think, “This is happening to me, this is awful.”  If they could just see from a wider perspective that there are many different people who have these problems, then they won’t get so upset.  There is very good advice in this book A Guide to the Bodhisattva’s Way of Life where the author says, for dealing with keeping your mind happy—If there is some way of changing the situation, why be unhappy? If there is no way of changing the situation, why be unhappy?  The idea is basically that, if you have a problem and there is a solution, then why are you unhappy?  If there is no solution, then why are you adding more unhappiness to your unhappiness, misery to your misery?

Karen: Clarification: If you think about things before they happen, and you don’t say, “Why is this happening to me?” then are you saying that I should have thought about this beforehand?  

Josh: One idea was impermanence.  That is the idea that if you are prepared for change and then change comes, then it won’t be upsetting to you.  The other is that if you have a broad perspective, that this is the way things are, the nature of things, then you are more accepting of the difficulties of life.  Life has these difficulties and that is the way life is here.

Karen: Going back to the subject of emptiness, I want to run by Geshe-la how I’m thinking of emptiness:  if we look at this computer, and we think that someone put it together, made the parts, if this were not done, we could not impute this.  If others did not do this, we couldn’t use it.  Thinking like this gives us a sense of community.... Is this the way to think about emptiness?

GYT:  There are two ways of thinking about dependent arising.  One is that things come into existence depending on various causes and conditions. Dependent on causes and conditions, the effect arises.  Another way is thinking that depending upon all different sorts of parts, like in the house there are the walls, roof, ceilings, windows, doors, and then the mind imputes to that –“house”.  The computer is like that, there are all these different parts, then we impute [“computer”].  When we think about emptiness in the context of the second way, there are all these different parts that come together, and then we are able to impute to that, “house”.  But the house seems to come from its own side.  It does not seem to come from all these parts, it seems to exist in its own right.  Emptiness is talking about the house lacking this kind of existence in its own right, that there is some kind of house there that exists separate from its parts.

Karen: So the example I gave was more in line with the first one, that people did this, and this, to make it happen?

GYT: We are talking about causes and conditions coming together, people making the metal and glass and the different parts, and then all those things come together, and then it is able to function as a computer.  And that’s a dependent arising.

Dedication

