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Transcript-partial edit
Geshe Yeshe Thabkhe teaching, Joshua Cutler, translating: 

Aryadeva’s Four Hundred Stanzas on the Middle Way, Ch. 12

Amy Miller transcribing
(This transcript corresponds to audio files #10-11 are on labsum.org on the Resources & Links page under Geshe Thabkhe: Aryadeva’s 400 Verses Ch.12 TBLC 2011.)

When we say the prayer, “I go for refuge until enlightenment to the Buddha, the teaching, and the spiritual community,” it has a certain meaning in the context of the chapter we are reading, which has to do with emptiness. Emptiness has a certain purpose. Or you can say reality or selflessness in the sense that there is not a certain kind of ....the self does not exist in a certain kind of way. When we are thinking about reality. These kinds of teachings are for those thinking of liberation. So when we take refuge we are thinking about this goal of liberation in mind and how the buddhas can help us. Liberation means a state where you are free of having to come into or be reborn into cyclic existence or samsara and then coming under the influence of what we call the mental afflictions, such as anger, hostility, ignorance, and attachment. And then liberation...in cyclic existence we have to do that again and again, so liberation is talking about being free of having to do that over and over again. 

So then we have three levels of practice of the Buddha’s teaching. The first level is for someone who is thinking that they don’t want to be reborn in the next lifetime into a difficult situation as an animal, or a hungry ghost—where you are constantly hungry. In order to avoid that situation, they meditate. This is called a person of the initial level, and that kind of person is seeking to practice the Buddha’s teaching to avoid that kind of consequence and they are thinking it would be nice to have a human life or a life as a god or goddess. So they are practicing to achieve that goal, and the Buddha taught certain things to achieve that—primarily, cultivating the 10 virtuous deeds and controlling the 10 non-virtuous deeds. These people at the first level of practice—at that level when we go for refuge we are thinking that the Buddha is the one who taught how to avoid the 10 non-virtues and how to take up the 10 virtues and in that way how to avoid harming others and how to help them. So, therefore, I am taking refuge in the Buddha, and the teachings he gave...and, according to these 10 virtuous deeds, doing what we can do to be helpful and doing what we can to abstain from the 10 non-virtuous deeds and thereby not to harm.

You have to think of this as the initial level, and this is the primary level that we have to concentrate on, and, therefore, if we engage in the practice...being especially conscientious about what we do. That means karma. We are trying to avoid harmful actions and do what we can to do helpful actions. This is specifically for, say, for instance, what we say—verbal actions. So we are avoiding lying, divisive speech, or saying something offensive to hurt someone, or just talking senselessly where we get involved in expressing our bias in speech. 

Physically, then, we have to be conscientious and aware of what we are doing. Primarily that means to avoid killing, stealing, and sexual misconduct—or adultery—and to do what we can to protect life and be generous, practice giving. And that is how we are conscientious physically.

Mentally, you can also have mental actions, so we are avoiding covetousness—[missed a word...think it was “greed”]—thinking of others’ things and possessing those. Malice, where you are having harmful thoughts. You are really being very aware of what you are thinking and avoiding those thoughts. And then you are trying to cultivate the opposite. For covetousness, you are thinking about not having any attachment to things. Instead of malice, you are thinking about how to be helpful to others. And the final one, wrong views, you are avoiding thinking that former and future lives don’t exist, or thinking that it doesn’t matter what I do. It doesn’t matter if I engage in the non-virtues and don’t cultivate any virtues. You are not thinking like that. So you are cultivating the opposite of that—believing in the effects of your acts and avoiding the 10 non-virtues and cultivating the 10 virtues. This is called the correct view. We have this expression, the “correct view” but it is the “correct worldly view” or “correct mundane view.”

Then, when you are practicing refuge at this initial level of practice—there is this injunction to practice refuge three times during the day and three times during the night. But it means to always be aware that Buddha is the one who taught this practice of avoiding non-virtue and cultivating virtue and then when you say, “I go for refuge to the teaching” you think about I am going to avoid non-virtue and cultivate virtue. Then, when you take refuge in the spiritual community, you are thinking these are people who are going to show me good examples of avoiding non-virtue and cultivating virtue. Gradually over time, with meditating, you get accustomed such that during your activities during the day you are always abstaining from non-virtue and becoming involved in virtue, and at that point you are confident you will not be reborn in a difficult life but will have a life as a human or a deity, but then you go, “This doesn’t sound so good, because I’ll be subject to all the same problems.” So then, you get interested in liberation and you are ready for the practices of a person of intermediate level, and that is where we are in this chapter.

You have to think of these three jewels—in the context of how they...well, usually when we think of the Buddha, the Buddha is the teacher of refuge. The Buddha teaches refuge. But in the same way, you can use the analogy of the physician. Sometimes “teacher” means someone who is showing us something. So the physician is prescribing a certain medication that we then  have to take. The teaching is thought of as the actual refuge, that is what is going to protect us. So we have to think of the teaching as like the medicine that will cure us. Then, the spiritual community, are like the nurses. They are the companions of refuge, they help us along with refuge. You can think of them as like nurses. But it is up to us, of course. The primary thing is the actual refuge that is going to protect you. You have to ingest the medicine by practicing the teachings. So then that is our obligation—to put the teachings into practice.

So then, there is a story that illustrates how we can practice according to adopting virtue and avoiding non-virtue, and it has to do with a Lama from early Tibet, the Kadampa sect—early Tibetan practitioners. Those days, houses weren’t as fancy as they are now. He was in his room and he had some paper that he could keep track of things on—usually we wouldn’t bother to do that. We’d just recite the prayer three times a day in the morning and at night, but he was keeping track of all the non-virtues or harmful actions he was doing. So then, he was keeping track of these harmful deeds and he didn’t have enough paper so he started writing on the wall, but after a while he wasn’t writing any more, so he became confident he had eliminated the non-virtues that were physical, mental, and verbal. He was confident that everything he did, his actions were constructive and helpful to others. So at that point he had completed this initial level. That’s a good example for us. It’s accessible to us and it’s very important for us to feel we could keep up this practice.
I just remembered something that Geshe-la said earlier—It’s not only that you’ll have happiness in a future life, you’ll also be happy in this life, making good connections with others. If you are avoiding the non-virtues and cultivating virtues, it makes a good relationships with others and so then you, naturally, will be happy yourself. So it isn’t just for the future.

At the next level of practice, the intermediate level, you are thinking that even if I get a life of a human being or better, it is never certain. I will always be plagued wondering will I be reborn in a miserable life. You are thinking a lot about how a human life isn’t really a great life. You are always subject to becoming ill, you don’t know when you will die. There are all sorts of problems that being a human has—especially, you are under control of something else and don’t have independence. So it would be better to achieve liberation, or actual independence.

During the practice at that initial level, when you are on that level, you are avoiding these various actions, but what is motivating them underneath are the misconception of self, and you are making distinctions between “them” and “us” and getting into having jealousy, and pride—these are called the afflictions. On the next level of practice, you are dealing directly with those. If you can overcome your misconception of self, and the other afflictions—attachment and so forth—then that’s what drives our actions and then actions are what are causing us to be reborn, so we can just eliminate the afflictions, then you’d be totally free of these afflictions.

Then, at that point, you are looking at “How do these afflictions arise? What are they coming out of?” And you start analyzing their source and you see that it is coming from attachment to our self as important. And you analyze and see how we misconceive the self. So at that point you begin to study what we call selflessness.

Then, when we practice refuge at this level, the Buddha is the teacher of the way to eliminate these afflictions and their root cause of the misconception of the self. Then, the teaching, when we go for refuge to the teaching, the Buddha is the one showing us the way to liberation and the teaching are what it is that eliminates the afflictions. So that is the teaching of selflessness. So it is the path or the teachings that eliminate the afflictions and the spiritual community are our companions on such a path. That is the practice of the path.

When we have reached to the final level. Do we call it that? How about the advanced level—anyway there are three, so it is the final level. We understand that at the level of being interested in liberation it is, relatively, self-interest. So rather than making a division into self-interest and other interest, we have the path of the bodhisattva, where we switch things completely and our focus is totally on others. In order to fulfill their interests, we have to achieve enlightenment and become buddhas, where we have eliminated all faults and adopted all good qualities and have become perfect. Then we have the ability to help others. So when we go for refuge, we do so in the context of achieving that kind of purpose. 

In order to understand when we are talking about selflessness or emptiness, we have to have some kind of idea of how we think about the self or “I.” We are usually constantly thinking about “me” or “I”—what makes me happy, etc.—what is this self we are preoccupied with? We have to examine that self and how does it appear to us. What do we think of that self? So then that self when we examine it, we think this is my body and if you sort of look at how we think of the self or this “I” we don’t think of ourselves as being somehow what we call a dependent arising, that we have come into existence in dependence on all these different factors—like our mind and body. We arise in dependence on that and all the elements around us and are constantly dependent on the elements of earth, water, fire, air. The self exists as a dependent arising, but we don’t think like that. That is not how we think of ourselves. If we look at it, we feel that even if we didn’t have this mind and body, we’d somehow exist on our own. We have some kind of self-existence. We think of ourselves as independent, is another way of thinking about it. So when we are talking about selflessness, it is good to have a good idea of what the word means...what kind of self is there no self of. It’s this independent self. The self doesn’t really exist the way we think exists. We think it exists in a certain way, but it doesn’t exist that way.

When we are thinking about selflessness in this chapter, we are thinking about how ...we are making up in our own minds how we exist in our own right. We have this idea of the self as existing on its own. But we are never automatically thinking about how we actually come into existence—our existence is a dependent one. It depends on all these factors of the body, the mind, the elements around us in the environment. And we think “self” within that context or dependence. Instead of that, we think, “I exist separate from all of that.” So when we are talking about selflessness, we are talking about that kind of self that exists in that way doesn’t exist. That kind of made-up self, or how we think about ourselves normally—that doesn’t exist.

Does everybody have their books? Can you crack out your books? So then, when you hear my explanation, and you hear “emptiness,” you can think over that it is the kind of emptiness we just talked about.

If you look on page 324, the outline there at the top where it says “3.  Eliminating arguments” in the title there. [We are on “b. Showing that others’ teachers are  not authentic.”]

So here, we are talking about—well, principally this is an Indian text, so [Aryadeva is writing in a context of other Indian schools of thought.] They have this strong belief in a self that is permanent and unitary. It just sort of exists on its own. [They feel that] if that kind of self didn’t exist, then how could you explain what came from the last life and goes to the next life? And they hold very tightly to a self that has these qualities of being permanent, independent, and unitary. Being unitary means it exists on its own; it has its own existence. Although they are interested...I mean, their purpose is to overcome the mental afflictions, but they don’t see that the root of them is this misconceived self. What they are seeing is that you couldn’t have anything if you didn’t have this self that exists on its own. So this is the context where we are talking about emptiness.

This verse, then, is explaining what the difference is between a true teacher and someone who is not a true teacher. In these non-Buddhist teachings, they have a strong belief in a permanent, unitary, independent self. They don’t see that the self is constantly changing from one moment to the next and  undergoing a constant process of transformation, so then they believe it is permanent. Then they believe it is unitary—existing on its own, totally separate from anything else. When you say “unitary,” it means it doesn’t have any parts. Then, “independent” the third quality means it doesn’t need to depend on anything else. According to the Buddhist way of thinking, the authentic teachers are the ones who say the self is constantly undergoing change, is dependent on many different causes and conditions and is therefore impermanent, and it is also not unitary. It is the aggregation of many things that come together and therefore has many parts and arises in dependence upon these parts. Also, it is a dependent arising in the sense that it is not independent but always comes into existence in dependence upon, in particular, designation by name and concept. It always has some kind of dependence. So the teacher who shows that is the authentic teacher. [page 242]:

281. Those who find it hard to see

This world are ignorant of others.

Those who follow them will be 

Misled for a very long time.

This means that those who can’t possibly—well they see the world as existing in a certain way. For instance, there is the idea that a creator god created all these things....[missed a phrase] unitary and independent. And then if they see the world in this way, then how can they then know how others are? They are ignorant of how others are. Those who follow them, then, will be misled. “Those who follow them” means those who follow teachers under this kind of ignorance will be misled for a very long time because 1) they have this innate misconception of self that they are not addressing at all and then 2) they are adding on top of that new misconceptions of the self. So they are under the influence of those 2 kinds of misconceptions for a very long time.  

Where it says, if we look in the commentary, it says “Non-Buddhist teachers who have difficulty in discerning even the way coarse cause and effect operate in relation to the physical environment and inhabitants of this world are ignorant regarding other subtle matters.” When it says “coarse cause and effect” it is talking about, for instance, having an idea of a creator and on top of that, the creator is permanent, so even ordinary cause and effect is hard for them to understand, and “subtle matters” means, so how can they understand things at a more subtle level? 

People who follow them will thus come under the influence of innate and intellectually formed attitudes which must be given up, and they will be misled for a very long time. Here, the idea of “innate attitudes” is talking about this misconception of self that comes up automatically and is considered innate. “Intellectually” means they acquire these from listening to these teachers who are ignorant of the subtle way things are. When it says that both the innate and intellectually formed attitudes “must be given up,” these are the things that must be eliminated to give up the afflictions. They don’t have any way to eliminate them so they will be misled for a long time. So they should give up following these false teachers and entrust themselves to the true ones. 

For the next verse—here, if you look on page 324, we are transitioning to a new topic, where it says “B. Difficulty of understanding the meaning of the fundamental mode of existence,” which means the meaning of reality or emptiness. So, the first part of this is “1. Why emptiness is feared.” And our next verse is under that, “a. Why some, although seeking liberation, follow the Forders.” 

Basically, we have this innate tendency to always think “I,” “I,” and to always misconceive the self. This is present in animals, as well. Everyone has this. So some teachers say this self exists and it is permanent and they sort of reify this self, and there are people who then follow those teachers in the hopes of overcoming their afflictions. Whereas, you have the Buddha teaching that this kind of self that we innately adhere to, that kind of a self doesn’t exist. So, these followers, when they hear that kind of teaching, the non-existence of that kind of self we have a gut feeling about—they don’t like it. They dislike it and choose not to follow such a teaching, so this verse is talking about that.

This verse is talking about....it is not in the Tibetan order, but anyway:

282. The unwise take no delight in letting 

Their mind follow a guide

Who has done that which is

Most difficult—attained nirvana.

We are talking about the Buddha here. This means that the Buddha underwent a lot of difficulties and hardships to understand selflessness and then make it possible to attain nirvana. “The unwise” means somebody who doesn’t have a sharp intelligence. We say they don’t have a good intelligence and so when they hear the idea of selflessness—that their innate self doesn’t exist, our conception of an innate self is a misconception—they don’t like it and are afraid. So the unwise “take no delight in letting their mind follow such a guide.”

Here, the commentary goes:

To be taken care of by a spiritual friend, which means teacher, and go to the city of Nirvana, having rid oneself of the stains of conceiving things as truly existent, is very difficult. “Conceiving things” means perceiving ourselves and everything around us as lacking an independent or self-existent self. Though one with great compassion who did what was difficult to do has come to guide them, which means the Buddha had the ability to do what was difficult and understand this lack of things as existing in the way we innately misconceive them to, unwise people—you can think that they don’t have the ability to analyze—take no delight in letting their minds follow this guide because they fear emptiness.

When we are talking about selflessness and how others are afraid, then the Buddha himself didn’t always teach emptiness to everyone. The Buddha has this ability to discern what is helpful to that particular disciple, so he would teach this idea of [cherishing others] or that others are more important than self and you have to change your orientation. Just to certain disciples he would give this teaching and to others he would give the Four Noble Truths, the cause and effect of karma, and you have to work for your own salvation, and so forth. But actually, in some cases, he would say that the self did exist and how you innately feel about the self—that’s correct—because of this fear of being told that it doesn’t exist at all. What happened is that then there came about these different tenet systems and disputes amongst the followers as to what he actually said.

The lower tenet systems—the Vaibhasika, Sautrantika, and Cittamatrin—all of them feel that persons and things exist in their own right, they have some kind of self-existence. It is only what we call the highest system, the Madhyamika, that teaches according to what the Buddha taught in these Prajnaparamita sutras—this idea of the non-existence of this mis-conceived self and also that you are changing your orientation from being totally occupied with self to being totally occupied with others. So not all people can receive those kinds of teachings. So, the disputes went so far as saying that those teachings are completely false! So the Buddha is not like us in the sense that he understands exactly how people think and teaches accordingly.

So now, it is a good time for questions.

Nancy: I have a question. I have a little trouble with that line of reasoning. If we say that Buddha taught things that are wrong because he knew that some would be afraid, then how do you know when he is doing that and when he is not? We are also supposed to approach the teachings like a gold smith testing gold. So, couldn’t you apply that reasoning to anything then?

Geshe-la: When the Buddha says, that if it makes one uncomfortable in general to say that everything doesn’t truly exist—then one should just keep to the teachings where the Buddha said that the self does exist in a certain sense. If you can apply reason, though, we can use our own ability to apply reason, there is a certain kind of reason called inference by the power of the fact, where you can reduce...I don’t know if the word is reduce—but you can bring that kind of a teaching down to our own direct experience so that we can then understand the teachings. Through using our own ability to reason, we can understand that the teachings on selflessness is correct. Whereas, if we use our own ability to reason, there is no way to establish that the self exists in its own right. There is no way to establish through inference that it exists. So we need to apply inference and reasoning and come to the conclusion that selflessness is a correct teaching.

If we examine how things come into existence, whatever phenomena we see around us, we can understand that it came into existence—whether it is a house, or whatever—it came into existence based upon many causes and conditions that all came together in a certain way and that’s what we understand as the house or that particular object. But there is nothing that has some kind of independent existence out there—self-instituting. There isn’t something that has this pointable, separate from everything else, existing on its own. So you really can’t point out “This is Joshua,” for instance. When you touch Joshua and say “Joshua,” that’s actually his arm. There isn’t anything that, on its own, is Joshua. So that is how we can use the reason of dependent arising—that things come into existence in dependence upon a huge mass of other factors.

Student:  I had a question about dependent arising. I heard it described in three different ways and I want to make sure that I understand it. Selflessness would be like when we try to make ourselves permanent, like what you were talking about....But there is this observing self ....would that fit the description? [Couldn’t quite capture the whole question. I think she is asking,  “Is the observing self the dependently arisen self?”]

Geshe-la: When we are talking about the self that is a dependent arising and you are thinking about calling it the observing self, that self that understand something or observes something as being a dependent arising, is a dependent arising itself in that you have the object, and some kind of physical sense power that is seeing it, and then you have a consciousness. All those different factors come together and then we say there is “a self observing,” but it itself is a dependent arising in that it depends on these other factors in order to come into existence in order to have an understanding of things as dependently arisen.

Our mind is dependent upon the body, it has to come into existence upon the body. If we somehow lose the connection with the body, like if you are under anesthesia in surgery, you have lost this connection to the body, so you don’t have this idea of a self understanding the body, so you have to have some kind of connection to the body.

Karen: First I wanted to say something about Nancy’s question. 

Joshua: Why don’t you just ask the question and let me know what it is because it is getting late.

Karen: Maybe when Buddha saw that people were afraid of emptiness, maybe he joined with them and calmed them down in their fear and that was the purpose of not explaining emptiness. Would Geshe-la explain divisive speech and senseless speech are?

Geshe-la: It means speech that is not helpful to others, basically. If you are talking from a viewpoint of bias or prejudice. Literally, Geshe-la is saying “talking from a viewpoint of bias”—you are strongly attached to one thing and hostile towards another, to express that to others is not helpful. So that is what he is talking about. 

Karen: Could he comment on the first point that he was joining with the follower who had fear so that they could then trust him more and then maybe follow him later.

Geshe-la: It’s not for that purpose, actually. The purpose of the Buddha teaching that the self does exist—that there is this self-existent self was because he saw that if he said that that kind of self doesn’t exist, they would fall into a nihilistic view—that nothing exists. Then, they wouldn’t keep ethical discipline, or believe in former and future lives. So he would wait for them to give it more thought, and once they had, he could say to them that such a self doesn’t exist. He taught both these views, and then in some circumstances when people would ask, he would be quiet. Some non-Buddhists then say that this is proof that he didn’t know! But he saw that if he answered one way they wouldn’t understand, and if he said the other way, it would harden their views. So he just kept quiet.

Dedication
