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Aryadeva’s 400 Verses, Ch12 Introduction
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(This class’s audio files #1-2 are on labsum.org and available for download on Resources & Links page)

GYT: To begin with, we have a verse from Shantideva’s Engaging in the Bodhisattva Deeds:  

This human life of leisure and opportunity is difficult to obtain.  With it we can achieve all the aims of beings, whatever we want.  If I don’t make use of it in this lifetime, how will I get it again?

To understand the meaning of a human life of leisure and opportunity, when we think of this human life it is difficult to think of how we have leisure, but if you compare to a life of an animal for instance, animals do not have intelligence to self reflect and think about the teachings.  Similar to that, there are other types of beings called hungry ghosts and hell beings, they have the same situation.  When you then look at the higher rebirths, as a god or goddess for instance, they also do not have the ability to analyze and investigate, their intelligence is not like that as well.  Human beings have this ability  with their intelligence. If we as human beings take the time to apply ourselves, then we have this quality of leisure.


As human beings, we have this leisure to be able to apply ourselves with intelligence.  But also we have opportunity.  This means that we are not in a situation...our minds are clear enough that we…these are opportunities that pertain to our own person.  Those are that we have this ability to, we’re not inclined to doing too much wrongdoing, we have mental faculties to be able to distinguish the right and wrong thing to do, to be able to cultivate ethics and self-discipline.  In terms of opportunity that pertains to/is dependent upon others, there are places where Buddhas have not visited.  A Buddha has never come to some places for many eons.  But fortunately a Buddha has visited our world and has taught the teachings, and the teachings still exist, and there are people who still follow the teachings and people have assembled all the resources we need to practice the teachings, and so we have the opportunity to practice the teachings.


The next line is saying that it is difficult to obtain this human life.  The way we can understand the difficulty of obtaining a human life is by looking at the causes. Then the effect is difficult to obtain.  If we have a human life then we have this ability to not be very harmful.  A human life comes about based upon avoiding being harmful, abstaining from being harmful to others.  And then if you have all the resources that you need, a human life has a lot of resources, that comes about through generosity.  Then we’re not very frightful to look at, like a scorpion.  That comes about through the practice of patience.  Then we have this intelligence.  On top of those causes, you have to have some kind of previous aspirations, aspiring to be helpful to others, thinking in a helpful way.  If you have all those causes assembled, you can obtain a hum life.  It is difficult for us to do virtuous deeds, difficult to do that because the example that Shantideva says, it’s like lightening striking in the middle of a dark night.  For the most part the night is dark, every once in awhile you see lightening.  With the ripening of a predisposing latency, then we’re able to suddenly be able to do something helpful to others, to be loving or kind or compassionate.  For the most part we don’t get the opportunity to do these helpful/constructive things to others.


The verse also mentioned that we are able to achieve the aims or goals of living beings, human goals.  This is referring to how/well, as humans we can make ourselves very comfortable in this lifetime, assemble food, place to stay, friends.  That is not what is being talked about.  The more important goal of assembling something for your next lifetime, to achieve a fortunate rebirth in next lifetime.  Avoiding harmful, assembling helpful.  Our life in this world/we are born into this world under the control of our former actions/karma, also due to our afflictions.  Afflictions are such things as ignorance, misconception of who we are but it is also attachment, hatred, hostility, jealousy, pride, all of these.  We are brought into this life under the control of all of these, under the power of actions and afflictions.  With this human life we have the ability to free ourselves of having to be reborn again and again under those conditions.  We call that liberation.  Not just liberation, we can also get rid of all of our defects/faults/problems and attain all good qualities and reach a state of perfections and omniscience .  We call that Buddhahood.  We have those three kinds of goals we can achieve.  If you don’t make good use of this life now, then how are you going to be able to get it again in next lifetime? You have to pursue those kinds of goals in this lifetime when you have the chance, and then you might get this kind of life again in the future.


How can you achieve these three goals in short?  To achieve this goal of a good rebirth in next lifetime, it is from abstaining from any kind of harm.  Non-violence.  To do whatever you can to be helpful.  That is how to achieve the goal of a good rebirth.  


If we think about how uncomfortable we are when someone is giving us problems and difficulties, well everybody is like that.  Even the smallest insect.  If we take that to heart and try to abstain from harm to anyone, then you get this ultimate benefit of a good rebirth but also in this lifetime you will be happier.  Being competitive, jealous, anger, harm to others, adultery, then we are not very happy.  If you abandon those in this lifetime, then you will be happier in this lifetime.


The next goal that we are talking about, to achieve that…we had this, we can get very attached to things like something we really want and we get it and then we don’t want to lose it, you can get very attached.  Then also…at birth actually we feel we are very important and a very special person, we think a lot about ourselves, this comes naturally.  We divide our world into the things and people we associate with self, and those we associate with others, not part of your group.  We have great attachment and want to provide for those things we associate with ourselves and then we don’t even care if we harm  things we associate with others.  We call this attachment and hostility.  If you it is possible to primarily…there is a Buddhist philosophy…there is a view called emptiness, not cultivated for that first goal of better rebirth but for goal of reducing attachment and hostility and separate ourselves from all the afflictions that arise from that, and getting liberated from that situation where we are totally under the control of karma and afflictions.  Emptiness is what you cultivate in order to get free of the situation where you have to be born and die over and over again under the power of our former actions and afflictions.


It is through attachment that… we get attached to something and really crave it and get it, no matter how wonderful and marvelous it might be, it will eventually change.  The whole situation is going to dissolve, whether it is a thing or a situation.  The final state is disintegration.  It is better right from the beginning to not have been so attached to it or so hostile to others.  Reducing our attachment and hostility, in this lifetime we will be happier.  Not even just the goal of liberation from death and rebirth but also happier in this lifetime.


If we think about that third goal of attaining perfection, it is really the third aim or goal, it is really where you/we see that all our problems are coming from thinking so much/being preoccupied with ourselves.  How can I be happy, what can I do to improve my situation, thinking of ourselves as so important.  So instead of thinking of ourselves, cultivating attachment and hostility and so forth, you change the orientation so that you are only thinking about others.  What makes them happy? What do they need?  This is the practice of the bodhisattvas.  This third type of person who is practicing is called the person of great capacity (others are medium and small).  They are only thinking about how to be helpful to others, and bringing their compassion and wisdom to perfection so that they eliminate all faults and achieve good qualities for the sake of others.  Ultimately they will achieve state of perfection.  But even in this lifetime, if you are not worrying all the time about yourself, if you are only thinking about others and what their needs are, then you will be happy yourself because you are not concerned about yourself.  You will be a lot happier.


If you have this practice of thinking only of others, you are able to change your orientation so that you are not concerned with yourself and whatever you associated with self, and are preoccupied with others, then you have this attitude of the bodhisattvas.  This is not always the easiest thing to do.  Instead of that, you can aim for balancing your view of your own, self and other.  Have this balanced idea where you are impartial.  Really talking about impartiality.  Whether for self or others, you have this impartial view.  You can work at that.  If that is difficult to achieve, and you are more oriented to pursuing your own interests, then pursue your own interest without harming others.  This is mental training.  You can either train in abandoning harm toward others, or in impartiality, or concern for others.  It is a kind of graduated development of the mind, a maturation of the mind.  The mind matures in that way: not harming, then impartiality, then being totally concerned for others.


We are about to look at Aryadeva’s 400 Verses on the Middle Way.  The top we are looking at is called selflessness.  Selflessness means the lack of a certain kind of self.  In this context it is a certain kind of self that does not exist.  There is a way that the self exists that couldn’t possibly exist.  The word is selflessness.  From the beginning we have this idea of “me”, “I” , “I am”, and we are all interested in /have so much self interest.  Total preoccupation with self.  This kind of self, in that kind of context, the self appears to us to exist in a certain way.  Appears to exist in its own right.  As if we shed our mind and body there would still be this self.  We have this idea that the self appears to us exists in that way.  We are not saying it completely doesn’t exist.  We are saying there is this way we think about self and it appears to us, we seem to be an independent and self-existent person.  That’s how we conceive of ourselves.  We become very attached to that self.  We get involved with harming others to provide for that self.  In fact that does not exist at all.  An independent self cannot exist.  A self that exists in its own  right cannot exist.  We do have a kind of self that exists in a dependent way, depending on many things coming together in a certain way, we design as the self, that does exist.  This independent self…cannot exist.   If we can relax that view of ourselves, we hold on so tightly to that view of self existence and independence, if we can somehow loosen that view, we become more open and relaxed.  The analogy is of a person who is on a steep incline, not a cliff, where you’re rolling down and so you think I’ll hurt my arms and legs, and you get rolled into a ball, that causes more problems.   If you relax and let go with your arms and legs, you come to a stop pretty quickly.  That’s the idea in cultivating this view of selflessness.


It’s like, an example: it’s like riding on a horse/yak, and the saddle is slipping and you are trying to hold on to everything and your feet are out of stirrups, everything flying all over. If you figure out a way to let go, then the situation will calm down.  That’s the idea.

Chapter 12, p 239.  Refuting Wrong Views


It is helpful to look at the outline, on page 323.  Basically what is being addressed here is:  if selflessness and emptiness are so helpful, why did Buddha only have 5 disciples?  The majority of people were interested in Hinduism, there were a lot of religious systems, non-Buddhist, then why is it there were so many of those and not many followers of Buddha?  

First section (A): Difficulty of finding a listener with the necessary prerequisite qualities.    The first verse: the qualities of listener or follower.

Even though you have explained selflessness very clearly and extensively (addressed to Aryadeva), and the Tathagata fully understood and gave instruction on it, why do most people not follow this teaching? (239)


The quick answer is that the listener/student has to have certain prerequisite qualities.  What are the qualities that one would need?  This verse answers that.

The first 2 lines: 276  An unprejudiced, intelligent and interested Listener is called a vessel.   A vessel means someone who is a receiver of the teachings of the Buddha.  These are the three qualities they need to have.


This first quality of non-prejudice is very important.  What it means is that we are partisan, another way of saying is non-partisan.  For Buddhists, we say “I’m a Buddhist and this is the correct way and everyone else is incorrect.” You have decided that right from the beginning.  When you say unprejudiced or nonpartisan, you are able to stay there and not be biased .  (It is an) unbiased way of looking at whatever they are saying in an unbiased way.  Applying intelligence in an unbiased way.  Open-minded is another word you could use.  What happens is that if you have partisan view then you are under influence of attachment or hostility and you are already… if you think of a vessel, it is like trying to pour something into a contaminated vessel, since we already have this hostility and attachment, we think, “Oh they can’t be right.”  In that way you won’t be able to make a distinction bet what is right and wrong.  (You) have to keep mind open to use intelligence well.


If we look at the commentary on these two lines, it starts with “One should be unprejudiced, without attachment to one’s own position or aversion to others’ positions.”   Aversion means where you throw them behind you, cast them away.  Heart of the Middle Way:  “One will never know peace While prejudice afflicts the mind.”  Peace is talking about selflessness.  One will never be able to understand selflessness if you have a partisan view.  How is that so?  “If one is not unprejudiced, one will fail to understand a good explanation because of thinking it is someone else’s.”  Even if someone gives you a very good teaching and you cast it away because it doesn’t sound very Buddhist to me, you never get to look at what is there.  You have to keep your mind in an unbiased way and look at what is right in front of you and ask, What is this?, What is that?, and use your intelligence.  


The Buddha stated this in his teachings: Monks and scholars should Analyze my words well as one would analyze gold Through melting, refining and polishing, And adopt them only then—Not for the sake of showing me respect.”  (The Jewelled Staircase, p. 69).  Take my teachings and subject them to your own analysis, own perceptions, apply reasons, and see if it is correct or not.  The meaning behind this is that you are not going to be able to understand anything by just accepting what someone else said.  (You) need to use your analysis to figure out what is being said.  Don’t do this just out of faith or respect to me, just accepting my words.  (It is) just like the process of analyzing gold.


What is the meaning behind this? “don’t accept what I say out of respect for me”.  There is this one teaching, one of the four reliances: don’t rely on the person, rely on the teachings.  He is teaching against this idea of, to accept what the Buddha is saying because he is a valuable teacher and everyone looks up to him and so he must be correct, and so I accept it.  If someone else is saying something and says, “ no he’s not important”, you need to take whatever anyone is saying and apply your intelligence.  Instead of comparing people in terms of relative fame or renown, you look at what they are saying and use your own intelligence to evaluate what they are saying.  That’s why it says don’t rely on the teacher, look at what is being said.


This is actually not just for religion, it is very practical advice.  If you are meeting someone in government, and you have to decide: this person is saying this and that person is saying that, you have to come to your own decision as to who is telling truth.  If you say: I like him and so he must be right, and you are not listening to the other person then you can easily be deceived.  Even though you like them, you could be deceived by what they are saying. In order to not be deceived, you need to have a nonbiased way to approach them and then analyze what each side is saying.


This is what is happening to us under the Chinese in Tibet.  They stop any other views except what they are saying.  If you give another perspective, then people will use their own intelligence and then we will be in trouble.  So we just give them one perspective.


This next one: the vessel is with a hole in the bottom.  If you don’t have intelligence, it’s like that.  Even with an unbiased view, if they don’t have intelligence to distinguish right view from wrong view.  One must have the intelligence to distinguish between good and bad explanations, otherwise one may reject correct explanations and adopt incorrect ones.    Very much like a vessel with a hole in the bottom.  Won’t get any benefit.


You have to have a keen interest in good explanation.  The next quality is interest.  A keen interest in good explanations is needed, for without that one will make no effort and simply be like the lifeless picture of a human being.   The idea here is that you have to want to know and listen with that kind of keen interest, otherwise it is like the story about one of my teachers.  When he was teaching to a group of students, he was always happy if you asked questions, if there was some kind of response.  He would ask, What’s wrong with everyone here, are you made of clay?  If you sit with no response… if there is some kind of response, the teacher knows how you are thinking and can respond to that, and then there is a way to open up some kind of understanding.


Those are the three.  In the commentary it adds a couple more.  One should appreciate and be attentive to the teaching and the teacher.   To appreciate is to listen respectfully.  To be attentive is to focus your attention on what the teacher is saying.  


These five qualities are what a person who listens to teachings needs to have.  Otherwise (you) won’t be able to distinguish what is the actual truth in any situation  (You) need these three or five qualities.


In the next two lines:  Neither the teacher’s nor the student’s Good qualities will be taken as faults.  If you have those three qualities, Someone with all these attributes will recognize the teacher’s good qualities and also fully understand the clarity and orderliness of teachings,  Orderliness means that there is no confusion between what is said in beginning and later on.  Can distinguish there is consistency to what is taught.  as well as the good intention of the other listeners.…how the other listeners will be able to understand through their mannerisms, will be able to understand the good intentions of your fellow students.  The teacher’s lack of self interest and the like will not be seen as faults and other than as they are, but only as virtues.  You see the reality of the situation, and you won’t be misconstruing anything.  Nor will the misconceptions of listeners be construed as faults.  (You) won’t make that kind of confusion.


The beginning of the next verse: Although the teacher may be perfect, if the listeners lack the prerequisite qualities, they will not recognize their own faults but will consider faults as virtues and virtues as faults.  This is the disadvantage of not having those, the problems that come from not having the three prerequisite qualities.  (You) can’t recognize you own faults as faults, virtues as virtues, and you get them all confused.

Questions?

Kathy: (As to ) the three faults of the vessel: would the fault of not being interested in the teaching be like a covered vessel?

GYT: The first one, where you had the defiled vessel, polluted vessel,  if you are not unprejudiced or are biased, it’s like if you put food in a dirty vessel it is not helpful.  If you are teaching someone with a lot of attachment or hostility, there is no benefit, as you can’t hear what the teacher is saying.  If lacking intelligence, you can’t grasp it and it slips right through like pouring water in a vessel with a hole.  If you don’t have any interest, it’s like the vessel is turned upside down and everything rolls right off.

Karen: Could Geshe-la clarify what is birth in Buddhism?  You want to stop the cycle of birth and death.  How is birth explained?  

GYT: In the context of liberation, when we are talking about overcoming birth, we are talking about a special kind of birth.  We have a misconception of self, and we get involved in hostility and attachment, accumulating virtuous and non-virtuous karma based on our actions which are based on the motivation of the afflictions. Then we are born under the power and influence of those conditions, we are born in a life, live our life and die, over and over again, always under these influences: former actions and afflictions.  When we talk about stopping birth, we are talking about overcoming our attachment and hostility and misconception of self such that we completely stop any kind of craving .  At that point you don’t take rebirth by the influence of these conditions and it’s not like you cease being a person or a being.  You can still take rebirth wherever, according to your wish.  At that point you have a different kind of body, a mental body, and you are never under the control of something else.  You have independence.  You can take rebirth wherever you want.  


There is a difference between the two particular ways of understanding the Buddha’s teachings: Hinayana and Mahayana.  Hinayana: when you attain liberation, you stop these coarse mental and physical manifestations and you are completely in a state of /sphere of reality.  It is said to be like a flame going out.  That kind of a life, goes out.  In the Mahayana viewpoint you still have a body and mind, you are just not under the influence of the conditionality of karma and afflictions. Instead of saying you don’t have feeling and discrimination and mental factors and so forth, they say in the Mahayana you still have those, they are just not under the influence of your former actions and afflictions.  You have a mind, a body and you have to use that to cultivate compassion, method and wisdom and you bring those two qualities to perfection to become a Buddha.

Cindy: I recite dong shak every day.  When I fail to recite this, I feel more irritated.  Is that normal for a new student?  Am I using my prayers as a band-aid?  (35 confession Buddhas). If I don’t complete that in my morning practice, the irritations come forth more.

GYT: It is possible to think like that.  It is ok to miss every once in awhile.  Because in the morning, and it’s possible that you would have these feelings like you’d get more irritated and so forth because the process of this kind of confession is to say, what I did before was wrong and I am not going to do it again.  As you create that kind of attitude, it helps you get through the day, to avoid repeating harmful actions (done) in the past.  So it is possible that you get more irritated during day.  Instead of waiting for the next opportunity to recite confession, it is better to recognize that this is not good and you are creating more negative karma that you didn’t want,  and say to yourself, I have to control myself and avoid these actions and apply it right there through recognizing these actions.  

Nancy:  In the introduction to class, you taught that when we think of others in this life instead of thinking of ourselves, it leads to happiness in this life.  Sometimes when I think about others, their suffering and difficulties, I feel more unhappy in this life.  Could you explain this?

GYT: So basically you have to know how to think about others and their troubles.  If you approach with an attitude of compassion, then thinking about others won’t make you unhappy.  When you worry about others is where it makes you unhappy.  Correct yourself…worrying doesn’t seem to be helpful to me, and it is not helpful to them.  It is better to think, “How nice, how great if I could relieve them of their difficulty” or “if there is something I can do I’ll just do that.”  Put it in a positive way to think about it in a way where you are relieving their difficulties.  “How nice it would be if I could helpful, may I help them, I will go and do something to help them to relieve their suffering.”  So it is helpful to keep in mind a couple of verses of advice, like from Shantideva.  He said, “If you can do something about it to change or amend the situation, why be unhappy about it?  If you can’t change or help the situation, then how is it helpful to be unhappy about it? “ If you then think about how, there’s something I can do then I’ll go do it.  If you can’t do anything, then think, how good it would be if I could do something helpful to them.  May I do something helpful.  Basically we have a responsibility not to let ourselves or our minds be worried or unhappy.  There is a saying, keep your mind pure, don’t let your mind get disturbed by things.  So then, keep it in an undisturbed way.  You have to counteract when you are feeling worried, use Shantideva’s words and bring those to mind and do what you can to keep your mind from being disturbed.

