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TBLC, Sunday, July 3, 2011





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

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

Amy Miller transcribing
(This class’s audio files #1-2 are on labsum.org on the Resources & Links page under Geshe Thabkhe: Aryadeva’s 400 Verses Ch.12 TBLC 2011.)

To start with we have a stanza from Candrakirti’s Treatise on the Middle Way, A Supplement to Nagarjuna’s Treatise on the Middle Way:

Now I have independence and favorable conditions.

If I do not take full advantage of them this time, 

I will plunge into the abyss and fall under the power of others.

Who will lift me out?
When we have this human life of leisure and opportunity, “independence” means we have the capacity to  use our life in such a way as to attain a life as a human being or deity. We have a means to use our life in a constructive way. We have all the conditions assembled in order to do that. If we don’t take full advantage of this, and we don’t avoid all the causes for being reborn into a miserable realm—an unfavorable rebirth—then that’s what it means by “plunging into the abyss”: being reborn into an unfavorable rebirth. We’ll be under the power of others and who will lift us out at that time?

If we then, with this life,...if we’ve done something harmful to others and regret it and do whatever we can to be helpful...so we then follow avoiding or abstaining from the 10 non-virtuous deeds, then we can assemble the causes for avoiding rebirth into miserable realms and ensure we are using this life to be reborn as either a human or a deity.

If we use our life constantly for increasing our determination to avoid harming others and in that way avoid being reborn in miserable realms, then we will be reborn either as a human or deity. But then, if we start thinking, “How is that going to be any better really than what I already have?” There is no certainty that once you are reborn as a human or deity...you still have to undergo the suffering of birth, aging, sickness, and death and there is no certainty that at the next lifetime you won’t be reborn in the miserable realms. So if you have to be reborn again and again, that isn’t an attractive proposition at all. So then you start to develop some kind of....start to become intent on liberation. “Liberation” means that you see that taking life after life again and again,...because you are under the power of the afflictions and former karma, you become determined to free yourself from the bonds of karma and the afflictions and attain liberation. 

What is it that is causing us to be reborn into cyclic existence? Then, if you investigate you see this conception of self. Basically, it’s the three afflictions of ignorance, hostility, and attachment. These three come about, and at the basis of this is ignorance and ignorance causes us to get involved....once we get involved in this misconception of a self that doesn’t exist—we call it the conception of self—once you have it then based on that we have attachment to our self and those who are associated with us and have hostility for those who are other and who are not associated with ourselves. Then based on these two—hostility and attachment—we get ourselves into a lot of problems. The effects of causes that bring about harm to others is that we have a bad rebirth; whereas, if (still under the influence of ignorance), we collect causes [of a good rebirth, then we will go to a good rebirth.] But we are still within cyclic existence, so we determine to overcome these 3 poisons—the conception of self, hostility, and attachment—and reduce them to the best of our ability and overcome them. Through doing that, we can attain liberation from cyclic existence. 

The basis for us to attain this liberation is through reducing, however we can, these three—ignorance, hostility and attachment. To reduce this conception of self, then, we have to rely on selflessness, developing selflessness. So when we study and reflect on teachings such as we are receiving here on Aryadeva’s 400, what we are doing is developing a sense of understanding of selflessness, this will go as a cause for us to attain liberation. In the same way, when we get involved in reducing the afflictions... [missed a sentence] then we are accumulating the causes for our eventual liberation from cyclic existence.

Then, if we think, “It’s not only myself under the power of this threesome of ignorance, hostility, and attachment, also all living beings who have been or are my parents—they are also under the power of this threesome.” So, then you think, “It’s not just to think about myself, I have to think about them and whatever I can do to help them be free of these three ills.” So you think, “Well, I can attain the elimination of any defects and the attainment of all good qualities—which means to attain buddhahood. If I attain buddhahood, I’d [be able to help others.]” So you use your life to increase in whatever way you can your thought of others—you are changing your perspective—and what you can do to help others. And whenever you are reducing your faults and getting rid of your faults and acquiring any good qualities—whatever you do in that regard goes as a cause for you to attain buddhahood. 

Then, whenever you are thinking of others, “May all beings be free of suffering and its causes and have happiness and its causes, may they attain impartiality.” Whenever you are concentrating on others and thinking how to be helpful to others, then it goes as a way of developing this altruistic spirit of enlightenment, which will eventually bring about the effect of becoming a buddha. 

Our practice of refuge comes from thinking about the Buddha, the one who eliminated all faults and attained all good qualities and is the teacher who revealed these three different categories—to attain a better rebirth, to attain liberation, and to attain buddhahood. So I take refuge in the Buddha and also the teachings (these three types he taught) and I take refuge in the spiritual community, the fellow practitioners of these three different types of teachings. So that is our practice of refuge.

We also think, “I’m going to listen to these teachings in order to attain buddhahood for the sake of all living beings” and set our motivation in that way, just as we have said this prayer and are all set to listen to these teachings.

The other day we were reading Aryadeva’s 400 and we reached the second stanza. We are on the 12th chapter, 2nd verse, on page 240.

Previously, the first verse describes a quality—a person must be free of any kind of bias, must listen to the teachings with an open mind that discriminates what is an appropriate teaching, instead of having a biased view thinking, “O that’s for someone else, not me.” You cannot be partisan from the beginning, right from the start...In the same way, you have to have intelligence to determine good and bad explanations. Also, you need a keen interest. 

Here in the second verse, it’s describing what are the disadvantages if you don’t have such intelligence.

The most important thing is to have a viewpoint where you can listen in an unbiased way, where you are taking the teaching, whatever it might be, and approaching it in an unbiased, impartial way and determining whether it is a good teaching or not.  You are able to discern with that kind of an open mind whether it is a good or bad teaching. If you have a partisan mind right from the beginning, you will just say “O that’s not for me” and won’t be able to determine what is a qualified teaching, what is a good teaching.

If we see on p. 240:

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.

So  here, the person has to have these three qualities mentioned of being unprejudiced, intelligent, and interested. If they don’t have these, there’s a problem that they’ll think, “Oh, I’m not understanding this” and then they’ll think the teacher has some kind of problem. They see faults in the teacher. So then you fall into the problem of seeing virtues as faults and faults as virtues. You are unable to distinguish what the teacher is teaching.

[Geshe-la goes on to explain the following verse:]

277. He explained existence and its causes,

The means to peace and peace itself.

What people do not understand

Is seen as the Subduer’s [fault].
The first two lines of verse 277 explain the four noble truths. The word used for the first noble truth is “existence.” This is where you are having a life under the power and control of karma and the afflictions. Karma means actions, defiled with the afflictions. So here, “existence” means that once you have karma, once you are under the control of karma and the afflictions, you are going to exist. Also, another way to think of existence—it’s talking about cyclic existence, “khorwa” in Tibetan or samsara—it means you are constantly cycling through birth and death into one of the six types of beings. As for “causes” it means former karma, actions that are under the influence of the afflictions, motivated by the afflictions. These are the causes. This is the truth of suffering and its causes are the origins of suffering. 

As for the “means to peace”—[it refers to the path.] (missed a phrase in there) Karma and the afflictions cause us to be reborn in cyclic existence, but it is talking primarily about meditating on selflessness. Through obtaining the view of selflessness we can work on eliminating these causes of suffering, of existence. “Peace itself” is the attainment of true cessation, the complete elimination of the causes of suffering (karma and the afflictions.) So here you have the 4 noble truths: true suffering, true origins of suffering, the path to the cessation of suffering, and cessation of suffering itself. 

We are saying that the suffering of cyclic existence has its causes and these causes...when we overcome them, we can attain what we call liberation.

It’s important to understand the distinction between cyclic existence and the one who is traveling in cyclic existence. In Tibetan it’s a bit easier,....but when we say “samsara” or “cyclic existence” what do we mean? As a human being we mean this human mind and body—the five aggregates of the mind and body. That’s is what is called a human cyclic existence. So then it means all the experiences of a human being—our thinking as a human being, our feelings as a human being. It’s talking about the aggregates: form (i.e., just having a body), but also the mind—our feelings, different ways of thinking, etc. That’s our cyclic existence. Then, the person who travels to NY and looks at things...(missed the place names)...that is called the “traveler in cyclic existence,” or “the agent of cyclic existence,” maybe. It sounds nicer in the Tibetan. The “one who is passing through cyclic existence.” But that’s the person, which is different. For an animal it would be a bit different—they’d have different body, different feelings and ways of thinking. Their cyclic existence is referring to their body and mind. That is their cyclic existence. In this case, you can refer to animals as persons. We are using a word that can be used with different types of beings. The “person” then would be the given animal going through all these experiences, through the medium of this body and mind—and all the feelings and thought s that they have.

When we say that this kind of existence, cyclic existence, having this cyclic existence is “miserable” or has the nature of suffering, brings about suffering. What are we meaning when we say that? We mean that we have birth—let’s say as a human—we have birth, sickness, aging, and death. All beings are subject to these. Our bodies experience various levels of discomfort and suffering. Also our minds, in terms of our discriminations and other mental processes—our feelings—all of these are involved. “Oh I need this.” Different kinds of considerations we are going through constantly. All of these are in the nature of suffering. If we think what is bringing all this about, we never have our own independence in this situation. Everyone has an understanding that if you are independent you are happy. If you are not independent you aren’t happy. But we are always under the power of our afflictions and former karma. We don’t have any independence, we are always under the influence and control of something else. 

It’s explaining, that is what it means by cyclic existence and then by “causes,” it’s talking about these three causes of:  confusion, if you want to use a different word [than ignorance], hostility and attachment. These three motivate actions and these three and our former actions are the causes for us to experience things. We are always under the control of these afflictions and the actions motivated by them and so that is what it means by these are the “causes” of suffering.

We have confusion or ignorance, we have this conception of self and get attached to our self and our own happiness. We get involved in attachment, where you are thinking that is the way to find happiness for ourselves and when we see anything that is preventing our happiness, we get hostile. We are protecting against anything that is going to harm our happiness. We think that providing for our own happiness and protecting...[missed the end of the sentence..but presumably something like: protecting against unwanted suffering is what will bring us happiness]

But it’s like what Shantideva has said: everybody wants to be free of suffering, but you are going right after the causes of suffering, pursuing that what brings our suffering. And we want happiness, but [are going after suffering instead] because we have this confusion as the basis for going toward these two afflictions as a way of pursuing happiness and avoiding suffering.

So then what is it that counteracts this process we are talking about of confusion and attachment and hostility? How do we not act on those? It starts out ..you avoid harming others. Instead of dividing everyone into this partial group, where you are under the influence of hostility and attachment which causes this bias into those associated with self and hostility to those not associated with self and you are trying to develop an equanimity. ...Then, finally, once you have developed that, the final way to counteract the problem of the bias of attachment and hostility is then to switch, where you are changing your whole perspective, where you are focused on others instead of yourself.

When we talk about the means or the cultivation of the path, it is referring to how to ...well, there’s the four different ways of ...well, basically you are thinking of selflessness, the way of overcoming thinking of oneself as so important and being so involved in your own self-interests. The way of counteracting that is thinking about your own lack of independent or inherent existence. Then, to cultivate the view of suffering, that it brings about suffering. When we think about the self, usually we have some kind of pride, but contemplating the suffering nature of existence is a way to counteract this, to counteract this concept of self. When you have that concept of self, the self tends to harden into a permanent, static self, so you contemplate impermanence from there. So contemplating the path would have these four attributes of: suffering, selflessness, impermanence, and emptiness.

Here, if we look at the commentary on page 240, then, in particular if we read the commentary on the first two verses it says:

The Subduer taught about worldly existence in the form of the five contaminated and suffering aggregates...

“Contaminated” means that they are created in particular by the afflictions. So then that’s existence. It means true sufferings. Then, with true sources, that is the cause of cyclic existence or worldly existence. And here “true sources” means afflictions and former actions (karma). Then He taught about true paths, about what it is that overcomes these affliction, which are the means to peace, such as the eightfold path of the Exalted, and also about peace, liberation and nirvana. “Peace” here is liberation from the afflictions and karma and “nirvana” means to go beyond sorrow, which is how the Tibetans put it. The causes of suffering means the afflictions, so completely eliminating the afflictions is what it means to attain nirvana. He taught the four noble truths for those who seek liberation,... This means he taught true sufferings, true sources, true paths, true cessations.

Although we have the four noble truths, if you don’t have the three qualities of the listener we were describing, you might think buddha didn’t teach those very well, and then what is seen as [mistaken] is seen as the Subduer’s fault. That is what is meant by the second two lines.

Then, just to finish the verse here, with the next two lines of the commentary, it says:

...but ordinary people who make no effort to hear, think and meditate are unaware that they do not possess all the qualities of a suitable vessel.

They don’t have an understanding of what they are and  haven’t brought this into their consciousness and haven’t made any effort to study, think, and meditate. 

Whatever they fail to understand, they see as the Subduer’s fault, saying he did not explain it in sufficient detail.

The don’t understand, but then they attribute it to the buddha so then they say, “he did not explain it in sufficient detail.” It goes on to say:

However, merely that does not mean the Teacher is to blame. 

It doesn’t mean the Buddha is to blame!

A blind person’s inability to see is not the sun’s fault.

It’s the problem of the person’s own lack of sight. That brings an end to that verse. So this is a good time to ask some questions.

Fred: When Geshe-la was talking about cyclic existence and the traveler, I couldn’t quite get the distinction between the two. Doesn’t cyclic existence have to have travelers to be cyclic existence? 

Joshua: Right. It’s easier in the Tibetan. So that’s the translator’s fault!

Geshe Yeshe Thabke: The khorwapa is the agent. So if you take a human existence, a human’s 5 aggregates, their aggregates—that is considered cyclic existence. Their 5 aggregates are cyclic existence. The person who has those five is the khorwapa, which I was calling the “traveler” but maybe we could say “agent of cyclic existence.” Geshe-la was saying you can have the cyclic existence of an animal, of a hungry ghost. 

It’s the being. It’s like you are in the being, the body and mind, of a human and so you are experiencing things as a human would. So that is human cyclic existence, both the body and the mind, however that is experienced. That is called human cyclic existence and the being is held or bound into that by their former karma and afflictions. You are tied into that cyclic existence. So there is the being and the cyclic existence. Instead of using “person” maybe “being” works. But you are being tied in or trapped into it by your former karma and afflictions. 

Then, if you think of the person or the being—another way to look at it is just where the being is the one who is wandering through these different kinds of cyclic existences, whether it be human, demi-god—different worlds. You can think of them as different worlds in that they are fragile and constantly changing due to constant momentary change. That is what it means by world and you have this kind of changing existence as an animal or hungry ghost or god or human—all the  6 types of existences. Then, if you think of all those existences, like fingers on a hand, you are going from one to the next, wandering from one to the next. From the world of the hungry ghost to an animal.....

Like if we go to New York City, for instance, we go to the Metropolitan and then down into the subway station. You are going from one different world to the next and that is the idea here—there are these 6 worlds you are wandering to. So now we are in the cyclic existence of the human world, but in the next life we could be an animal or a being in a god’s world. That is another way of looking at cyclic existence. Maybe that’s how to think about it. Is that enough then to get the idea?

Karen: One question about what you are just talking about and if possible, I have another. So the person can be out of cyclic existence? Let’s say you are fortunate to become a buddha and you are out of cyclic existence. [Is this the person?] 

[The second part of my question is:] We are in the human realm. Maybe I misunderstood, but I always used to think that we could also be in an animal realm. Are you saying for this whole life we will be in a human realm and the talk of being in an animal realm is only in a future life? (a separate rebirth?) It’s not states of mind that could exist in the human realm?

Geshe-la: Yes, it’s true that the person can be the one that is attaining, getting out of cyclic existence. But getting out of cyclic existence means that you are actually called an “arhat” which is someone who has gotten out of cyclic existence. The Buddha, then, is someone who travels the path of the Mahayana and practices the spirit of enlightenment and who also comes to eliminate [all faults] and becomes omniscient. So then that person is a buddha. That means they have completely gotten rid of all faults [and have adopted all good qualities]. They know all good qualities and have abandoned all ignorance, all confusion. A buddha has no confusion. Somebody who has overcome the afflictions, then, has attained liberation as an arhat. Somebody who has completely eliminated all confusion and ignorance, that person is a buddha. An arhat attains arhatship by following the path of the Hinayana. The path of the Mahayana is the only way to attain the state of a perfect buddha.

Josh: It’s hard to ask this next part of your question.

Geshe-la: Once you are a human you are always a human, you aren’t going to have an experience like an animal. It is possible to lose your faculties and be in a very difficult situation, but that is always human. Once you have human aggregates, you aren’t going to have a capacity of other types.

[Couldn’t hear audience member’s comment/question].

Geshe-la: I don’t know how that works. Once you are a human you are a human.

[Couldn’t hear audience member’s comment/question].

Joshua: Maybe we need an example.

Geshe-la: It’s not actually a hell-being’s life or an animal’s life. Once you have the five aggregates of a human, you are a human, not an animal or a god or hungry ghost or whatever.

Karen: The other question that I’m interested asking is what is the difference between selflessness and emptiness?

Geshe-la: In general, all different Buddhist tenets believe in selflessness, which is the lack of a personal self. We are talking about the self of persons, where the person is considered self-instituting, some kind of something that exists separate from the body and mind—this erroneous conception we have. All Buddhist tenets accept this [form of selflessness]. 

Then, if we look at emptiness from the viewpoint of the Middle Way School, we are talking about that everything that exists has no self. Nothing exists from its own side. Whether it is an attractive thing, an unattractive thing, or our own self, we think of these things as coming from their own side. We think “This is me, here I am—separate from the body and mind.” That kind of the feeling about the self, or about objects—that they are out there, have their own existence, that they are beautiful, and they are out there existing on their own when in fact they are just dependent arisings of various things coming together and we are imputing from our side...They seem to have existence from their own side, but we are actually imputing from our side. So things lacking that kind of existence, or existence in their own right, from their own side—that kind of selflessness is emptiness.

So now maybe time is finished here, so we will dedicate. 

Dedication

