Amitabha Buddhist Centre – Basic Program Module 5

Engaging in the Bodhisattva Deeds
4

Amitabha Buddhist Center – Basic Program Module 5

Engaging in the Bodhisattva Deeds

Lesson No: 14 
Date: 25th September 2005

I would like to tell you about a precept or advice from a text. A faithful student went to his guru, a high lama,  for advice that would  be “hammered like a nail into the mind”, i.e. advice which goes directly to one’s heart and brings about some real transformation. His guru’s advice was as follows:

First we pay homage : “I prostrate to the venerable lamas.” If you have the desire to practise the Dharma, listen to these words.
This precious human rebirth that can fulfil great purposes is difficult to obtain and can easily be lost as the time of death is uncertain. Nothing else except the Dharma can benefit us in our future lives.
There is no point in  just listening to the words but you must put them into practice. Don’t you regret all the precious time that you have already wasted in this life?  Having accumulated so many negativities, one will be reborn in the lower realms. Once you are born in the lower realms, it will be difficult for you to endure the suffering there. The suffering is inexpressible. 
If you want to practise the Dharma, you have to do it now. Now, we are sitting on the border between happiness and suffering. If you only accumulate negativities, then you are opening the door to the lower realms. If that happens, it is not due to the fault of an external demon or spirit. 
If we live our life according to and not go against the law of cause and effect, then taking refuge under the Three Jewels will be an infallible source of protection. So, from now on, we go for refuge from our hearts to the Three Jewels. From now on, whatever we do, let karma be our witness. If we knowingly jump over the cliff and expect someone to pull us up again, then this is a vain hope. Renunciation, bodhicitta and the correct view are the essence of all the scriptures of the Conqueror. 
The essence of the above advice is that if one knowingly accumulates negativities, then these negativities will result in one’s rebirth in the lower realms. Once we are there, we will find the suffering unbearable. Despite knowing this, we hope that the Three Jewels will protect us by making prayers,  ‘May I be reborn in Sukhavati,   the Pure Land of Amitabha.’ This is wishful thinking. 
Having taken a human rebirth, all the favourable conditions are assembled now  and it is important to place as many imprints in our mental continua as possible. From this very moment, we should try to make sure that virtuous imprints are placed in our minds. If we are unable to meditate and are unable to place many imprints in our mental   continua, at the very least, we can make aspirational prayers. At this time, instead of moving our minds towards the Dharma, we are expecting the Dharma to come into our minds. This is a very arrogant way of thinking. 
The guru is the source of all the excellent collections, morality or ethics is the foundation of all the qualities and keeping pure vows and samaya is the source of all attainments. It is not sufficient to leave it at that. One must actually practise it. It is not sufficient that the lama is the source of all the excellent collections or that  morality and ethics is the foundation of all the qualities or that keeping vows and samaya is the source of all attainments. One must actually make these conditions come about for oneself. At this point when we have all the favourable circumstances, we should practise right now. When the Lord of Death catches us, it would be too late.

We have covered this in the last lesson. At the time of death, we will have  frightful visions of the messengers of death. By then, it will be  too late to do anything. We talk about and listen to the Dharma but it is very rare for us to  put the Dharma into practice. It benefits oneself   if one practises whatever one knows even it is just one piece of advice or a single word. But if one knows a lot but one does not  practise, then it is useless. 

The Dharma is for subduing the mind. Keep in mind all the words that have been spoken here and think about them . This advice is specifically aimed at us. Although we listen to and  understand the teachings, we are not able to really practise the teachings. Instead, we continue to engage in negativities and create causes that will lead us to rebirths in the lower realms. We are actually opening the doors to rebirths in  these realms despite knowing what should  be abandoned and what should be cultivated. At the same time, we are placing our hopes in the Three Jewels, expecting them to do something for us. This is a wrong way of thinking. 
In essence, we have to practise what we know and reduce the strength of the three  mental poisons. Depending  on the strength of our three mental poisons, the strength of our negative karma will also differ . It is important to strive to reduce the strength of the mental poisons and engage in the practice of confession to purify the negativities accumulated in the past. 
We purify our negativities by applying the four powers. The negativities we have accumulated will not disappear or  be purified of their own accord. These negativities can only be purified if we confess them through applying the four opponent powers. These negativities will not  disappear at the time of death. 

c) The third power: The power of applying the antidote at all times
i) The reasons it is reasonable to make effort in purifying negativities

1. The need to quickly purify negativities as illustrated by the analogy of disease
a. Stating the meaning of the analogy

b. There are great disadvantages to the disease of the three poisons; [in addition] the medicine for destroying them is rare

c. Thus it is reasonable to practice in accord with the words of the Teacher, the supreme doctor
2. Showing the need to purify by means of the analogy of an abyss
ii) The reasonableness of making effort quickly
Asanga mentioned many antidotes in his Compendium of Advice, which we studied in the earlier  lam rim module. There are six antidotes:
1. Relying on the scriptures

2. Reflecting on emptiness

3. Relying on recitation

4. Relying on holy objects like statues

5. Making offerings

6. Relying on the names of the buddhas








a. Stating the meaning of the analogy
When we are sick due to the disturbance of the elements in our bodies,  we suspect we may die. So we look for a doctor and then follow the doctor’s advice. We do this for common sicknesses. Now we are sick with the perpetual disease that began from beginningless time due to the three mental poisons. The way to free ourselves from this disease of the three mental poisons is to rely on the Supreme Doctor’s advice, the teachings of the Buddha. This is the reason why we need to purify quickly the negativities we have accumulated.

b. There are great disadvantages to the disease of the three poisons; [in addition] the medicine for destroying them is rare

V
erse [55] refers to the great faults of the three mental poisons. We do not have to consider all the three poisons. Just one of the three  is sufficient to  overcome all the living beings on this earth: “Can be overcome by just one of these”. Entertaining an instant of anger towards a bodhisattva will create the cause to go to the lower realms and take rebirth in the unrelenting Avici hell. If everyone on this Earth were to generate anger towards a bodhisattva for a single instant, that instant of anger would wipe out everyone by throwing him/her into the lower realms in his/her next rebirth. The three poisons are, therefore, very deadly and very dangerous.
What is the medicine that can cure us of these three mental poisons? The supreme antidote for removing  the three mental poisons is to  meditate on the path. The path here refers to the true path, the mind that directly realises emptiness. This is the only antidote that can completely remove all the afflictions from their roots.
How do we generate this wisdom? When we look in all the ten directions for the instructions for generating this wisdom, we will only find them in the teachings of the Buddha, nowhere else. We can say that nothing else, other than the teachings of the Buddha, can help us to generate this wisdom. This is the direct antidote to all the afflictions. It is not enough just to say that and then sit quietly and do nothing about it. We have to investigate. We do not say things for no reason. We need to know why such a statement is made. We have to investigate the teachings of the Buddha.  Are the teachings of the Buddha perfect? Why is it that the teachings of the Buddha contain the antidotes to remove the three mental poisons? We have to understand all this.

c. Thus it is reasonable to practice in accord with the words of the Teacher, the supreme doctor

Verses [54], [55] and [56] are summarised as follows: In order to destroy the three mental poisons, we must rely on the supreme doctor, the Buddha.  There is no better way to destroy these three mental poisons other than what is found in the teachings of the Buddha. Since this is the case, we must practise these teachings. If we do not practise these teachings, then, as mentioned in the root text, it “Is extremely bewildered and worthy of scorn.” Instead of relying on the very skilful doctor, the Buddha and his instructions, it would be extremely foolish if we were to continue to accumulate the negativities that would become the causes for us to go to the lower realms. One must make a commitment or mental promise to practise correctly the teachings of the Buddha.
2. Showing the need to purify by means of the analogy of an abyss

We need to be careful when we walk next to an  ordinary precipice. If we were to fall over, we could  break our hands and legs. This being the case, then we need to be far more careful when we are near the precipice of  deep duration – the precipice of the lower realms. There is a description  in the Abidharmakhosa of how far down hell is. It is an ancient measurement of a yojana*. When we fall over that precipice,  we will land in hell that lies 32,000 yojana beneath the earth.  When we fall in, we do not remain  there for just one or two days. Our rebirth in hell would be of an extremely long duration and we would have to endure a great deal  of suffering for that length of time. This being the case, obviously, we must rely on the antidotes to our afflictions.


ii) The reasonableness of making effort quickly

1. One should make effort in applying the antidotes to negativities from this very day onward

2. As there is absolutely no reason not to fear suffering, being lazy about cultivating the path is unreasonable

1. One should make effort in applying the antidotes to negativities from this very day onward
We have covered  the reasons why we need to apply ourselves to  purifying our negativities. Since we have met  the supreme doctor, the Buddha, we should rely on him and practise his teachings. There are no better antidotes for our afflictions and negativities other than the teachings of the Buddha. Based on these reasons, we should put effort into purifying our negativities. 
But, we should  do this from this very moment on. We should not procrastinate, thinking of doing this a month later or next year. We must  not give in to the laziness of procrastination. We should start purifying our negativities immediately because our life spans are unstable. We should not allow ourselves to be overwhelmed by attachment to the happiness of this life and conduct our lives without paying attention or putting effort into purifying our negativities. It is inappropriate to think,  ‘Today,  I shall not die.’.

2. As there is absolutely no reason not to fear suffering, being lazy about cultivating the path is unreasonable

There are some who say, ‘There is no need to be afraid of death. There is no need to think of such things’. This is something that we can see for ourselves. We see people who become afraid and terrified at the time of death. You hear about people being afraid of death. Although we may think that there is no need to fear death and there is no point thinking about it,  when we see it happening to other people, we should know that we ourselves could  end up going to the lower realms. 
We would not find any holy beings who would  say, ‘You will not be afraid at the time of death.’  How are  we  different from other living beings? Now we may think, ‘Nothing will happen to me at the time of death and I will not be afraid at the time of death.’ But when we see others terrified at their time of death and hear of people fearing death,  how could it be possible that these things would not happen to us? Even the holy beings would not say to us, ‘You will not be terrified or experience any fear at the time of death.’ We are all the same.
If we want to be free of the fear of death, then we need to rely on the antidotes. We need to apply the antidotes to purify our negativities. What is the cause of fear at the time of death? It is the negativities that we have accumulated. When we do not  rely on the antidotes, then there is no way we can be free from fear at the time of death. Sitting around, being lazy and not wanting to purify the negativities accumulated – this is inappropriate and  incorrect. We must now try to meditate on the path. 
d) The fourth power: The power of turning away from wrongdoing

i) Refraining from negativities from this day onward by regretting negativities
1. Purifying pointless negativities

a. As material wealth is not reliable, it is unreasonable to be attached to it

b. It is unreasonable [inappropriate] to be attached to close friends and so forth

2. Making effort day and night in the methods for being liberated     from negativities
ii) Confessing negativities performed in the past

iii) Requesting the attention [of holy beings] and pledging to turn away from wrongdoing [negativities]






a. As material wealth is not reliable, it is unreasonable to be attached to it


Here is the advice on how to abandon our attachment to the objects of desire. It is said that there is not a single object of desire that we have not enjoyed before. When there is a meeting of the object of desire and the consciousness, there is an experience of pleasure at that very instant. But that moment of pleasure does not last.  It disintegrates immediately. Then our consciousness meets with another object.   Again, we experience an instant of pleasure that does not last and disintegrates. It goes on like this. There is not a single experience of pleasure that lasts for more than an instant. After the first instant of pleasure, the experience of pleasure starts to disintegrate in the very next instant. 
Verse [60] is saying that these worldly pleasures are pointless and without meaning. Now and in the future, all our experiences with objects of desire would be like this: coming together of our consciousnesses and the objects, followed by the experience of an instant of pleasure and then, in the very next moment, the experience begins to disintegrate. 
We can look at this in three ways - past, present and future - with regards to our experiences with sense objects or objects of desire. In the past, we had already experienced many pleasures that came from enjoying sense objects but they had disintegrated. What remain are the memories. In the present, we understand how our experiences of pleasure do not remain for more than an instant. They are in the nature of disintegration. Based on the experiences that we had in the past and in the present, we can understand that all our experiences of pleasure that are derived from enjoying sense objects in the future will  also end up in the same way. By thinking in this way, we can understand that any pleasure that is derived from enjoying sense objects is pointless. It was pointless and meaningless in the past, is meaningless in the present and they will  be meaningless in the future as well.
Reflecting along these lines will reduce our grasping or attachment to the sense pleasures. If we do not do this and continue our attachment to sense pleasures, we will not refrain from creating negative actions. We put in a lot of work and effort in order to enjoy  such sensual pleasures but, along the way, we create a lot of negativities that will cause us many problems at the time of death. By behaving in such a way, we are going against the advice of our gurus. We are also going against the advice of the Buddha. By going against their advice, we will  not only suffer a loss in this life but also a loss in our future lives.

b. It is unreasonable to be attached to close friends and so forth

In this life, when we go shopping, we can bring our friends along. At the time of death, when we have to go, we cannot  bring anyone along. [Geshela: At the time of death, when you call anyone, nobody will  want to go with  you!]. At the time of death, even the bodies we have in this life would be left behind. We have to leave our parents and our close ones behind. As said in the root text,  “What is the use of making friends?” By thinking of this, we will  reduce our attachment for our friends. At the time of death, our friends are of no benefit to us and our enemies cannot harm us in any way. If this is the case and by reflecting on this, we should reduce our  anger or hatred for our enemies and we should reduce our attachment or desire for our friends or close ones.  As said in the text, nobody is of any benefit to us at the time of our death.
It is said by the great masters of the past, ‘The king leaves behind his kingdom at the time of death, the beggar leaves behind his begging bowl and walking stick at the time of death. It is the same for everyone as they have to leave everything behind and go on alone at the time of death.’ It is inappropriate, therefore, to be attached to objects of desires as well as our  friends and close ones. 
We experience a lot of suffering, worry and stress and engage in a lot of negative actions to acquire objects of desire and to sustain our loved ones because of our strong attachment to our friends and relatives  and our strong desire or attachment to sense objects. At the time of death, we have to leave everything behind but the negativities that we have accumulated in the process of acquiring objects of desire and sustaining our friends and relatives follow us to our next lives just as the  the shadow follows the body. Since we created these actions ourselves, we alone would have to experience the results of these actions. 
We should apply ourselves  day and night to the methods for being liberated from negativities as shown in the next verse .
2. Making effort day and night in the methods for being liberated from negativities

We have accumulated many negative actions for the sake of our friends and foes. But when it comes to the time of death, our friends are of no benefit to us and the enemies can no longer harm us at the time of death. But we had accumulated so many negative actions in relation to them. We had engaged in non-virtue and  the ten negative actions. Since we are the ones who had accumulated those negative actions, we are the ones who would have to experience the results of those negative actions alone. We would have to experience the suffering. We should reflect on this day and night and put effort to purify the negativities.
ii) Confessing negativities performed in the past

1. What is it that one is confessing?

2. The way to confess

1. What is it that one is confessing?


There are many kinds of negative actions but they can be classified into two categories: natural misdeeds and the proscribed misdeeds.

What is a natural misdeed?  A natural misdeed refers to any negative action that is performed by anyone regardless of whether he/she possesses vows or not. 
An example of a natural misdeed would be the act of killing. It does not matter who does the killing. It does not matter whether the person holds any refuge vows or not. Anyone who kills commits a negative action. Killing is a natural misdeed.
Proscribed misdeeds refer to negative actions that are done by people who hold vows. 
An example of a proscribed misdeed is  destroying or cutting down a plant or eating after noon. These actions by nature are not negative but they are negative actions for people who hold vows like the ordained person who is not supposed to eat after noon. If they do, they are committing a fault, misdeed and negative action.

These are the  two categories of misdeeds that will have to be confessed.

2. The way to confess
How to go about confessing negativities?

In the presence of the buddhas who are in the nature of compassion, we confess. When one’s mind is terrified by the suffering that will come in the future and,   with the ends of one’s hair standing on ends and with tears in one’s eyes, with very strong regret for the negativities accumulated in the past, one prostrates and confesses all these negativities and requests for protection or refuge.
iii) Requesting the attention [of holy beings] and pledging to turn away from wrongdoing

One is relying here on the promise not to engage in negative actions again in the future, even at the cost of one’s life. 
At the end of his commentary on this chapter, Gyaltsab Je advised, ‘Those of us who are not knowledgeable in the divisions of karma, whatever little knowledge we have on how to lessen our karma, we have the knowledge but we do not practise. Therefore, we had already accumulated much negativity and since this is the case, we need to engage in the practice of purification with the four opponent powers. By understanding how these negativities are obstacles to developing bodhicitta in our minds, with this in mind, we engage in the practice of purification. For someone whose mind is under the influence of pride, jealousy and desire, such a person will not develop bodhicitta. Therefore, one must sincerely confess all the negativities accumulated with one’s body, speech and mind in the presence of  all the buddhas.’ 

B. The chapter’s name

This concludes chapter two: Confessing Negativities.
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[ 61]1 ]


Having departed from this life


And from all my friends and relatives,


If all alone I must go elsewhere


What is the use of making friends and enemies?








[ 60 ]


What remains with me now


From the terminated experiences of the past?


But through my great attachment to them


I have been going against my spiritual masters’ advice





[ 59 ]


Who can grant me fearlessness?


How can I be surely freed from this?


If I shall inevitably become nothing,


How can I relax and enjoy myself?








[ 58 ]


It is inappropriate to enjoy myself


Thinking that today alone I shall not die,


For inevitably the time will come


When I shall become nothing.








[ 57 ]


If I need to be careful


Near a small, ordinary precipice,     <precipe – steep cliff>





Then how much more so near the one of long duration


That drops for a thousand miles.








[ 56 ]


Then the intention not to act in accordance


With the advice of the All-Knowing Physicians


That can uproot every misery,


Is extremely bewildered and worthy of scorn.  <scorn – reject>








[ 55 ]


And if all people dwelling on this earth


Can be overcome by just one of these,


And if no other medicine to cure them


Is to be found elsewhere in the universe





[ 54 ]


If I need to comply with a doctor’s advice


When frightened by a common illness,


Then how much more so when perpetually diseased


By the manifold evils of desire and so forth.








[ 62 ]


“How can I be surely freed


From unwholesomeness, the source of misery?”


Continually night and day


Should I only consider this.








[ 63 ]


Whatever has been done by me


Through ignorance and unknowing,


Be it the breaking of a vow


Or a deed by nature wrong,








[ 64 ]


I humbly confess it all


In the presence of the Protectors,    (protectors here to budhha)


With folded hands, prostrating myself again and again,


My mind terrified by the misery (to come).








[ 65 ]


I beseech all the Guides of the World


To please accept my evils and wrongs.


Since these are not good,


In future I shall do them no more.
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