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The great Indian master, Chandragomin,  said that if someone is very sick and is down with a serious disease, like leprosy, but does not take proper medicine continuously over a period of time – only doing so when he feels like it - then, that person will never recover from his illness. This is an analogy for the situation that we are in. We have been under the influence and control of the three mental poisons for a very long time. We have been under the control of ignorance. 

In order to free ourselves, we have to familiarise ourselves with and meditate on the antidotes continuously for a very long time. If we only meditate sometimes, we will never be able to free ourselves from those afflictions. When we talk about removing the afflictions, we need to train in the path that is complete. It does not mean doing any virtue that we like and then hoping or expecting the afflictions to just weaken or disappear. It does not work like that.  We have to meditate on the complete path. 

We do engage in virtuous practices, but sometimes we feel that, despite doing all sorts of practices, we are not getting anywhere. We are not improving. This is how we may feel sometimes. Actually, things are getting better but we should not expect to see instant results. Sometimes, when we engage in certain practices, we expect to see results in a day, a month, a year or even a couple of years. It does not work like that. We may not be able to see very tangible results for quite a while. 

Our afflictions are like the very heavy sicknesses of a patient. We have been harbouring these afflictions, the three mental poisons, in our minds for a very long time.  In order to heal ourselves of these afflictions, we need to meditate and rely on the antidotes continuously for a long period of time. If we rely on the antidotes every now and then, as and when we feel like it, then we are not going to reap much benefit from them.

When it comes to Dharma practice or studies, we should not be lazy. Sometimes we think, ‘I am getting old, I am not intelligent enough to understand this, I do not have enough time’ and so forth and we put ourselves down. When we think like this, we are actually stopping ourselves from taking advantage of the opportunity for Dharma studies and practice. Because of thinking in such a way, we do not study and practise. Then we become lazy. 

We should not stop ourselves from having a fair share of Dharma practice or study. All of us are different - some are predisposed towards anger, others are predisposed towards mental distractions. Some people might think, ‘I am the angry sort and there is no hope for me. It is impossible for me to meditate on compassion. Forget about it.’  When people think in such a way, they stop giving themselves an opportunity to improve. Some people might think, ‘My mind is so distracted. I have so many distractions, thinking of this and that. There is no way I can meditate. There is no way I can develop concentration.’ When they think in such a way, they stop themselves from being able to do anything about it.

The point here is not to create obstacles for our own Dharma practice. We should open the door to our own Dharma practice and study. We have already talked about a human life of leisure and opportunity. This is something on which we should reflect. We have the ability to study and practise the teachings and all the good conditions are gathered together to enable us to do so. By reflecting in such a way, we should encourage ourselves and persuade our mind to practise Dharma, to open the door to Dharma practice. 

iv) There is no opportunity to practise virtue if one has taken rebirth in the lower realms

1. There is no opportunity to practise virtue if one is reborn in the lower realms
2. If one does not make effort when one has obtained a higher rebirth, one will be ignorant with regards what to abandon and what to cultivate in the lower realms.(
3. It is extremely difficult to be liberated from the lower realms [once one has taken rebirth there]

((amended by Ven. Gyurme)

The first outline was covered in the previous lesson on verse [17]

2. If one does not make effort when one has obtained a higher rebirth, one will be ignorant with regards what to abandon and what to cultivate in the lower realms.

We are fortunate now to have obtained this good rebirth. At such a time, if we do not practise some virtue, in the future, when we take rebirth in the lower realms, as the result of the ripening of negativities, we will be tormented by various sufferings and we will be confused and ignorant as to what is to be abandoned and what is to be practised. 

Now, when we have the opportunity, we should practise virtue. We need to remind ourselves that, at this time when we have a human life of leisure and opportunity, we should strive to engage in virtue and not be lazy or slothful. When we are feeling lazy and slothful and have a lot of distractions in life, that is the time we should remind ourselves of this, using this verse. 

3. It is extremely difficult to be liberated from the lower realms [once one has taken rebirth there]
It will be difficult to free ourselves from the lower realms once we are there.  Why? The reason is given in verse [19]. As we are unable to accumulate any virtue there, while at the same time readily amassing much negativity, for hundreds of millions of eons, we will have to take rebirth continuously in the lower realms. We will not be able to obtain a happy rebirth. Putting aside getting a good rebirth, we will not even hear the words,  “a good rebirth.” 

If we accept past and future lives, that effects will follow after causes and that the results of our actions will follow us into our future lives, thinking about this verse will generate fear in our minds. The point though is not just to be frightened and then do nothing about our fears. This is not beneficial. Instead, when we are frightened, we should think about obtaining a good rebirth and reflect on what are the causes that would bring about such a good rebirth. The causes of a good rebirth are the practices of virtue. The conclusion then is to practise as much virtue as we can and to abandon, as far as we able, even the slightest non-virtue. 

v) The reason it is difficult to obtain the leisures and endowments

“For these very reasons,” in the first line of verse [20] refer to the reasons mentioned in the earlier verse – why it is difficult to get out of the lower realms once we are born there. 

The analogy entails imagining the whole planet becoming an ocean and a buoy floating around on its surface, moved around by the wind. Beneath the ocean, there is a blind turtle that comes to the surface of the ocean once every 100 years to take a breath of air. What are the chances of this turtle poking its head through the centre of the buoy? It is said that it is even more difficult than this to attain a human life of leisure and opportunity.  This is establishing the difficulty of obtaining a human life of leisure and opportunity through an analogy.

In the Lam Rim Chenmo, in the section on, A Human Life of Leisure and Opportunity, we talked about the establishing of a human life of leisure and opportunity through causes, entity and analogy. Here it is done through analogy. 

This analogy helps us to understand the difficulty of obtaining a human life of leisure and opportunity. We should reflect and check to see whether it is really difficult to obtain a human life of leisure and opportunity. In this analogy, the ocean is likened to cyclic existence, covering everything from the top, the peak of samsara down to the very bottom, the Avici hell.

The teachings of the Buddha are very rare. The Buddha’s teachings do not exist all the time. We can divide the existence of the world system into different stages called the eon of darkness and the eon of illumination. It is said that the eon of illumination is very short. 

The vast ocean is the realm of cyclic existence. Where we take rebirth in cyclic existence is not up to us; we have no choice whatsoever. We are thrown from one rebirth to another according to our karma and afflictions. Think about this. The eon of darkness is said to last for a very long time and the eon of illumination, a very short time. The occurrence of the Buddha and his teachings are also very rare. When we look at our own lives, how much virtue is there in what we do? When we honestly look and compare the virtue and non-virtue that we had accumulated, we had accumulated much more non-virtue. If that is the case, obviously, it is going to be difficult to obtain another good rebirth. If this is so for oneself, then it must be so for others as well. 

Some people might think that it is not difficult to get a good rebirth as there are so many human beings around. What we are discussing here is whether it is difficult to obtain a human life of leisure and opportunity. We can infer this from looking at our own lives. If you happen to be someone who is always engaging in virtue, then obtaining a human life of leisure and opportunity would not be difficult for you. If we are under the control of the three mental poisons constantly, then obtaining a human life of leisure and opportunity in the future would be difficult.  If we are unable to   practise virtue now and end up in the lower realms, as mentioned earlier, we will not get another good rebirth for hundreds of millions of eons. Once we find ourselves in the lower realms, it will be almost impossible to get out. It will be almost impossible to get another human life of leisure and opportunity again.  

All the points that we have been talking so far falls under the outline of being conscientious to abandon negativities.

b) Being careful to cultivate virtue (Being conscientious about cultivating virtue)

i) As negativities accumulated in the past are limitless, it would be reasonable to make effort in abandoning them

ii) The reasons the karma [that leads one to take rebirth in] the lower realms is not exhausted by merely experiencing suffering in the lower realms one time

iii) The reasons it would be reasonable to make effort in the antidotes to negativity

i) As negativities accumulated in the past are limitless, it would be reasonable to make effort in abandoning them


The Buddha taught that even an instant of anger towards a bodhisattva would cause one to take rebirth in hell for an eon. It goes without saying that we will have to spend a very long time in the lower realms due to the results of the immeasurable negativities that we had accumulated since time without beginning.  Reflecting on this, we come to understanding why we need to cultivate virtue and to purify the negativities accumulated in the past by applying the four opponent powers. 

ii) The reasons the karma [that leads one to take rebirth in] the lower realms is not exhausted by merely experiencing suffering in the lower realms one time

Even if we undergo the sufferings of the lower realms and the suffering is exhausted, we will not be liberated from the lower realms. Why? This is because while we are experiencing the sufferings of the lower realms, we accumulate a fresh lot of negativities. Once we are in the lower realms, any virtue that we do will be very weak. At the same time, negativities are accumulated continuously. 

Therefore, it is important to strive to stop ourselves from going to the lower realms in the very first place. At the very least, after having obtained this human life of leisure and opportunity, we should stop ourselves form going to the lower realms, because once we go there, as explained before, it is almost impossible to get out. When we have this human life of leisure and opportunity, met the teachings and all the good conditions are assembled together, the very least we can do is to close the door to the lower realms. 

When we have been studying the Dharma for some time, we may sometimes wish to listen to new teachings. Shantideva’s Engaging in the Bodhisattva Deeds is a text for practice. For students who have heard these teachings before, this is the time to reflect and meditate on these points, especially for the senior students. (Geshe-la: Senior students should do senior things!)

iii) The reasons it would be reasonable to make effort in applying the antidotes to negativity(
1. One deceives oneself if one does not make effort in virtue once one has obtained leisures and endowments(
2. One will experience suffering in this life(
3.  One will be tormented with the suffering of the lower realms in the future(
4. The reasons it would be reasonable to abandon negativities and make effort in virtue

((amended by Ven. Gyurme)

1. One deceives oneself if one does not make effort in virtue once one has obtained the leisures and endowments

This time, we have obtained this human life of leisure and opportunity, which is difficult to find and, once found, is able to fulfil the great purposes. We have met the teachings and the Mahayana virtuous friends. At such a time, if we do not use this opportunity to accomplish virtue but, instead, we spend our lives distracted by the 8 worldly dharmas, then our entire lives will be empty. If this happens, we have deceived ourselves and there is no greater deception than this. There is no greater ignorance with regards to what is to be abandoned and what is to be cultivated. The point is that we have to be conscientious with regards to what is to be abandoned and what is to be cultivated. We should use this human life of leisure and opportunity to practise the holy Dharma.

2.  One will  experience suffering in this life

“And if, having understood this,” in the first line of verse [24] refers to understanding   what had been said in the preceding verse. With such understanding, if we still continue foolishly to be slothful, attracted to sense objects and continuously distracted, coming under the control of the 8 worldly dharmas, then, at the time of death, there will be tremendous regret, grief, suffering and fear. Reflecting on this, we realise we need to put great effort into cultivating virtue.

3. One will be tormented with the suffering of the lower realms in the future

Instead of practising virtue, we engage in non-virtue or negativities all the time. In the future, we will be born in the unbearable hells where we have to stay for a long time. Our bodies will be roasted in the unbearable flames of hell and mental suffering will torment our minds. Therefore, it is important to strive not to be stained by any downfalls or negativities. 

One can also apply this particular outline to the cultivation of conscientiousness with regards to bodhicitta and the trainings of the bodhisattvas. If we do not want to be tormented by suffering in hell, then we should strive to ensure that we are not stained with the faults that come from degeneration of one’s bodhicitta.

One can also apply the previous point stated in verse [24].  We are now training in developing bodhicitta and the practices of the bodhisattvas. If our bodhicitta or our training in the deeds of the bodhisattva degenerates, then, at the time of death, we will experience tremendous grief, regret and so forth.

4. The reasons it would be reasonable to abandon negativities and make effort in virtue

a. To be led again to the hell realms after having wasted a human life of leisure and opportunity is equivalent to not having a mind(
b. It is reasonable to think of [such behaviour] as the cause of delusion 
((amended by Ven. Gyurme) 

a. To be led again to the hell realms after having wasted a human life of leisure and opportunity is equivalent to not having a mind(
We have found, by some coincidence, this beneficial state of a human life of leisure and opportunity that is difficult to find but once found, is able to fulfil the great purposes. We have found this beneficial state as the result of the great mass of merit that we have accumulated in the past. On top of that, we now possess the wisdom that is able to discriminate between what is right and what is wrong. If, in spite of all this, we are led again into the hells, then this is similar to being hypnotised by a spell. When one is hypnotised, one does not know what one is doing. If that happens to us, it is like not having a mind. If we had a mind, we would be alert and awake, and would not do such a stupid thing – as stated in the root text,  “I shall reduce this mind to nothing.”  (In the Lam Rim Chenmo, this is translated as,  “I will have simply lost my wits.”)  

b. It is reasonable to think of [such behaviour] as the cause of delusion 

This outline refers to the third and fourth lines of verse [27]


Here one is investigating and asking oneself, ‘What is it that is causing me this confusion? I do not know what is causing this.  What is there dwelling inside me? It is not because I do not have a mind nor am I under the influence of a spell. Then what is it? There is something that is definitely causing me this confusion and I do not know what it is.’

This is something for one to think about: one may have the desire to live an ethical way of life, to meditate, to practise the teachings, to achieve liberation and so forth, yet one is prevented from doing so. What is it that is stopping one from being able to do these things? There is definitely something but one does not know what it is. 

In the past, we did not know what was causing us this confusion. Now, we still do not know what is causing us this confusion. Therefore, it is important to reflect on this over and over again to see what is causing us this confusion.  

The points we have mentioned so far come under the outline “Being conscientious about cultivating virtue.” The next section is: c) Being careful to abandon afflictions. Earlier, we were wondering what   is causing us this confusion. It is the negative emotions or afflictions. Therefore, we will continue with the next section that deals with being conscientious with regards to abandoning the afflictions.
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[ 25 ]


Then if my body blazes for a long time


In the unbearable flames of hell,


Inevitably my mind will be tormented


By the fires of unendurable remorse





[ 24 ]


And if, having understood this,


I still foolishly continue to be slothful,


When the hour of death arrives


Tremendous grief will rear its head.





[ 23 ]


So if, when having found leisure such as this,


I do not attune myself to what is wholesome,


There could be no greater deception


And there could be no greater folly.








[ 22 ]


But having experienced merely that (rebirth in hell)


I shall still not be liberated;


For while it is being experienced


Other evil will be extensively produced.








[ 21]


If even by the evil of one instant


An aeon may be spent in the deepest hell,


Then because of the evil I have gathered since beginningless time,


What need to mention my not going to a happy realm?








[ 20 ]


For these very reasons, the Buddha has said


That hard as it is for a turtle to insert its neck


Into a yoke adrift upon the vast ocean,


It is extremely hard to attain the human state





[ 19 ]


And if I commit no wholesome deeds (there),


But readily amass much evil,


Then for a hundred million aeons


I shall not even hear the words “a happy life.”





[ 18 ]


If when I have the chance to live a wholesome life


My actions are not wholesome,


Then what shall I be able to do


When confused by the misery of the lower realms?








[ 26 ]


Having found by some coincidence


This beneficial state that is so hard to find,


If now while able to discriminate


I once again am led into the hells,


[ 27]


Then as though I were hypnotized by a spell


I shall reduce this mind to nothing.








[ 27]


Even I do not know what is causing me confusion;


What is there dwelling inside me?
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