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Verses 1 - 4

It is said by the great bodhisattva, 
Shantideva, in his text, “Engaging in the Bodhisattva Deeds,” that we have obtained this precious human rebirth with its endowments and opportunities. Not only that, we have met the teachings of the Buddha and, more specifically, the Mahayana teachings, the teachings of the great vehicle. At such a time, with all these assembled conditions, we should try to use them to accomplish something meaningful for ourselves. 

If we do not do this, it will be difficult for us to find such an opportunity again.   It is not only necessary for us to use this opportunity that we have, we should also start doing something worthwhile from this very moment onwards. 

As mentioned in the last lesson, when we listen to the teachings of the Buddha, we must know how to go about doing so. Remember the analogy of looking into the mirror?  When we look into the mirror and see that there is some dirt on our faces, we should try to remove the dirt and clean our faces. 

In the same way, the teachings are like the mirror offering an accurate reflection of who we are and the faults that we possess. Through the teachings of the Buddha, we come to discover our faults, which we need to rectify.  Based on that understanding, we gradually try to remove these faults.  This is the kind of attitude or motivation we should have for learning the Buddhadharma.

The point of looking into the mirror is to see if there is any dirt on our faces but nothing is accomplished by just knowing that our faces are dirty. We should try to do something about our dirty faces. In the same way, the Buddhadharma points out the kind of behaviour we need to change.  But knowing that alone is not sufficient.  One may get depressed or discouraged when one discovers one’s many faults but that would not be beneficial. The main thing is to try to do something about those faults. 

From our own side, we need to have the strong aspiration and desire to study the Dharma and to practise it.  Studying and listening to the teachings should not be undertaken like an obligation or like paying taxes, as something you have no choice but to do. The Buddhadharma will not be of much benefit to the mind with such an attitude. I think this is the reason why, in the teachings, it is said that one should not teach unless one is requested to do so. 

We had covered this point in the earlier module on the Lamrim Chenmo.  It is stated very clearly in the text that the teachings are not supposed to be given unless they are requested for. Even when one is requested to give teachings, one should examine whether the student is a suitable vessel or not. If the person requesting the teaching is not a suitable vessel for that teaching, one should not teach.  But if one happens to find a suitable vessel, even without a request, one can give the teachings to that person. But this is an exception.  

It is also mentioned in the Lamrim that, apart from having interest in a particular teaching, it is also very important to have respect for the teacher.  Just as one should have respect for the teachings, one should also respect the teacher.  Ideally, one should think of the person giving the teachings as a Dharma or spiritual friend. If this is not possible, one should, at least, have some affinity or feeling of closeness to the person giving the teachings. 

In one sutra, an example is given of a situation of 2 people who are not on good terms. Somehow, one of them comes to receive teachings from the other. The Buddha said that one is not supposed to teach under these circumstances. The whole point of listening to the teachings is to benefit the mind.  That is why respect for the teacher is important.  When one has some negative feelings about the person whom one is listening to, it is going to be very difficult for the teachings to be of any benefit to one's mind.  

If it is not possible to have some affinity for the teacher, then, at the very least, one should listen with a mind of equanimity ie with an unbiased mind.   If one can do this, it is possible that the teachings may be of some benefit.

Therefore, The Buddha said in the abovementioned sutra, that one should not teach those who have resentment or anger towards oneself or those who hold wrong views. Once we think about these different points and we listen to the teachings with the appropriate attitude, then the teachings will definitely be of some benefit to the mind. 


Homage to the Three Jewels.

The Wheel-Weapon That Strikes at the Enemy’s Vital Spot

I bow down to the Great Wrathful One, Yamantaka.
There are two levels of meaning to Yamantaka: -    
1. the definitive Yamantaka and 
2. the interpretive Yamantaka

Yamantaka is a deity of highest yoga tantra.  When we look at the definitive Yamantaka from this tantric viewpoint, this refers to the non-dual wisdom of bliss and emptiness.
The interpretive Yamantaka is the wrathful deity that we see, which is the manifestation of that non-dual wisdom of bliss and emptiness. His wrathfulness is not directed at sentient beings but is directed at the self-
cherishing attitude in our mental continua. It is never directed at any sentient beings because Yamantaka is the wrathful aspect of Manjushri, a buddha. It  is impossible for a buddha to have anger towards any sentient being. 

Yamantaka is also the slayer or opponent of Yama. It is the antidote to Yama.

When we talk about Yama, then there is the outer Yama and the inner Yama.
The outer Yama is usually called the Lord of Death ie. the karmic appearance of this terrifying figure that arises due to our  own karma and afflictions at the time of death. 
The inner Yama refers to the three mental poisons: ignorance, anger and attachment. These three afflictions cause us to accumulate karma through actions. The main cause of death is the inner Yama, our afflictions.

The antidote to the outer Yama is the interpretive Yamantaka. 

The antidote to the inner Yama is the definitive Yamantaka. 
When we refer to the definitive Yamantaka from the sutric point of view, then the definitive Yamantaka refers to the wisdom realising emptiness. 


Setting aside the definitive Yamantaka from the viewpoint of highest yoga tantra, if we take the definitive Yamantaka to mean the wisdom that realises emptiness, then the wisdom realising emptiness is the antidote to the inner Yama.
The ultimate or final wisdom that realises emptiness takes the form of Manjushri, who is the peaceful aspect and that very same wisdom also manifests as Yamantaka, who is a wrathful deity.

“I bow down to the Great Wrathful One, Yamantaka”

When we talk about bowing down, prostrating or paying homage, there is the  interpretive prostration and the definitive prostration.

The interpretive prostration is when we put our palms together and show respect with our  bodies.  
The definitive prostration refers to the wholehearted mind of faith of conviction in the objects of refuge. This is the real prostration.
When we have the wholehearted faith of conviction in the objects of refuge, then naturally we will express that faith outwardly in the form of paying homage with our bodies by putting our palms together and so forth.
From this example, we can understand how the non-dual wisdom of bliss and emptiness can arise in the peaceful aspect of Manjushri .
[1]
When the peacocks roam the jungle of virulent poison, 
the flocks take no delight in
 gardens of medicinal plants, no matter
 how beautiful they may be, for peacocks thrive on
 the essence
 of virulent poison.

[2]
Similarly, when the heroes roam the jungle of cyclic existence, they
 do not become 
attached to the garden of happiness and prosperity,
 no matter how beautiful it may be, for 
heroes thrive in the jungle
 of suffering.

When peacocks roam  in the jungle, they take no delight in their surroundings even when  there are beautiful flowers and fruit trees. Instead, these peacocks desire and search for poisonous plants and thrive on them. 
The heroes, who are likened to these peacocks, refer to those individuals who,  completely forsaking  their own personal interests, engage in activities with their bodies, speech and minds only for the benefit of others. The “heroes”  refers to the bodhisattvas. 
The bodhisattvas roam the jungle of cyclic existence that is covered with the three mental poisons of ignorance, anger and attachment. When  doing this, the bodhisattvas are not interested in the “good things” of cyclic existence nor are they  attached to wealth, possessions, fame, respect and so forth. This is akin to the peacocks’ disinterest  in beautiful plants, fruit trees and so forth. Not only are the bodhisattvas not attached to the pleasures of cyclic existence like fame, respect and possessions, etc, but they also see all these things as being in the nature of suffering and have no desire for them.
When the bodhisattvas roam in the jungle of cyclic existence, instead of getting attached to these so-called “good things of cyclic existence,” they take delight in the sufferings that are found there. They take delight in the sufferings of others in the sense that they are able to take on all these sufferings as a means of completing their practice of the six perfections. Like the peacocks that  thrive on poison that make them even more beautiful, the bodhisattvas voluntarily accept and take on the sufferings of  others and use them in their quest for enlightenment. It helps them to bring to completion their practice of the six perfections.  
Bodhisattvas do not take rebirth in cyclic existence because of their karma and afflictions. Rather, they choose to do so out of their great compassion and the power of their prayers.  They are able to voluntarily accept and take on the sufferings that are found in cyclic existence because of their compassion. They never get discouraged or upset when they see these sufferings.  All the sufferings they see only spur them on to generate even more courage and determination. This is due to the power of their compassion.

[3]
Therefore, it is due to cowardice that persons avidly pursue their
 own happiness and so 
come to suffer; and it is due to heroism that bodhisattvas, willingly taking the suffering of 
others onto themselves, 
are always happy.

This verse is saying that the bodhisattvas take on sufferings voluntarily out of compassion. 
“Therefore” points to the reason and the need to voluntarily take on the sufferings of cyclic existence, like the bodhisattvas. When one is not a bodhisattva but aspires to behave like one, then one should not take on the “happiness” of cyclic existence. When one is attached to the “happiness” of cyclic existence for the wrong reasons, then that attachment will only result ultimately in suffering.

In the past, due to the power of our self-cherishing, we had engaged in so many negative actions. As a result, it has caused us to continuously take rebirth in cyclic existence. When we take rebirth in cyclic existence, we have to experience all the sufferings that are found there. Even now, we are still accumulating negative actions under the influence of our self-cherishing attitude, which will only  cause us to take rebirth again in cyclic existence in the future. 
But the bodhisattvas, who willingly take on the sufferings of others, are always happy to do so. They do not suffer, even while they are in cyclic existence, because  they have voluntarily accepted whatever sufferings are to be found there. Therefore, they are always happy, as they have made this choice  themselves. All the sufferings they see only become the causes for them to generate even stronger courage and determination.  
“Cowardice,” refers to a person who is a coward, someone who cannot  bear to suffer even the slightest difficulty or problem and who gets overly excited at the smallest pleasure, happiness and joy. Such a person is called a coward. Bodhisattvas are completely the reverse of this – they never get upset or disturbed by any problem, regardless of its magnitude.
Cowardice refers to a state of mind. In this context, it refers to those people who cannot bear even the slightest suffering. At the onset of some small problem, the problem becomes magnified because of their mental attitude. The bodhisattvas, on the other hand, do not see any  problems; no matter how big the problem may be,  they are always happy.

[4]
Now here, desire is like a jungle of virulent poison:
 the hero, like the peacock, masters it;
the coward,
 like the crow, perishes.
“Now here” refers to the Mahayana path, the path of a person of great capacity. Such a person is able to take sufferings and problems into the path.
Before one can train in the practices of the person of great capacity, one must have trained in and mastered the preliminary practices of the persons of small and medium capacities. Then, during one’s practice, one will have the ability to voluntarily take on suffering and problems into the path.
The text is saying that we should only go on to the Mahayana practices on the basis of having completed the preliminary practices of the persons of small and medium capacities.
The path of a person of small capacity entails the reflection on the difficulty of obtaining a human life of leisure and opportunity,  death and impermanence, going for refuge to the Three Jewels, karma and living an  ethical way of life governed by the faith of  conviction in the law of cause and effect, and so forth. The whole purpose of training in these practices is  to become a good and virtuous person. 
Although we are studying and listening to the teaching on the Mahayana mind training, when it comes to our own individual practices, we must start from the very beginning. We must engage in the abovementioned reflections.  Our practices must start from there. With these reflections, we try to change our minds for the better and become  better people. 

We should reflect and ask ourselves these questions:-

· How is it going to help me become a better person if I reflect on the preciousness of my human rebirth?

· How is it going to help me become a better person if I reflect on impermanence and my own impending death?

· How is it going to make me a better person if I reflect on going for refuge to the Three Jewels?

· How is it going to make me a better person if I reflect on karma?
When  we look at the goal of a person of small capacity, that person practises Dharma with the motivation of obtaining a good future rebirth  as a human being or  god. 
When we look at all the practices of a person of small capacity, the advice and precepts that are found in them are designed to help the practitioner become a good person at the end of the day. One becomes a good person by abandoning negative actions and cultivating positive actions. Then, one will achieve the goal of being reborn as a human being or  god in the next  life. When we become virtuous and good in this life, whatever we do become a cause for a good rebirth in the future lives  to come. When there is a cause, there is always an effect. When the cause is virtuous, then the result will also be virtuous. 
If our goal in life is to become a good or better person, we should sit down, reflect and  ask ourselves, “How will I become a better person?” The tools that can help us  achieve this  goal are the practices and reflections of a person of small capacity. Then we should ask ourselves, “How do these reflections make me a better person?” We should try them out. The Buddha taught with the intention of helping us to become  better virtuous people. The way to go about that is to start with the practices and reflections to be done by  a person of small capacity.

 

Let us say that, through these practices and reflections, one gradually becomes a better person and, as a result, one obtains a good rebirth in a future life as a human being or  god. Should we be satisfied with that or is there something better? 
We then move on to the next level of reflection: “Yes, I have a higher rebirth as a human being or god. But it is still a rebirth in cyclic existence which is only in the nature of suffering.” By realising this, one goes on to develop the determination to get out of cyclic existence. 
When we look at the path of a person of medium capacity, the fundamental practice is the three higher trainings in ethics, concentration and wisdom. These are the main practices.
The goal of a person of medium capacity is to get out of cyclic existence and to achieve the state of liberation or the sorrowless state ie the state  characterised by the complete pacification of each and every suffering. In order to achieve this goal, one must generate the wisdom that directly realises emptiness. 
Before one can generate the wisdom that directly realises emptiness, one must have the preliminary realisation of concentration. One  must train to develop perfect concentration. In order to develop perfect concentration, one must have the preliminary practice of ethics (which is the most fundamental practice for a person of small capacity). 
This is primarily the ethics of refraining  from committing negative actions, of restraining one’s body and speech. With that as the basis, one would be able to develop perfect concentration. With perfect concentration, one  would be able to focus single-pointedly on the object, emptiness.
On the bases of calm abiding and perfect concentration, one would be able to develop special insight into reality. It is this special wisdom that will enable an individual to cut the very root of cyclic existence.
Once we develop this special insight and generate the wisdom that directly realises emptiness, we would be able to cut the root of samsara. With that wisdom, we would be able to achieve the state of liberation that is free from all sufferings forever. But is that sufficient?  
Why is attaining liberation alone not enough? This is because when you achieve liberation, your own purposes have not been fully fulfilled. It goes without saying then that one would not be able to fulfil the welfare and purposes of other sentient beings. 
When one achieves liberation, one reaches  a state where all sufferings are completely  eliminated. But one has not achieved the omniscient mind that  directly perceives all objects of knowledge. There are still things to be learnt. One still has obscurations or obstructions to omniscience in the mind, which prevent  one from seeing the whole of existence directly. One is  still unable to directly realise the mental dispositions, capabilities and  interests of each and every sentient being, due to this mental block. 

What is needed to remove these obstructions to omniscience that prevent one from directly perceiving all phenomena? The method is bodhicitta - generating the altruistic intention to become enlightened for the benefit of all sentient beings. When  we have bodhicitta, we will be able to remove even the obstructions to omniscience. When we have bodhicitta, we will achieve the state of full enlightenment. When we achieve the state of full enlightenment, not only are our own purposes completely   fulfilled, but also we would be in a position whereby we can work for the benefit of others. This is a win-win solution; one’s own as well as the purposes of others are fulfilled.   There is no higher goal than achieving enlightenment.

When we talk about the Mahayana path, the practice of a person of great capacity, there are:-

1. Mahayana sutra and  

2. Mahayana tantra

One achieves enlightenment faster by practising  Mahayana tantra. 
Within Mahayana tantra, there are different classes of tantra. From the viewpoint of highest yoga tantra, on the basis of practising highest yoga tantra, one can achieve the state of full enlightenment in one short lifetime of this degenerate age. Although all these are Mahayana paths with the same goal of achieving the state of full enlightenment, they are different in the speed at which one can attain the final goal of enlightenment. 
In order to practise Mahayana tantra, one needs to have bodhicitta, i.e. one must develop the altruistic intention to become enlightened for the benefit of all sentient beings. The bodhicitta that is required for tantric practice is much stronger than the bodhicitta that is found in Mahayana sutric practice. 
In tantric practice, one says, “In order to achieve enlightenment, I must, for the benefit of all sentient beings, quickly and very quickly achieve the state of full enlightenment.” 
When one depends on the Mahayana sutra path, one needs to spend three  countless great eons to finish the accumulations of both merit and wisdom. However by depending on tantric practice, one can achieve enlightenment in one lifetime.
The motivation for tantric practice is unbearable compassion for sentient beings that cannot stand sentient beings suffering for such a long time of three countless great eons. The bodhicitta that is required for  tantric practice is therefore much stronger than the usual bodhicitta that one generates. 
Because of the greater strength of the bodhicitta generated, one’s realisation of emptiness is also more powerful. Due to the greater power of one’s bodhicitta and realisation of emptiness, obviously one can achieve enlightenment more quickly. 

In the practice of Mahayana sutra, one achieves enlightenment through the practice of method and wisdom. The practice of wisdom is complemented or assisted by the practice of bodhicitta and vice versa. In  Mahayana sutric practice, method and wisdom cannot be conjoined in  a single  entity within one’s consciousness. 
The special feature of tantric practice is that method and wisdom are one inseparable entity. Because of this, one can move faster towards  the state of enlightenment. Therefore it is said that the Mahayana tantric path is the quicker path to achieve enlightenment. 
“Desire is like a jungle of virulent poison” in verse 4 refers to the practice of taking desire and attachment into the path and using them to move towards the state of full enlightenment. This particular practice is the special feature only of the practice of the highest yoga tantra.
Fr those people whose main goal is to achieve individual liberation – eg ordinary beings like ourselves or those of the hearer and solitary realiser lineages - there is no such thing as taking desire into the path. If one were to try to do that, then it would be like the crow in the verse: “like the crow, perishes.”  Only bodhisattvas are capable of such a feat.
When it comes to studying and understanding the Buddhadharma, we should study as extensively as possible. We should have an  understanding of the entire spectrum  of Buddhist teachings. If we do not have such an overview of the complete teachings of the Buddha and we just stick to our own preferences, to just a particular aspect of the teachings, there is a danger of generating wrong view. One then starts to criticise and deny teachings that were taught by the Buddha.
When it comes to practice, we should start from the very beginning as has been explained earlier. 
When it comes to practice, we have to follow the proper order. 
When it come to studies, however, we should study as much as possible.
It is really important to have the correct understanding of the teachings of the Buddha. This is because some people criticise the tantric teachings of the Buddha - such as the practice of highest yoga tantra - saying that the Buddha himself did not teach these teachings. 

Things like that happen when we do not have the correct understanding. When we understand some of the points that have been explained eg. how  tantric practice must be motivated by a form of bodhicitta that is even  stronger than the bodhicitta generated by a non-tantric practitioner, we can see that there is a big difference  in the state of mind involved. Because of the different states of mind, one can posit a different result. With a different level of mind, obviously the result obtained will be different. 
By reflecting in this way, one can understand the skilfulness of the highest yoga tantric method taught by the Buddha. 
Question: His Holiness the Dalai Lama often advises people not to rush into tantric practice. But Geshe-la seems to be suggesting otherwise. 
Answer: Here we are giving the introduction to the whole range of Buddhist paths. When it comes to actual practice, as explained earlier, we have to start from the very beginning. We have to transform ourselves into a good person first with the practices  explained earlier. Then one generates renunciation of samsara and develops bodhicitta,  the altruistic intention to achieve enlightenment for the benefit of sentient beings. Only then  can we  consider entering into tantric practice. We never encourage people to jump into tantric practice.
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