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Verses 115-117
Understanding emptiness is a very difficult thing to do especially when we look at the words that are used to explain this topic. They seem to be talking about the same thing but, in different contexts, they may mean different things. So we have to concentrate and pay attention when listening to teachings on emptiness in order to avoid confusion. If you do not pay attention from the beginning, then you will become more and more confused as the teachings progress. When you are confused, then the question you pose will also be confused.

[115]

Now, when you are absorbed in meditative equipoise on this, what is

there really to a mere appearance? How can either existence or non-

existence exist? How can anyone anywhere assert “it is” or “it is not”?

In the previous verses that dealt with emptiness, we looked at the meaning of emptiness and how we can posit conventionality on the basis of emptiness. After establishing the meaning of emptiness in our minds in such a manner, we have to enter into meditative equipoise on emptiness. 

‘Now,’ refers to that time when we are in meditative equipoise, directly perceiving emptiness.

‘When you are absorbed in meditative equipoise on this, what is there really to a mere appearance?’: When one is absorbed in the meditative equipoise on emptiness, i.e. directly perceiving emptiness, to the appearance factor of this consciousness directly perceiving emptiness, there is no appearance of conventionality. Conventionality does not appear at all to the wisdom that realises emptiness directly. 

‘How can either existence or nonexistence exist?’:  

(a) ‘How can existence exist?’ means that, to the appearance factor of the wisdom realising emptiness directly, there is no conventionality at all. So, ‘existence’ here refers to the fact that conventionality does not exist to the appearance factor of the wisdom realizing emptiness directly.

(b) ‘How can non-existence exist?’ means emptiness exists to the appearance factor of this wisdom realising emptiness directly.  

‘How can anyone anywhere assert “it is” or “it is not”?’: This is related to true existence and the lack of true existence. From the perspective of the wisdom realising emptiness directly, there is no assertion of things being truly existent and things being not truly existent. This explanation is given in the context of what exists to the appearance factor of the wisdom realising emptiness directly. 

When we consider a more conventional way of explaining this, then the following explanation would apply:

‘How can existence exist?’: ‘Existence’ here means true existence. When we talk about emptiness, we say that phenomena do not exist truly. Therefore, this line is asking, ‘How can phenomena established by way of their own character exist? Such phenomena do not exist at all!’  

‘How can non-existence exist?’: How can you then deny the existence of mere conventionality? Although phenomena do not exist truly, they do exist as mere conventionalities.    

‘How can anyone anywhere assert “it is” or “it is not”?’: Because all phenomena do not exist truly, they exist as mere conventionalities. Since that is the case, how can anyone assert that there are truly existent phenomena and that conventionalities do not exist? Not a single proponent of the Middle Way School would assert that there are truly existent phenomena and that there are no mere conventionalities.

[116]

Subject and object lack ultimate reality. If your mind remains in its

innate nature, uncontrived and shining, free from all discrimination

and conceptual proliferation, you will become a great being.

All objects do not truly exist. Therefore, the emptiness of those objects also does not truly exist and is something that is merely labelled by the mind. There is a reference in the root text, which has not been translated here. ‘Lang dor’ means that which is to be abandoned and that which is to be cultivated. Since all phenomena, including subject and object do not truly exist, the truly existent objects of abandonment and cultivation also cannot possibly exist. Not only do they not exist, but they also do not exist conventionally in mere name.  

As mentioned in the previous verse, conventionalities do not exist in the perspective of the wisdom directly realising emptiness. In other words, all elaborations of conventionalities do not exist in the perspective of the wisdom directly realising emptiness, i.e. it is ‘uncontrived.’

When one directly perceives emptiness in meditative equipoise, no conventionality exists in the perspective of this particular consciousness. When this happens, one’s mind is completely free of such elaborations of conventionalities and remains in its, ‘innate nature,’ focusing on the final mode of abiding of the true nature of all phenomena, which is emptiness. One should strive to remain and meditate in this state for as long as possible to familiarise oneself with that state.  At that time, one becomes a superior being.

[117]

Thus, by practising the conventional and ultimate bodhicitta,

and thereby uninterruptedly carrying the two accumulations

through to completion, may I perfectly realise the two aims.

‘By practising the conventional and ultimate bodhicitta’: At the beginning of this text, we looked at the many faults of self-cherishing. We have to reflect on them as well as reflect on how cherishing others is the root of all good qualities. By reflecting in such a way, we train our minds to develop bodhicitta through the method of exchanging self with others. When we develop bodhicitta in our minds, we have generated conventional bodhicitta.

Having completed the topic of developing conventional bodhicitta, the text goes on to explain how we should develop ultimate bodhicitta, i.e. how to realise emptiness, through the use of logic, reasoning and analogies. We then establish the meaning of emptiness in our minds. Having done that, we have to listen to teachings, reflect and meditate on emptiness. When we realise or perceive emptiness directly, we have generated ultimate bodhicitta within our own minds.      

Through engaging in the practice that is the union of these two bodhicittas, our accumulation of merit and wisdom also increases. When this accumulation of merit and wisdom is brought to completion, we achieve the state of full enlightenment and the form and truth bodies, i.e. ‘realise the two aims.’  

At the resultant stage of enlightenment, when one becomes a buddha, one achieves a state where one possesses two bodies - the form body and truth body. Since there are two bodies, there must be two main causes that bring about the attainment of these bodies. The main cause of the attainment of the truth body of the Buddha is the collection of wisdom, which is achieved through the realisation of emptiness. The form body is attained through the collection of merit, which is primarily achieved by cultivating conventional bodhicitta.   

**************

Since we have been talking about emptiness, it may be useful and beneficial to discuss this famous verse from The Vajra Cutter Sutra.  

 As a star, a visual aberration, a lamp, an illusion, dew, a bubble, a dream, lightning, and a cloud – view all the compounded like that.

Here, we are trying to understand emptiness through the use of different analogies. 

A star:

There are two facets to or two truths abiding in every single phenomenon:

(a) the ultimate truth of any phenomenon is posited by its appearing to a direct valid cognizer, the wisdom that directly realises its emptiness, and 

(b) the conventional truth of the same phenomenon is posited by its appearing to a conceptual valid cognizer (which is a conceptual consciousness)  realising or apprehending conventionality. 

Therefore, we have to say that the two truths exist in all phenomena and this is posited by the two valid cognizers, the direct valid cognizer and the conceptual valid cognizer.

Just as we do not see any stars in the daytime on a bright and clear day, even though the stars are there, when one is directly realising emptiness in meditative equipoise on emptiness, no conventionalities exist to the perspective of that consciousness directly realising emptiness. 

What exists or appears to the perspective of that consciousness directly realising emptiness is only a mere negation of true existence, which is a non-affirming negative. 

However, when the sun sets and it is dark, suddenly, we can see all the stars. This is the analogy for the whole variety of conventionalities appearing to a conceptual valid cognizer realising conventionalities. 

There are many different kinds of conceptual consciousnesses; there are conceptual valid cognizers and there are also conceptual wrong consciousnesses. An example of a conceptual wrong consciousness is a self-grasping conception. All sorts of mistaken appearances appear to that consciousness which is obscured by this ignorance.     

So with respect to a single star in the sky, it can present itself in two different ways to a perceiver. It depends on whether it is day or night. Likewise, all phenomena possess two truths; they can present themselves in two different ways, i.e. depending on whether it is being perceived by a direct valid cognizer and or a conceptual valid cognizer. 

According to Prasangika-Madhyamika (the Consequence Middle Way School), they assert that all phenomena are merely labelled by mind. But that does not mean that everything that is merely labelled by mind exists. For example, sound that is posited by a valid cognizer does exist. But there is also a wrong consciousness that apprehends sound to be permanent and such a phenomenon as permanent sound does not exist. 

Another example: Let us say all phenomena appear as truly existent to a consciousness polluted by ignorance. Although truly existent phenomena exist in the perspective of such a wrong consciousness, in reality, truly existent phenomena do not exist. This shows that whatever appears to the mind does not necessarily exist. 

A visual aberration

This analogy is used to explain that truly existent phenomena do not exist in the way they appear to us. Some people have a visual defect of seeing hairs falling in front of their eyes, although there is no such falling hair. Likewise, although phenomena appear to us as truly existent, there is no such thing as truly existent phenomena. 

On the basis of this assertion that phenomena do not truly or inherently exist, then how do we posit the existence of conventionalities? This is done with the next analogy of the butter lamp.

A lamp

The analogy of the butter ‘lamp’ is used to help us understand that although phenomena do not exist from their own side; nevertheless they do exist as mere conventionalities or mere appearance. 

A light does not come just from the side of the container of a butter lamp; we also need butter or oil and the wick.  We get a flame only with the aggregation of all these conditions. This shows that although the light does not come from the side of the butter lamp, nevertheless, the flame exists through the coming together of all these different conditions (the container, wick and butter).

Similarly, the happiness and suffering that are found in samsara do not exist from their own side. Nevertheless, they arise through the coming together of their causes and conditions such as karma and the afflictions. 

An illusion

‘An illusion’ is used to help us understand that the reason we suffer is because we believe that things exist in the way they appear to us and we grasp at that. A magician has an object, which is the basis of his magic. When he produces an apparition of a beautiful, ugly or frightening person on the basis of that object, we react accordingly. 

When we see a beautiful person, we develop attachment. When we see a scary person, we develop fear. In reality, neither the beautiful nor scary person exists from the side of the object. It is just an illusion. Nevertheless, we still develop attachment or fear.  

Likewise, although phenomena do not exist inherently, because of coming under the influence of a conceptual wrong consciousness grasping at phenomena as truly existent, phenomena appear to us as inherently existent. This conceptual wrong consciousness follows after that appearance. This acts as a condition for us to develop either aversion or attachment. Because of developing those emotions, we suffer. We suffer in cyclic existence because we follow this conceptual wrong consciousness. Therefore, we have to see this mistaken way of looking at things as a fault, which causes us suffering.   The way to see this fault is as explained in the next analogy of a dew or bubble.

Dew/A bubble 

A drop of ‘dew’ and a ‘bubble’ are used to help us understand how to look at the faults of cyclic existence - how all compounded phenomena are by nature impermanent and how samsara is in the nature of suffering. A drop of dew reminds us of the fact that a conditioned phenomenon is impermanent. A bubble helps us understand that contaminated phenomena are in the nature of suffering. 

We see a drop of dew on the tip of grass or leaves early in the morning but when the sun comes out, it dries up very quickly. That shows impermanence. Similarly, the process of disintegration of all conditioned (compounded / impermanent) phenomena begins in the very next moment after they are produced.  They are impermanent because they undergo change every single moment and there is no stability. Dharmakirti’s Commentary on the ‘Compendium of Valid Cognition,’ said, ‘Disintegration happens as soon as we are born.’ There is no need for another cause or condition for aging or for change to happen because the very factor of change and disintegration is established along with its cause of production - the cause that brought us about is the very cause that causes us to change and disintegrate every single moment.             

A ‘bubble’ is used to help us understand how contaminated phenomena are in the nature of suffering by looking at the faults of samsara. There are three types of sufferings, (a) suffering of pain, (b) suffering of change and (c) suffering of conditionality. 

(a) Suffering of pain: When a bubble forms in water, its entity is still water. Likewise, as soon as the suffering of pain arises, the sensation of pain stays as pain without changing.

(b) Suffering of change: Contaminated pleasure arises but it changes into suffering, which is the true nature of the contaminated experience. This is like the water bubble bursting and becoming water again. This shows that there is no stability with regards to contaminated pleasure or happiness. Contaminated happiness eventually ends up as the suffering of pain.

(c) Suffering of conditionality (or pervasive compounded suffering): The very fact that we have these samsaric bodies (contaminated physical and mental aggregates) acts as the basis of the first two types of sufferings just as water is the very basis of the process of formation and disintegration of water bubbles; when you stir water, water bubbles form. When the bubbles burst, they become water again.     

As ordinary beings, we discriminate amongst these three types of suffering, seeing some as good and others as bad. We seem to agree that the suffering of pain is bad. But when we look at the suffering of change, i.e. contaminated pleasure and the suffering of conditionality, we think of them as good. 

Superior beings, on the other hand, see all three to be in the nature of suffering and as samsara. They do not see even the slightest bit of happiness in samsara. They realise samsara for what it is, i.e. it is in the nature of suffering. This is the reason why the First Noble Truth is called “The Truth of Suffering”. Superior beings realise this truth. Superior beings see samsaric existence as no different from sitting on a needle; no matter how we adjust our sitting position on the needle, it remains painful.  

By reflecting on the faults of cyclic existence as shown in the analogies of the dew and the bubble, we develop renunciation, the mind that definitely wants to get out of cyclic existence, the mind of definite emergence. Although we may develop this sense of disenchantment by recognising the faults of cyclic existence, there is no way to cut the root of cyclic existence without the wisdom realising emptiness. The only way to get out of cyclic existence is to develop the wisdom realising emptiness, which is why it is so important. The way to do that is shown by, ‘a dream, lightning, a cloud, see compounded phenomena as such.’

A dream, lightning, a cloud, see compounded phenomena as such.

All compounded phenomena necessarily exist in one of the three times: the past, present or in the future. 

A ‘dream’ is used to establish how all past compounded phenomena as well as the past itself do not exist inherently. We have pleasant and unpleasant experiences in our dreams. When we wake up from our sleep and remember our dream, we may get attached to it or we may be upset or unhappy. Although our dream, be it pleasant or unpleasant, does not exist in reality, attachment or aversion can still arise with respect to it.  We can experience the effects of past actions but the past actions we created did not exist inherently. On the basis of this, we can establish that the past did not exist inherently.   

‘Lightning’ is used to establish how all present compounded phenomena do not exist inherently. A flash of lightning occurs in an instant and disappears.  Similarly, all compounded phenomena in the present are mere appearances of the mind because when we try to investigate and look for these compounded phenomena in the present, we are not able to distinguish the agent, object and action. Compounded phenomena are either their causes or their effects but we are not able to find which is the cause and which is the effect.       

A ‘cloud’ is used to establish how all future compounded phenomena do not exist inherently. On a bright day with a very clear blue sky, it will probably not rain. When there is no rain, there will be no crops and harvest. When clouds gather, rain will come and the crops can grow and be harvested. 

So the clouds possess the ability to produce crops and make harvesting possible. But these results do not exist within the clouds. Likewise, although our minds are in the nature of clear light, because of the presence of different factors such as karma, the afflictions and their seeds, in the future they can produce experiences, the effects. But those experiences that will arise in the future are merely labelled by the mind. The effects that will arise in the future do not exist inherently. If future phenomena are inherently existent, then their causes would also have to be inherently existent. 

*****************

Exam tips for Module 6
To read  following verses:-

Verses 1-6, 11-12, 15, 17-18, 25, 30, 37, 41,49, 51,57, 61-63, 69,72, 91-92, 98,100, 102-117 and the teachings on emptiness.   
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