4
Amitabha Buddhist Centre

Basic Program – Module 8




Engaging in the Bodhisattva Deeds

Transcript of the teachings by Geshe Chonyi

Root verses from A Guide to the Bodhisattva’s Way of Life, translated by Stephen Batchelor; Library of Tibetan Works and Archives, 1979

Root verses are centred, in italics, with verse numbers added

Outline from The Subject Headings from Gyalsab Je’s Commentary to the Bodhicaryavatara, translated by Ven. Losang Sopa (Bob Miller), ed. Feb. 2002; used with permission from the FPMT Education Department, October 2005. Outlines are in bold, numbered.

Lesson No: 14


           Date:20th March   2007

Chapter Eight, Verses 176-187, Outline C a 3) b) ii) 3’ b’ 3” a” (2) onw
Gungtang Rinpoche reminds us that our bodies are like hotel rooms which we book and we stay in for a limited period of time. Yet, for the sake of this “borrowed” body, we do many things to protect, improve and make it happy. 
At the end of the day, what does this  “I,” the guest of this hotel room that we cherish so much, get in return? How much real happiness has this guest experienced? What about the suffering and the problems encountered by this “I”? We need to think about this.


We grasp at the body as being the “self” or belonging to the “self.” Based on these conceptions, we engage in many activities to ensure its happiness and freedom from suffering. But the suffering and problems persist and we never experience any everlasting happiness. Therefore, by understanding  that our bodies are like hotel rooms, we should overcome our attachment to them. 
3”  Examining the faults of the body

a”  The shortcomings of not knowing contentment

(1)   The disadvantages of craving after the body

(2)   The reasonableness of cultivating a non-attachment to body

b”  The shortcomings of being inanimate

c”  The shortcomings of delusion




(2)   The reasonableness of cultivating a non-attachment to body

(8,176 cd)
However, if I do not depend on any (material) things,

The exhaustion of my good fortune will be unknown.

(8,177)
Therefore, I shall never create an opportunity

For the desires of the body to increase.

For whatever I do not grasp as attractive,

These are the best of all possessions.

It is said that when we are able to live without any expectations or dependence  on our bodies and possessions, we will experience all excellent things and our happiness will be inexhaustible. The point is to have few wants and desires and to cultivate contentment.
We are attached to our bodies, possessions, clothing, food, jewellery and ornaments. When our desire for these things is not countered with antidotes, our desire will only increase.
When we do not have the concept of grasping at these things as valuable, desirable, rare and wonderful, then we will be easily contented. Relying on a few simple possessions, we are less likely to be so attached to them and we worry less about losing them. Even when they are lost, we will not be overly upset and at the time of death, we will not cling to these things.
When we hanker after objects of rarity and great value, there is the suffering that comes from not being able to acquire them. Even when we manage to acquire these objects, protecting them is a problem and there is the attendant worry about losing them. At the time of death, we cannot depart peacefully because we cling to these things. There are accounts of people who take rebirths as snakes and cannibal spirits as a result of their powerful clinging and attachment.
What we need is less desire and more contentment. When we are able to live our lives by depending on things that make us contented easily and that we have little attachment to, we will then experience real happiness and less mental turmoil.

b”  The shortcomings of being inanimate

(8.178)
In the end (my body) will turn to dust;

Unable to move (by itself), it will be propelled by other (forces).

Why do I grasp this unbearable

And unclean form as "I"?

(8,179)
Whether it lives or whether it dies,

What use is this machine to me?

How is it different from a clod of earth?

O why do I not dispel this pride (of it being "I" and "mine")!

We may agree that it is inappropriate to be attached to our possessions and  wealth but we may feel that it is acceptable to be attached to our bodies. This is not so. Why? 
Because no matter how well we take care of the body, at the time of death, the body will be discarded in various ways, such as by cremation or burial where it will be consumed by vultures, worms or maggots. In the end, the body turns to dust. We spend so much time and effort to pamper and sustain the body but at the time of death, it is of absolutely no use to us. 

When we investigate further, we realise t
he body  is matter which cannot move  by itself. 
The agents that move the body is the subtle wind energy and the consciousness that rides on that wind. Without these agents, the body is immobile, like a rock or tree. 
We had seen earlier how the body is actually made up of many filthy substances but we still hold the mistaken conception of seeing it as clean and pure and we develop many worries and fears with relation to its well-being. Whether we are dead or alive, this filth-making machine is of no benefit to us.  It is, therefore, inappropriate to develop attachment to our bodies. Why is it like a machine? Because it cannot move on its own. 
The body is like a piece of wood so there is no reason to be proud of it, thinking this is “my” body. Such pride should be dispelled. 


c”  The shortcomings of delusion

(1)  Being deluded about right and wrong

(2)  Being deluded about praise and defamation

(3)  Abandoning objections to that

(4)  Though craving after the body is the source of much wrongdoing, one must guard it in order to take the essence of the leisures and endowments

(1)  Being deluded about right and wrong

(8,180)
Having accumulated suffering for no purpose

Because of my honoring and serving this body,

What use is attachment and anger

For this thing that is similar to a piece of wood?

(8,181)
Whether I am caring for my body in this way,

Or whether it is being eaten by vultures,

It has no attachment or hatred towards these things—

Why then am I so attached to it?

Out of attachment for our bodies, we work to acquire things like food and clothing, developing attachment for those we consider to be pleasant and attractive and on our side while generating hatred and anger towards those who oppose us. If that is the case, why are we attached to our bodies which are the bases for the generation of afflictions such as anger and attachment and the source of our problems and suffering in this and our future lives? 

From the side of the body, it will not show any appreciation or gratitude for the care we give it. And even when it is being fed to vultures or maggots, it  does not get angry.  Why then are we so worked up over this body that is apparently indifferent to whether it is treated well or badly? 

(2)  Being deluded about praise and defamation

(8,182)
If (my body) knows no anger when derided

And no pleasure when praised,

For what reason

Am I wearing myself out like this?

When people criticise our bodies for being too fat or too skinny, the body itself does not feel upset or angry. When someone praises the beauty of our bodies,   the body itself feels no delight.  Since the body is matter, it cannot tell what is praise and what is criticism. It is, therefore, pointless for us to get so attached to winning praise for and avoiding criticism of our bodies. 
(3)  Abandoning objections to that

(8,183)
-Yet I want this body of mine,

Both it and I are friends-

Since all beings want their bodies,

Why do I not find joy in theirs?

Even though we recognise that the body, from its own side, feels neither delight nor unhappiness nor understand the meaning of praise and criticism, we still feel, “This is my body. It is like a good friend and therefore, it is all right to protect it, out of attachment.” This is how we think.  
If that is our justification, then everyone is the same as us in cherishing their own bodies. Why are we not doing anything to protect the bodies of others, thinking of them as “our bodies”? Since the concept of “I” and “others” do not exist from their own sides, when we analyse and try to find the “I” and the “other” we will not be able to do so. 

Therefore, we should protect the bodies of others as we do our own. 
(4)  Though craving after the body is the source of much wrongdoing, one must guard it in order to take the essence of the leisures and endowments

(8,184)
Therefore, in order to benefit all beings

I shall give up this body without any attachment.

Although it may have many faults,

I should look after it while experiencing (the results of my previous) actions.

We have established many reasons why it is inappropriate to be attached to our unclean bodies, which only cause us to create many negative actions in the course of taking care of and protecting it. 
Instead, we should dedicate our bodies to the service of others and only protect them because we need to use them to help and benefit other sentient beings.  

Just as a  carpenter or blacksmith takes great care of his tools because he relies on them for his work, likewise we should protect and take care of our bodies because we need to use them to work for the benefit of others. 
It is said in Aryadeva’s “Four Hundred Stanzas” that the body should be regarded as an enemy because it is the basis upon which attachment and all unpleasant things arise. True suffering refers to the appropriated physical and mental aggregates, i.e., the body. 
But there is a need to protect the body because we use it to practise the Dharma and to observe the vows we have taken. If we are able to have a long life, we are able to use our bodies to accumulate a vast amount of merit. 
4” Exerting control over the mind

a”   Turning back obstacles to virtue

b”   Developing the strength of effort in the antidote

c”   Placing oneself in one-pointed equipoise upon a virtuous focus

a”   Turning back obstacles to virtue

(8,185)
So enough of this childish behavior!

I shall follow in the steps of the wise,

And having recalled the advice concerning conscientiousness,

I shall turn away sleep and mental dullness.

In order to develop concentration, we have to abandon the afflictions. From time without beginning, we had engaged in the “childish behaviour” of only caring for our friends and supporters, working against enemies and foes and being absorbed in acquiring fame and fortune. 
Despite our “hard work,” no significant results have been achieved and we have not attained any everlasting happiness. Enough is enough. Henceforth, we should follow the instructions of the Buddha and be skilful and wise by adopting a lifestyle where we abandon non-virtue and cultivate virtue instead. 
We should also ensure that our bodies, speech and minds are always abiding in conscientiousness by relying on mindfulness and vigilance. We should remember the advice given in Chapter 4 on conscientiousness and Chapter 5 on vigilance.  
Chapter 8 focuses on achieving concentration. To do that, we have to abandon the five obstacles to meditative stabilization one of which is mentioned here -   sleep and mental dullness (the others being excitement and regret, desire and attachment, anger and doubt). 


1. 
2. 
3. 
4. 
5. 
b”   Developing the strength of effort in the antidote

(8,186)
Just like the compassionate Children of the Conqueror,

I shall patiently accept what I have to do;

For if I do not make a constant effort day and night,

When will my misery ever come to an end?

We are exhorted here to develop the kind of courage and determination the bodhisattvas had as we strive to develop concentration day and night. Liberation from suffering and misery cannot be achieved without such effort.  
c”   Placing oneself in one-pointed equipoise upon a virtuous focus

(8,187)
Therefore, in order to dispel the obscurations,

I shall withdraw my mind from mistaken ways

And constantly place it in equipoise

Upon the perfect object.

We need special insight to eliminate both the seeds of our afflictions (the obstructions to liberation) together with their predispositions (the obstructions to omniscience). Before we can develop special insight, we need to realise calm abiding. In order to achieve calm abiding, we must first isolate our minds from all discursive thoughts and distractions. 
In order to stop distractions, we have to isolate ourselves physically by abandoning the hustle and bustle of worldly  life. 
We must also isolate the mind by abandoning the five faults.

In the earlier module on the Lamrim, we had looked at the development of calm abiding by abandoning the five faults and cultivating the eight antidotes and the nine stages of calm abiding. These instructions and the need to achieve calm abiding are common to all the vehicles.
What is uncommon here, in this text, is the way to cultivate calm abiding through the method of exchanging self and other. This is uncommon and is a feature of the great vehicle.

b. The chapter’s name

Teaching absorption

The next chapter on wisdom is going to be challenging. In order to study this topic, we should generate the courage and determination to study it. If we  leave it because it is difficult, then it will always remain so and it will never become easier by our avoiding the subject.  
We should remember the advice from the text itself, “There is nothing whatsoever/That is not made easier through acquaintance” (6, 14). 
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� Our craving functions through the desire for more and more, and its by-products are dissatisfaction and discontent, which in turn bring about impatience and unhappiness. We must therefore try to eliminate these by using the appropriate antidotes and ceasing to consider the objects of our attachment to be attractive when we come in contact with them. Desire is the attitude wishing to possess what we do not have, and dissatisfaction is the wish to enhance and increase what we have already. When we are free from both, however, we possess the true wealth of fulfilment. [177]


If someone who already has a house sees a better one and thinks, "My house is not as big and beautiful," as a result he will start to crave a nicer house. To solve the problem, the first possible solution is to buy a home of that kind, saving money if there is not enough. But if that person can�not find the money he needs and still cultivates the desire for what he can�not have, he will be unhappy. A second solution, then, is to block such craving by changing his mental attitude—for example by thinking that any home he has grants him shelter and enough rooms to live in. Trying to be satisfied with what he has, the craving will start to decrease, and finally it will disappear.


Likewise, if we are not very rich and we feel discouraged because we see that there is nothing we can do to earn more, let us think that, whatever the sum we possess, we will never be satisfied. This is a sensible way of thinking, for what is the point of feeling sad if we cannot find more money?


Another way of thinking is the following, "Right now I want this lovely house, but what will be the use of it once 1 have to leave this world? And what will be the use of even the little house in which I now live?" Or, "What will be the use of the money 1 have? When I die, I will have to leave even this body that I have cared so much for and for which I have so much attachment." Indeed, at that moment, we will have to abandon everything.


If we try to think in these terms, our minds will start to evolve and move in the right direction. It is because we are unable to reflect in the right way that we feel attached to nonsensical things. But when we improve our way of seeing things and take on correct attitudes, we will gradually for�sake desire, no longer being subject to the suffering it causes us, and we will feel more satisfied, more fulfilled. At the very least we will not feel unhappy. This positive change in our attitude is the result of our mental training, or spiritual method.


Negative mental factors associated with hatred are very harmful, but at least we do not generate them very often, whereas attachment is continu�ally with us. It is like scabies—it is relieved when we scratch, but by scratch�ing it spreads. The more we try to satisfy our attachment, the more it grows, leaving imprints of suffering; therefore we must eliminate it.


This beautiful body of ours will eventually be buried, thrown in a river, cremated, or, as in Tibet, given to the vultures—in any case, we shall have to forsake it. It is made of flesh, bones, and skin, which ultimately are the causes of suffering. It is a machine for processing food, a pile of mud and dust, and there is no reason to be proud of it, because it is composed of impurities. [179]


Since our body is the source of all our suffering, we should not be attached to it. At the same time, however, we must not misuse it or waste it, but take care of it as a vehicle to practice the Dharma and attain personal liberation and enlightenment, thus finding ultimate happiness.


A body does not react when derided or praised, so there is no reason for us to do so either. [182]


It is wrong if, out of attachment, we praise our body, and out of aver�sion we despise or criticize the bodies of others. We must treat them in the same way. [183]


In order to benefit all beings we can also, with generosity, offer our body. [184]


This does not mean that from the beginning we must literally practice this way. We can, however, without fear of harm, offer ourselves com�pletely, and we do not have to die in order to work for others. For exam�ple, if we go to see a wise, accomplished person and offer our body completely, we will then be supported by him and we will eat what he offers us, while at the same time being totally available. If we offer our body to the root guru and to the Three Jewels, from that moment on we will work for the benefit of all beings and to fulfill our master's wishes.


We offer our body to the buddhas by making it useful to all beings, and this pleases them, because their only wish and objective is that all might receive benefits. Offering one's body to the buddhas and making it avail�able to all beings will also prevent us from any type of hindrance that might come from evil beings or spirits, and will protect us from catching conta�gious diseases.


We possess the courage and the desire to listen to the Dharma and we must pray that this positive and useful attitude may continue, without thinking that we must practice it all at once, but gradually, little by little. When a strong rain falls on a steep slope, the water gathers and large rivulets are formed. Then, when the sun returns, it dries everything quickly, since all the water has fallen down into the valley. Our behavior must not reflect the sense of this metaphor, but instead we must try to progress day by day, year by year, and life after life, until we succeed in attaining the state of omniscience.


We must free ourselves from samsara, because it is nothing but suffer�ing. But is it possible to do so? Certainly, because the conception of sam�sara existing intrinsically is erroneous, since no phenomena exist "truly"—that is, by their own characteristics or by their own nature. Nor do they exist without depending on their constituent parts, on a nomi�nal attribute, or on their causes and conditions (for those that are imper�manent).


In order to generate the discriminating intelligence that realizes empti�ness, we must be capable of maintaining our meditation for a long time, and in order to maintain concentration, we must first practice ethical dis�cipline, or morality.


We are kept as prisoners by mental afflictions, but will be free when we destroy them. For example, the Chinese have deprived Tibet of freedom and independence, but when we Tibetans find a way to gain these back, we will again enjoy them.


In all the teachings of the Buddha and in all the scriptures of the mas�ters there is full agreement on the fact that all the suffering in samsara, and the fact of having to be reborn into it without choice, arises due to mental afflictions and karma. Complete and ultimate freedom will be attained only after having destroyed their power. Both the Dharma and material wealth can help us in different ways, but we must choose which is the most effective.


It is like being asked to choose between gold bullion and the same quan�tity of iron—surely, even if both of them can be useful in different ways, we will choose gold, because it is the most precious. Likewise, it is far more sensible to strive in the practice of the Dharma, which is more helpful and more useful than material possessions.


If we devote our energy solely to spiritual practice without worrying about accumulating wealth, the indirect outcome will be that we will suc�ceed in having material wealth anyway, even more, in fact, than we would have gained by thinking exclusively about it, and that we will not face problems related to poverty.


Since attachment and aversion hinder the development of meditative con�centration, one has to abandon them and try instead to follow the practices of the bodhisattvas as well as their advice on conscientiousness, applying, among others, the antidotes to mental dullness. [185]


In order to fight this obstacle, if for instance we are meditating on an image of the Buddha, we must at first try to visualize it as clearly as possi�ble. Then, when the visualization is clear, we must apply memory in order to maintain our concentration on that image.


A second type of mental dullness is that which we may experience when lying in the sun. Still another hindrance to concentration, as we have seen previously, is the mental factor of distraction, which can man�ifest through thinking about our loved ones and friends, or about going for a walk and so forth. While training in meditative steadfastness, we must also avoid the regret we feel when considering negative deeds we performed in the past. Allowing remorse to overwhelm us only becomes a new obstacle. We must also avoid any malevolent thoughts or doubts about the usefulness of our meditation. All the mental factors that have been described—gross and subtle mental dullness, distraction, remorse, and doubt—prevent the attainment of concentration and must be avoided.


We must also consider the need for developing the courage of buddhas and bodhisattvas in order to succeed in meditating and practicing day and night, reflecting on the fact that without striving in this way, the final result of enlightenment will not be attained. It is equally necessary to gen-crate a firm conviction that great meditators have obtained results from their practices by overcoming various difficulties, and that we must do the same. [186]. 


We must therefore practice the common teachings of the Paramitayana, the path of the sutras, and the extraordinary, uncommon teachings of tantra.


In order to attain individual liberation we must eliminate mental afflic�tions through the realization of emptiness, and in order to do this we must develop perfect concentration, avoiding the various disturbing factors that are a hindrance to meditation, and contemplate emptiness itself. [187] (The Way of Awakening by Geshe Yeshe Tobden, pg. 232 -236)
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