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Amitabha Buddhist Centre                                     Basic Program – Module 9

                                                                              Engaging in the Bodhisattva Deeds

Transcript of the teachings by Geshe Chonyi

Root verses from Engaging in the Bodhisattva Deeds (Bodhisattvacharyavatara) by Shantideva, Chapter IX: WISDOM, translated by Ven. Joan Nicell, February 2006, used with permission from the FPMT Education Department.
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: 1

                             Date:3rd July  2007

Chapter Nine, Verses 1-3 
I always mention at the first session of each module the importance of generating a strong sense of courage and determination to start and complete the module. By generating such determination from the onset,  we are far more likely to be able to continue and complete the entire module. Otherwise, it is difficult to even continue coming for classes. 

I bought some dharmachakras (or dharma wheel) as presents for everyone during my recent trip.  There are two colours: the green signifying Mother Tara and the yellow one signifying Manjushri. This is an auspicious dependent arising as the dharma wheel is an important symbol for dharma teachers. It points to one’s ability to continue one’s studies and being able to benefit others in a big way with the knowledge and understanding that is gained through such studies. 

We can see in the world today many different kinds of problems and difficulties:

physical and mental sufferings, people criticising and being criticised, looking down on and being looked down upon by others, relationship problems in families, marriages and friendships and so forth.   

All the difficulties we experience originate from the ego, the grasping at an inherently existent ‘I’ or ‘self’ that exists from its own side.  Believing such an ‘I’ exists, we engage in all kinds of activities in order to achieve happiness for ourselves. We become unhappy when our desires are thwarted. Just as those who are disturbed by or  harmed by spirits get into trouble, we get ourselves into difficulties because of our self-grasping ignorance. 
When our main purpose in life is to overcome problems and to achieve the happiness of this life alone, then we are no better than animals who do the same thing in their daily lives. The only difference is that we have different bodies. But since we have this human life, we must do something better with it . Of course we need the necessities of life, such as food and so on, to survive but when they become the central focus of our lives, it is not a skilful way to lead our lives. 
In our daily lives, we should reflect and check to see where our emphasis lies. Are we more concerned with this life alone or are we more focussed on our   future lives? If we find that we have little interest in our future lives, then we should ask ourselves: how different am I then from animals? 

As human beings with our advanced mental capacity and intelligence, we should lead a superior existence. Superficially, we may feel we are better than  animals. But when we deeply analyse the reasons for our feeling this way, if our primary concerns are limited to getting good food, acquiring wealth, reputation and possessions, it is highly questionable whether we are superior to animals. We may behave differently at a physical level but our desires are no different from their cravings.  
In essence, since all our undesirable experiences come from our self-grasping ignorance, our problems can only end when this ignorance is completely eradicated. Prayers alone or the mere wish to be free from problems will not get rid of our suffering. In order to remove suffering, we need to get rid of the root of suffering, the self-grasping ignorance.  The only way to do this is to generate the wisdom realising that such an inherently existent self does not exist and to achieve that, we need to listen to and study the teachings on how to develop the wisdom realising emptiness. We need to reflect on what we have heard. Then based on our reflections, we need to meditate to familiarise ourselves with the meaning of emptiness that we had ascertained. 
For those truly seeking liberation from suffering, the teachings exhort them to work hard to develop this wisdom. It is not easy – to simply identify this self-grasping ignorance is very difficult. 

Self-grasping ignorance refers to the conception of grasping at the person that exists by way of its own character, which is posited as the subtle selflessness. In order to know this subtle selflessness, we must first know the presentation of the coarse and subtle levels of selflessness and the coarse and subtle presentations of the Four Noble Truths. 
There is a discussion on the meaning of the coarse and subtle levels of impermanence at the beginning of the Four Noble Truths. Only then can we understand that a permanent, unitary and independent self cannot possibly exist. Based on that understanding, we can then understand that the self -sufficient substantially existent person also cannot possibly exist. On the basis of understanding this coarser level of selflessness, we can understand the most subtle level of selflessness, i.e.,  the emptiness of the person existing by way of its own character.  Through this process of studying and ascertainment on the coarse and subtle levels of impermanence, the mind moves towards impermanence and the understanding that that is really how things are.  
It is difficult enough to just understand coarse impermanence. For example, it is difficult to have the thought, “I will die sooner or later.” Many of our friends, relatives and loved ones had already died or some of them are about to die. The remaining ones will definitely have to die one day. But for ourselves, it is difficult to have the thought that we are going to die and that death may come today. This kind of thought never arises in our minds. When coarse impermanence is already so difficult for us, then we don’t even have to talk about emptiness. Therefore, the proper method is to study and ascertain both the coarse and subtle levels of impermanence and then move on to look at the meaning of coarse and subtle selflessness.

In summary, the root of all the suffering we experience is the ego, the self -grasping ignorance. The only antidote is the wisdom realising emptiness or selflessness and the way to do this is to depend on the unmistaken texts and treatises that explain the meaning of selflessness. Therefore, our motivation for studying these unmistaken texts and treatises that focus on this wisdom is to achieve liberation and omniscience, the state of full enlightenment so that we can benefit all sentient beings. 

The fact we have this opportunity to listen and to study these unmistaken texts and treatises on emptiness shows how unbelievably fortunate we are and   is a sign that we had accumulated very powerful virtue, vast amounts of merit and had made prayers in our past lives to receive these teachings. The opportunity we have now did not arise without cause and is not something that arises without the correct conditions. It shows how unbelievably fortunate we are just to hear the teachings on emptiness which places strong imprints  on our mental continua. We will be even more fortunate if we can reflect and meditate on emptiness. When we understand and realise this, then there is reason for us to be happy and to rejoice!

This opportunity to study and reflect on selflessness and emptiness fulfils the purpose of our human lives. If we were born as cats or dogs, there would be  no way for us to listen and reflect on the meaning of emptiness. We have this opportunity now which is the result of having accumulated great virtue in the past, which will all go to waste if we do not capitalise on this opportunity.  
Therefore, we should remind ourselves how unbelievably fortunate we are to  have the opportunity to listen to, reflect and meditate on these teachings on emptiness. We should also remind ourselves that this opportunity is the result of the virtue we had accumulated in the past. This being the case, whenever we attend these teachings, we should take great pains to make sure that we pay full attention. 
By listening attentively to the teachings, the imprints placed on our mental continua will be stable and strong. Then, when we receive such teachings again in our future lives, it will become much easier for us to understand them. Therefore, we should always pray that we will be able to listen, reflect and meditate on the teachings on emptiness. 
It would be wonderful if  we can develop this wisdom in this very life. But even if that does not happen, we should pray that, in all our future lives, we will always have the opportunity to receive such teachings on emptiness and be able to meditate on them till we realise emptiness. Once we have realised  emptiness, we can remove the root of our problems, the self-grasping ignorance. Since we have this opportunity now, we should try our best to listen to, study and reflect on the unmistaken texts on emptiness as much as we can. We would then have fulfilled the purpose of being born human. 

We would also fulfil the purpose of having met the Buddha’s teachings as the teachings on emptiness are their very essence. 

Even if we were to spend our days and nights  listening to teachings on emptiness, reflecting on the meaning of emptiness and familiarising ourselves with the meaning of emptiness that we have ascertained, that would be a wise and purposeful life choice. It is a valid and reasonable way of spending our time because once we have developed the wisdom realising emptiness, the root of all our problems would be destroyed. We would then have fulfilled our heart wish to be free of  problems and difficulties in our lives. 

As mentioned earlier, the self-grasping ignorance cannot be eradicated by mere prayers. Sometimes, there is a danger of increasing our problems by merely praying. When we do not understand what self-grasping ignorance is, we will continue to believe that the ‘I’ is real and inherently existent. This ‘I’ wants to be happy and avoid suffering. When this ‘I’ starts to pray to get rid of the self-grasping ignorance, while still clinging on to the notion of the inherently existent ‘I,’ it will only serve to strengthen the ego.  
In order to get rid of this self-grasping ignorance (or ego), we need to understand how it works. It is grasping at its object,  be it the ‘I’ or some other phenomenon, as existing inherently, as existing from its own side. When we can generate another mind that realises that, in reality, the ‘I’ does not exist in the way we believe it to exist, we can then slowly weaken our ego. 
(Geshe-la then proceeds to review the verses of Chapter 9 covered in the last Module)

(1)
The Muni (the subduer) taught all these branches

For the purpose of wisdom

Therefore, those who wish to pacify suffering

Should generate wisdom (wisdom realizing emptiness)

As mentioned earlier, the root of all our sufferings is our ego,  the mind that believes the ‘I’ to be inherently existent. Our suffering will be pacified and we will be liberated when  we can get rid of the root of all our problems by realising emptiness. 

When we want to achieve the state of full enlightenment for the benefit of sentient beings, then it is absolutely necessary to generate this wisdom in our minds. We need this wisdom realising emptiness to remove our negative emotions, their seeds and predispositions (or obstructions to omniscience). Furthermore, that wisdom  has to be supported by a great collection of merit.  In order to generate this merit, the earlier chapters of this text (“all these branches”) discussed the perfections of generosity, ethics, patience, joyous perseverance and concentration that support and make the wisdom realising emptiness  powerful enough to act as the antidote to the obstructions to omniscience. 

In order to achieve the respective goals of either the Hinayana or Mahayana, one must definitely generate this wisdom realising emptiness. What is the difference between the Mahayana (Great Vehicle) and the Hinayana (Lesser Vehicle)? They are not differentiated by their view of reality because both of them agree that all things are empty of inherent existence. However, the wisdom realising emptiness generated by the Hinayanist does not have the power to overcome the imprints of the negative emotions (obstructions to omniscience). It only has the power to destroy the negative emotions themselves whereas the wisdom realising emptiness generated in the mind of the Mahayanist has the power to overcome the imprints of the negative emotions. Why is this so? The difference lies in the accumulation of merit.  The Hinayana and Mahayana are therefore differentiated not by the view but by the method (collection of merit/virtue). The collection of merit refers to the generation of bodhicitta, the altruistic intention to achieve enlightenment for the benefit of all sentient beings.

The first verse is emphasising the importance of developing this wisdom. 

(2)

The conventional ("thoroughly obscuring") and the ultimate ("highest meaning")

Are asserted to be the two truths

In order to establish the meaning of emptiness in our minds, we have to understand the reality of existence. Any phenomenon (or existent or object of knowledge) can be categorised as either a  conventional truth or ultimate truth. 
What is the basis for the designation of conventional or ultimate truth? If the existence of that phenomenon accords with what appears to the mind, that phenomenon is classified as an ultimate truth.

If the existence of that phenomenon does not accord with what appears to the mind, then that phenomenon is classified as a conventional truth.

Let us take our bodies as an example. There is a conventional valid cogniser (or mind) that realises (or directly apprehends) the body. The body appears to that mind as existing from its own side, as inherently existent. Although this is how the body appears to the mind realising it, in reality, the body does not exist inherently. There is a disparity between the way it appears to the conventional valid cogniser and the way it actually exists. The mind apprehends the body in a dualistic way. The object (body) is seen as separate from the mind (subject) realising it. The body is an example then of a conventional truth. 

The emptiness of the truly existent body is an ultimate truth. This is because the mind that realises the emptiness of the truly existent body accords with the way the body exists. There is no disparity between the way it appears to the mind (i.e. the emptiness of the body) and the way the body exists (i.e., it is empty of true existence). The mind realising the emptiness of the body does so in a non-dualistic manner, i.e., through the subsidence of all dualistic appearances. 

According to the highest philosophical school (or tenet system), the Consequence Middle Way School (hereinafter referred to as CMWS) [Prasangika-Madhyamaka], with the exception of the wisdom that realises emptiness directly, all other minds in the mental continua of sentient beings are necessarily mistaken consciousnesses. All these consciousnesses are pervaded by the appearance of true existence. All phenomena appear to sentient beings as truly existent (inherently existent, as existing from their own side). This does not necessarily mean that mistaken consciousnesses cannot be a valid cogniser. According to the higher schools, mistaken consciousnesses can also be  valid cognisers. 

The definitions of the two truths are given in the next two lines of Verse 2:

(2 cd)

The ultimate are not the sphere of activity of the intellect

The intellect is said to be "thoroughly obscuring."

The persons establishing these two truths are: yogis and common people.

(3) 

With respect to them, worldly beings are seen

To be of two types: yogis and common people.

The yogis refer to those who have realised the emptiness of true existence, having achieved a concentration which is the union of calm abiding and special insight focussing on emptiness. 

The common people refer to those who expound that phenomena are truly established (truly existent).

When we differentiate the yogis and the common people from the perspective of the four Buddhist tenets, then the yogis refer to proponents of the Middle Way Schools (MWS) and the common people refer to proponents of the lower tenet systems: the Mind Only School (MOS), the Sutra School (SS) and the Great Exposition School (GES). These three schools all assert that all phenomena exist inherently.

In some other commentaries, the yogis refer to those who have achieved the wisdom arising from hearing, reflection and meditation on the lack of inherent existence (emptiness). The common people refer to those who have not achieved any of this.

The four Buddhist tenets (established conclusions) are the GES, SS, MOS & MWS:
· Most of the assertions of the GES are meant to refute the mistaken assertions of certain non-Buddhist philosophical systems.

· Some of the assertions of the SS are meant to refute the incorrect assertions of the GES.

· Some of the assertions of the MOS are meant to refute the incorrect assertions of the SS.

· Some of the assertions of the MWS are meant to refute the incorrect assertions of the MOS.

As can be seen, there is a gradual increase in the profundity and subtlety of the philosophical position. The most correct assertions are put forward by the CMWS who assert that all phenomena are empty of true existence. 

To the CMWS, the body is an illustration of a conventional truth and the emptiness of the truly existent body is an ultimate truth. Therefore, everything that exists is not truly existent.

The proponents of the lower schools cannot accept this assertion. For example, the proponents of the SS and the MOS refute the CMWS position by saying their assertion is not supported by logic and reasoning. If everything does not truly exist, they question the point of accumulating merit, the validity of rebirth, the purpose of generating virtue and non-virtue and so forth. 

One example is the potential of fire to burn. The lower schools argue:  “How can you say that fire is not truly existent and is merely labelled by the mind? Fire has the ability to burn from its own side. You can see that for yourself.” In the previous module, we had seen how the higher school refuted this objection.

We can see that all the reasoning and logic used by the highest school is  the most accurate and accords with reality. We need to understand their line of reasoning. The main purpose of looking at the objections put up by the lower schools to the highest school is to understand how those objections are  refuted by correct reasoning. We can then establish that the assertions by the highest school are correct and in accordance with the reality that everything that exists is not truly existent.
Question from student: Is there any difference in the meaning of emptiness as taught in sutra and tantra?

Answer: Amongst the views of emptiness asserted by the different tenet systems, the CMWS’ assertion is the supreme authority with regards to the view. Their view of emptiness is the most profound and correct. The view of emptiness practised in the sutric path is exactly the same as that practised in tantra. When we talk about emptiness from the perspective of the object, the view of emptiness in sutra and tantra are exactly the same. 
However there is a difference with respect to the subject, i.e., the mind that realises emptiness in sutra and tantra. 
Answer to student’s question: It is the common position of the four Tibetan Buddhist traditions (Nyingma, Sakya, Kagyu and Gelug) that the final view of emptiness is that expounded by Nagarjuna (which is the view of the CMWS) and Chandrakirti. 
With respect to the MOS, regardless of who the proponent of the MOS may be, the assertion of the MOS is not the final view. There is a close relationship between the assertion of the MOS – that everything is in the entity of the mind and the assertion of the MWS, i.e., that everything is merely labelled by the mind but they are not the same.  Understanding the assertion of the MOS helps us to understand and realise the assertion of the higher school. In some texts, it is said that by familiarising one’s mind with the view of emptiness as taught by the MOS, it is possible to develop certain realisations of the completion stage of highest yoga tantra.
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� There are different ways of explaining the word “branches” in the first line of Verse 1:


(1) “Branches” refers solely to the preceding Chapter 8 on teaching absorption as a branch to developing special insight focussing on emptiness. We can connect absorption and special insight because, in order to develop special insight, we need to develop absorption or calm abiding. 


(2) “Branches” refers to all the previous eight chapters, which are taught as branches to developing special insight focussing on emptiness. The text began with the benefits of bodhicitta, the methods of developing it and then goes on into a presentation of the other perfections.





The question then arises: “Is it necessary to develop bodhicitta and practise all the other perfections in order to achieve the wisdom realising emptiness?” The answer is no. For example, arhats and solitary realisers have definitely developed the wisdom realising emptiness but they do not have bodhicitta. 





What then is the reason behind asserting that the “branches” refers to all the preceding chapters? This is because we need the realisation of bodhicitta together with the practice of the first five perfections in order to develop the wisdom realising emptiness that has the power to act as the antidote to the obstructions to omniscience. 





We need the wisdom realising emptiness to get rid of both the obstructions to liberation, (the afflictions and their seeds) and the obstructions to omniscience. But the former can be overcome without the support of a great collection of merit while to eliminate the obstructions to omniscience, we need the support of a great accumulation of merit. It is the same realisation of emptiness but one has the power to overcome the obstructions to omniscience and the other does not. The difference lies in the collection of merit. (Pg. 5, Lesson 15, Basic Program, Module 8) 








� 


The lower tenets: �
If something arises in dependence on causes and conditions, that phenomenon exists truly. For example, fire has the ability to burn and its function is to burn naturally. 


From the side of the fire, it has the potential to burn. This is not imputed or labelled by the mind. We can directly perceive this – that fire burns and has the potential to do so from its own side.    


�
�
The CMWS: �
“Since the worldly see things and/Conceive them to be perfectly real,/Not illusion-like; it is here/That yogis and worldly beings debate’.





We both can directly perceive (or cognise) in a valid way that functioning things (such as fire) have a potential to perform their function (i.e., to burn). This is the common position we share. However, you grasp at the fire’s potential to burn as real and existing truly. 





This is, in fact, mental fabrication. You are unable to comprehend that the fire’s potential to burn is illusory and does not exist truly. We realise that the fire’s potential to burn is merely labelled (or designated). From its own side, the fire is “empty” of its potential to burn and because of that, it exists like an illusion. We realise that but you do not. �
�
(Pg. 4, Lesson 17, Basic Program, Module 8) 
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