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                   Date:22th January 2008 


Today we will divide the class into eight groups. This grouping  will be for a year as we had feedback a longer duration would be better than changing the groups for each module.  The groups will hold discussions and get to know each other. Whenever you need help, you don’t understand or need to review the teachings, you should tell your leader.  The group is for the purpose of helping each other to study better.  
We will divide the groups by giving out numbers. Whatever number you pick,  please don’t change. Last time I heard students saying, “Oh! This is my friend and we want to be together.” It should not be like that. Here, everyone must be friends with each other. You do not need to come here if you only want to be with your friend. The whole point is to get to know each other. 
If you are unhappy with each other, please say “Hello” and make up. Don’t keep a grudge in your heart where, until you die, you are still angry with that person. At the time of death, you might regret it, thinking, “I had treated that person so badly. I was so angry with him or her. I shouldn’t have done that.” But it will be too late as we can no longer see each another again. 
The whole point is to get to know one another. My request to everyone is to talk, smile at and help one another. 
After all, we come to the centre to improve ourselves, to learn to be kinder, better people, able to help others and to learn the Dharma. 
For ourselves, there is one thing that is good for us to know.  Everyone has been told that the motivation is important. It is therefore very important to ask yourself, “Why am I coming to the centre?” We come to the centre not for entertainment, not because of our friends, to look at other people’s problems, the new building, the fact it is located in Geylang or even the teacher. 
It is very important you know clearly in your own minds why you come to ABC.  The main reason for coming here must be to study and learn the buddhadharma. Why is it so important to learn the buddhadharma and what would be the problem if you don’t learn it? What is the benefit of learning the buddhadharma? We should know these answers in our hearts.


1. 
2. 
3. 
4. 
Most of you would be familiar with this outline from the Lamrim Chenmo:


Showing the greatness of the teaching in order to engender respect for the instructions

A. The greatness of enabling one to know that all of the teachings are free of contradiction.

B. The greatness of enabling one to understand that all of the scriptures are instructions for practice

C. The greatness of enabling one easily to find the Conqueror’s intent

D. The greatness of enabling one to refrain automatically from great wrongdoing.

The fourth greatness says that through practising the Lamrim, all the great misdeeds will naturally cease. This is due to the three preceding greatnesses because when we practise them, the fourth greatness will naturally occur.  
The most serious or heaviest of negative actions are called heinous crimes such as killing one’s father and so on. From the sutric point of view, one of the heinous crimes is causing disunity in the sangha community. From the tantric perspective, this heinous crime is replaced with abandoning the Dharma, which is considered to be an extremely serious negative action.  
How does this negativity, created in relation to the holy Dharma, come about? It is explained in the White Lotus Sutra that abandoning the holy Dharma happens when one discriminates between the Buddha’s teachings saying some are good, others are bad; the teachings of the lower vehicle are inferior to those of the Mahayana vehicle; some teachings are supported by reasonings while others are not and that some teachings are useful and others are useless. Judging the Buddha’s teachings in this way with a strong sense of discrimination from the depths of one’s heart and choosing to disregard some of the Buddha’s teachings as useless or inferior quality – that is abandoning the Dharma. 
What are the consequences of abandoning the Dharma? As explained in the King of Concentration Sutra:

“The wrongdoing of one who abandons the collections of sutras is far greater than of one who causes the destruction of all of the stupas here in Jambuvipa. The wrongdoing of one who abandons the collections of sutras is far greater than that of one who kills arhats equal in number to the sands of the Ganges.”
. 
It becomes very clear that abandoning or rejecting the holy Dharma is a very negative action and we have either knowingly or unknowingly created this misdeed. 
How can we prevent ourselves from committing this misdeed? The answer is we need to study the Dharma  in the form of the great scriptures and philosophical texts to understand the different ways of avoiding generating  such negativities. 
We need to have realisations  of all the greatnesses within ourselves for when this happens, we will naturally prevent ourselves from creating such negativities. This is the main reason for the need to study the great philosophical texts. By doing so, we will realise that there are no contradictions within the teachings of the Buddha, which actually complement one another.  
During the course of one’s studies, if there is no proper understanding of the texts, when one compares the teachings of the lower and higher vehicles, one may think there are superficial differences and that there are contradictions in the Buddha’s teachings. When one doesn’t study the complete teachings of the Buddha but only has partial understanding of what the Buddha taught, then such misconceptions will arise – that the teachings are contradictory, invalid, illogical or useless. To avoid this, we need a complete understanding of the Buddha’s teachings. 
When we feel there are contradictions in the Buddha’s teachings, it becomes extremely difficult for us to see those teachings as our personal instructions and to trust that, in dependence upon them, we can achieve enlightenment. When that happens, then it becomes very difficult for us to realise the intent of the Buddha as contained in his teachings. Failing to see the teachings as 
personal instructions and not understanding the actual intent of the Buddha means that we will continue to create non-virtuous actions such as abandoning the Dharma. Since that is such a heavy negative action, we will end up taking rebirth in the hell realms for a long period of time.

They appear only as four lines but if we reflect deeply on the four greatnesses, they have great power to direct us towards leading better lives. To summarise, the  purpose of explaining the four greatnesses is to remind us that we have to abandon creating negative karma and the way to learn the methods for doing this is through studying the buddhadharma. 
Especially during the course of studying the great treatises, sometimes, we may question the relevance or helpfulness of the teachings for oneself. But if we think carefully, recalling that all the teachings were explained and taught for our benefit, then all the teachings of the Buddha are relevant, necessary and beneficial. Otherwise, there will be no reason for the Buddha to give the 84,000 heaps of teachings. If we don’t need those teachings, who does? 
Our minds are filled with doubts, confusion, ignorance and conceptual thoughts. In order to dispel particularly the negative conceptual thoughts, we need to apply the antidotes. We need to know what the antidotes are and such knowledge comes only through studying. 
It is therefore extremely important to study the scriptures.  Simply  engaging in practices such as prostrations and making offerings alone cannot clear  negative emotions. We need to study and to apply whatever we have learnt. That is the way to improve ourselves. The importance of practising in this way is clearly seen in our daily lives – we need to go to school and study in order to gain knowledge and to clear our doubts in order to achieve our goals. It is the same in relation to achieving our spiritual goals.

You should see how important it is then to study Buddhist philosophy. When you don’t study, then the tendency is to take sides - this is Hinayana, that is Mahayana, this is tantra and they are not related to one another. For those who have not studied the Dharma, they assert that the Buddha did not teach tantra. This lack of understanding comes about due to the failure to study the complete teachings of the Buddha. 
When we have this opportunity to study the Dharma, we should start and continue our studies. Come to class when you are healthy; when you are young and when you have the time. I think we all have the perfect conditions  to study. I want to encourage everyone to commit to coming to class and to study. 
Don’t procrastinate and postpone this. That’s very important. If you keep procrastinating, next year never comes. Before next year arrives, you may fall ill, you may even die or because of a change in jobs, you become extremely busy and there is no time for you to come. When you are seriously ill, it becomes impossible for you to come to class no matter how much you may wish it. 
I think it is very important that everyone should make their own decision to come to class to study. We all know the Lamrim. We know what the precious human rebirth means, we know that death is certain but the time of death is uncertain. For example, we know how difficult it is for us to listen to teachings when we simply have a headache. It is good to remind ourselves that while we have time, we should come to class to study.
As I had mentioned earlier, studying is extremely important. Sometimes, we forget and don’t see the reason for studying. 
I had heard some people say, “Studying the tenets was not useful to me. The ‘Mind and Cognition’ module was not relevant to me.” When we think like this, from the depths of our hearts, then like I have mentioned, the heaviest karma is being created. Sometimes we don’t know how heavy the negative karma of abandoning the Dharma is. What does “abandoning the Dharma” mean? How heavy is the  karma of saying that? We don’t know. 
So, it is extremely important to think about this again and again. “Why is studying important to me? Is this the right time or not? If this is not the right time, then when is the right time for me?” We should question ourselves in this way. Here, everyone is educated, having gone to university and so forth. So I don’t need to tell you this like kindergarten children. Everyone is old enough to think for themselves. 

For the next two to three months, those who are in the Basic Program should not miss class. That is important. For the newcomers, it is best to commit yourself to continuing your attendance over the next two to three months to complete the module. This is my request to the newcomers. The topic is not difficult. We will be talking about the Three Jewels, the objects of refuge and  buddha nature. It is good to commit yourself when you have the time, when you are healthy, when you are young. This is very important.

I bought some postcards (of the Boudhanath stupa in Nepal) for everyone as presents. They are the cheapest presents I can find but most valuable. I bought them for those who are studying in the Basic Program to create the cause for gaining enlightenment more quickly.  As mentioned by Rinpoche, we create a lot of merit and purify a lot of negative karma by simply seeing the holy objects and making offerings to them. For those of you who haven’t been to Nepal, you create some cause to visit this holy place. When studying, we need prayers as they are important for our studies to succeed. So this is the purpose of this present. 

Group discussion questions:

1. What are the objects of refuge? What differences do we find between a person who knows the presentation of refuge and a person who does not i.e. what are the benefits of knowing about refuge? 

2. What does refuge mean? Will one be able to be free from the fears of the three lower realms and cyclic existence if one practises refuge properly?

3. What is buddha nature? Does every sentient being possess buddha nature? If we all have buddha nature, why do we have to work so hard? 
1. 
2. 
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