Amitabha Buddhist Centre                    
Lama Tsongkhapa’s Final Exposition of Wisdom


Transcript of the teachings by Geshe Chonyi

Root text from The Medium-Length Exposition of the Stages of the Path of Enlightenment Practised by Persons of Three Capacities by Lama Tsongkhapa, translation Jeffrey Hopkins, Tsong-kha-pa’s Final Exposition of Wisdom © 2008 Jeffrey Hopkins, Snow Lion Publications.  

All outline references refer to the outline by Trijang Rinpoche unless otherwise stated. Outlines are in bold. 

Lesson No: 18
                   
    Date: 8th July 2010 

Whenever we participate in an activity such as listening to the teachings of the Buddha, it is very important for us to adjust our motivation; to set a proper motivation. At the very least, we should think that on the basis of attending this class and listening to the teachings, as mentioned in the preliminary prayers we just recited, we should strive to abandon negative actions in our lives. The minimum motivation should be to practise the Dharma so that we can avoid the bad rebirth of falling into the lower realms in our next life. 
Adjusting our motivation upwards, the next (level of) motivation will be to achieve liberation from cyclic existence. With that thought, we should try to make our activity of listening to the teachings become a cause for us to be freed from cyclic existence. This is a better motivation. With that motivation, we should try to make everything we do - our practices, studies and listening (to the Dharma) and so forth - become the causes for us to be liberated from samsara. 
If we were to set the highest motivation, we should aspire to “Subdue our mind thoroughly” by listening to the teachings and putting them into practice. We strive to overcome the two forms of ignorance grasping at the self so that we can achieve the state of omniscience (full enlightenment) for the benefit of all living beings. Then we ensure that in whatever we do, we try to put into practice the teachings we have heard and understood so that (our actions) become the causes for us to achieve enlightenment. 
It is extremely important to remind ourselves of these three levels of motivation. They serve as the goal we should aim for. Any one of these three levels of motivation is the very reason why we are learning the Dharma and putting it into practice. This is something we should remind ourselves of all the time. 

Due to the lack of such a motivation, one of the difficulties we will face is that we may come here, sit down and have an intention of learning  something, but the information we learn will not subdue or discipline our minds. Why? Because of our lack of motivation in the first place. Because of this, because we are not aspiring to any of the goals related to the  three levels of motivation, therefore we do not strive to achieve those goals and our minds remain unsubdued. 
We need to keep this in mind and remind ourselves all the time the reason why we are doing this. Then, as much as possible, we should put these teachings into practice. 
*******************

Now we will do a review so as to get an overview of what we covered so far. We looked at what the apprehension of self is. There are two types of  apprehension of self: 
1. the apprehension of self of persons and 
2. the apprehension of self of phenomena. 
The mind apprehends either of these (i.e., persons or phenomena) to possess a self.  Such a mind apprehending self is called ignorance. 

What is this apprehension of self? The apprehension of self is a mind that, when it focuses on an object - be it a person or any other object other than a person - sees that object to exist without being posited by the mind. That is what we call apprehension of self.
What then is (the apprehension of) selflessness? (The apprehension of) selflessness is the opposite. It is a mind that understands that with regards to whatever object in question, that object exists but it exists merely through the force of being posited by the mind. 
The “self” in selflessness refers to existence without being posited through the force of mind. Selflessness is the negation of that.
As we have discussed before, according to the CMWS, everything that exists exist through being posited by mind, by conventionalities, by terms, by names. There are no existents that do not depend on being posited by a mind. 
You hear these terms very often: “Things do not exist inherently/are not truly existent/do not exist from their own side.”  These are different words all meaning the same thing: 
· When we say that things do not exist from their own side, it means that things exist through being posited by mind. This means that there isn’t anything out there that exists which is not posited by the force of conceptuality. 
· If there is a thing out there that can exist independent of being posited by a mind (i.e., without being labelled or being imputed by a mind) then that thing is said to exist inherently or exist truly or exist from its own side. 
· Because such existents do not exist, therefore things are selfless. There isn’t such a thing that can exist without being posited by mind.
You have to know the meaning of the word, “selflessness.” This becomes a source of confusion when you think of this word from the English point of view. You shouldn’t think “self” in the word “selflessness” to mean a person. Generally speaking, there is a self, the “I” and person but that is not what is being referred to when we say “self” in the word “selflessness.”  Selflessness doesn’t mean no “I”, no person. The “self” here refers to true existence or existence from its own side. Selflessness means the absence or lack of true existence. 
The mind that conceives things and events to exist from their own side (to exist inherently) is what we call ignorance. This ignorance is the root cause of us going round and round in cyclic existence. Specifically, it is a mind that does not understand reality fully,  that does not understand how things and events exist in reality. Based on such ignorance, we develop all kinds of incorrect thoughts that cause us to develop very strong emotions like strong anger, strong desire and so forth. These emotions, in turn, cause us to engage in many different kinds of actions which become the causes for us going around and around in cyclic existence (samsara). Looking at this process, ignorance is the root cause that is responsible for this whole process. 
Whether we meditate or analyse or reflect, the point is to identify very clearly in our own minds and see for ourselves that this ignorance is the very root cause of our existence in samsara. We have to see this for ourselves. 
· The very first thing we need to identify clearly in our minds is what ignorance is and how it is the very root of our samsara.
· Having done that, the second thing is we need to investigate or analyse whether this ignorance can be removed or not. 
· This ignorance can be removed but it can only be removed by developing and generating another mind that sees that what this ignorance is grasping at does not exist whatsoever. That is the only way to overcome ignorance. 

· Once we are able to generate that mind, we will undermine ignorance. 
· Once ignorance is undermined, we will stop giving rise to all the incorrect mental projections i.e. incorrect thoughts. 

· This enables us to undermine those strong negative emotions such as anger, desire and so forth. 
· Once we do that, we will also stop engaging in actions motivated by those strong emotions. 
· Once we are able to stop those actions, we will stop cyclic existence/samsara. 
Through hearing the teachings and by studying and thinking about these different points ourselves, we ascertain in our own minds how ignorance is the very root of all our problems, the root of cyclic existence. We also have to ascertain that we have to overcome this ignorance in order to stop our problems. The sole antidote to this ignorance is the view of emptiness i.e. developing the wisdom realising selflessness (emptiness). When we develop this ascertainment and this conviction in our hearts, we will realise how important this wisdom realising emptiness is. Seeing its importance will give us strength in our studies and in our meditations to develop this wisdom. If we can develop this conviction in our hearts, it will be of great benefit for our minds as it will serve to strengthen our interest  and our enthusiasm for this particular subject.
In order to eliminate ignorance, we need to develop the view of selflessness. As mentioned earlier, there are two types of selflessnesses: the selflessness of persons and the selflessness of phenomena. 
What exactly is the selflessness of persons?  The selflessness of persons simply means that the person or the “I” or self does not exist inherently. If the person exists inherently, when you put in the effort to look for that person, you should be able to find it. At the end of that search, you  should be able to point with certainty and say, “Yes, this is the person.” But when you look for the person, you cannot find it. Because when you search for the person, it cannot be found, therefore the person is said not to exist inherently, i.e., the person is not inherently existent. 
These two verses from Nagarjuna’s Precious Garland are very helpful for developing the view of selflessness of persons. Nagarjuna says:
A being is not earth, not water,
Not fire, not wind, not space,
Not consciousness, and not all of them.
What person is there other than these?

Just as because of being [only imputed in dependence upon] an aggregation of the six constituents, 

A person is not [established as his/her own] reality, 

So because of being [imputed in dependence upon] an aggrega​tion  

Each of the constituents also is not [established as its own] real​ity (Page 59 of the root text)
There is obviously a person or “I” who wishes to be happy and does not want to suffer. We are not saying that the person or “I” doesn’t exist. The “I” definitely exists. There is the “I” or person who goes to the lower realms. There is the “I” or person who achieves liberation. Obviously the person does exist. That is not the question. 
The question is: “If the person exists, how does this person exist?” What exactly is the person? 
Nagarjuna says in the Precious Garland that when we examine and look for the person amongst the six elements such as earth, water, fire, wind and so forth, these six elements individually are not the person. Is the earth element the person? Is the fire element the person? The person is not any of these individual elements. It will be difficult to point to any of these elements and say that particular element is the person or the person is that particular element. 
If the person is not any of these six elements individually, is it something completely separate – a separate entity - from the six elements? If one says that there is a person that is completely separate or distinct from the six elements, one will also run into problems or difficulties. It is difficult to account for how such a person can exist. 
In essence, these two verses are saying that the person is not any of the six elements but the entity (nature) of the person is also not something separate from i.e., completely unrelated to, the elements. Yet we have to account for the existence of the person. The person does exist. If it is not this and it is not that, then who is the person? The person is basically that which is imputed in dependence upon the aggregation of the six elements. That is essentially who the person is. 
Because the person is just a mere imputation in dependence upon the aggregation of the six elements, therefore the person does not exist from its own side. The person does not exist inherently. Therefore, there is the selflessness of persons. 
The person is none other than that which is merely imputed in dependence upon the aggregation of the six elements. It is a mere imputation and it depends upon the aggregation of the six elements. Here, we just put these words in our minds but it is extremely difficult for us to get an experience or real understanding of this. Why? Because when we gain an  ascertainment that things and events including ourselves are merely imputed by the mind, then we will start to realise that what we have been believing in and grasping at so far do not actually exist. That ascertainment will naturally lead to the diminishing of our negative emotions such as anger and so forth. 
Just thinking about this topic, especially when strong emotions such as anger or attachment is occurring,  if we are able to think about this with even the slightest understanding of how this “I” actually doesn’t really exist in the way it appears to us, that can bring about a kind of release, some peace and calmness in the heart. At times when emotions are manifesting strongly, it helps if we can remember this verse: 
A being is not earth, not water,
Not fire, not wind, not space,
Not consciousness, and not all of them.
What person is there other than these?

Just as because of being [only imputed in dependence upon] an aggregation of the six constituents, 

A person is not [established as his/her own] reality, 
If we are able to reflect correctly on the meaning according to the explanation in the text, definitely we will experience some benefit.
The selflessness of phenomena is roughly talking about the same thing. We switch the subject but otherwise the meaning is the same.
B. How to generate the view realizing selflessness 

1. The stages generating the two views of selflessness





A. The stages themselves 


B. The reason for that 



a. A proof through reasoning 



b. A proof through scripture

a. A proof through reasoning 

We are trying to prove through reasoning why the selflessness of person is easier to realise than the selflessness of phenomena.

The reason why it must be done this way is that although there is no difference in subtlety with regard to selflessness to be ascertained in terms of the persons or phenomena that are its substrata, selflessness is easier to ascertain in terms of a person due to essentials of the substratum, whereas it is more difficult to ascertain in terms of [other] phenomena. This is like the fact that, for example, since it is more difficult to ascertain the selflessness of phenomena in terms of an eye, ear, and so forth and easier to ascertain it in terms of a reflection and so forth, the latter are posited as examples for delineating selflessness in terms of the former (Page 60 of the root text).
When we talk about self of persons and self of phenomena, both are similar in being objects of negation. Whether it is self of persons or self of phenomena, they both refer to the inherent existence which we are trying to negate. There is no difference in subtlety between these two. When we talk about self of persons or self of phenomena, it means that either the person or phenomenon is inherently existent. There is a view of (both of) them being inherently existent, so there is no difference between the two. 
But when it comes to realising their selflessnesses, there is a difference. It is easier to realise the selflessness of persons than the selflessness of phenomena. 
This paragraph is trying to examine why this is so. The reason is that the characteristics of the substratum
, the person, makes it easier to realise the selflessness of persons. 
Comparing thinking about the person and thinking about the body, it is said that it is easier to reflect on the selflessness of the person and more difficult to reflect on the selflessness of the body. This is stated in the text. You can see whether this is true or not. Is it easier to reflect on how the person does not exist inherently vs. contemplating how the body does not exist inherently? You have to discover this for yourself.
Regarding this particular issue, there are divergent views held by different masters. Many masters hold on to the view that it is easier to realise the selflessness of persons than the selflessness of phenomena. There are other masters who say that there is no difference in the order of realisation; you can realise the selflessness of phenomena first. 
Does it really matter whether one is more difficult than the other? The point is to achieve the realisation. Realising either of them is already difficult enough! 
The text states that it is more difficult to ascertain the selflessness of phenomena. Let us say we are trying to realise how the ear or the nose does not exist inherently. That is said to be more difficult. In fact, it is easier to ascertain their selflessness in terms of their reflections in the mirror, i.e., it is easier to realise the selflessness of the ear (or nose) in term of its reflection in the mirror than to realise the selflessness of the actual ear. 
Is it easier to realise that the reflection of oneself in the mirror does not exist inherently?  We may realise that the reflection in the mirror is not us but whether we realise that that reflection is empty of inherent existence is another question. 
Lama Tsong Khapa uses the example of the ear and the eye, saying that it is easier to ascertain them in terms of their reflections. We should   examine how this is so. Comparing the “I”, the person, against the reflection in the mirror, is the reflection an easier example compared to the person? If that is the case, then it should be easier to realise the selflessness of phenomena than the selflessness of persons. The reflection not existing inherently (not existing from its own side) is the selflessness of phenomena. 
We often see this line of reasoning: “The subject, the person, is not truly existent because it is a dependent arising.” Here the example of a reflection is used to help one realise that line of reasoning. One is asked to think about that analogy and based on understanding the analogy, one  come to understand the intended meaning behind the analogy. 
Why are we first directed to the analogy? This is because, in the beginning, it is easier to realise an analogy than the actual intended meaning. The analogy serves as a tool to understand the intended meaning. Obviously, that tool must be something that is easier to understand than the intended meaning. Otherwise there is no point in using the analogy. 
That being the case, if one were to compare attaining the realisation of the selflessness of persons versus the selflessness of a reflection, then we have to say that realising the selflessness of a reflection is easier. But if that is the case, what happens to the position stated here in the text i.e., one first ascertains the selflessness of persons followed by the ascertainment of the selflessness of phenomena? 

b. A proof through scripture

In consideration of this fact, the King of Meditative Stabilization Sutra also says:

Just as you know [how to generate] discrimination [taking to mind the delineation of the mode of subsistence] of a self,

Apply this mentally to all [phenomena].

[The reason for this is that] all phenomena are [established as having the nature of the mode of emptiness of inherent   existence of the self,

Naturally] pure [by way of an elimination of inherent establishment], like space [which is a mere elimination of obstructive contact.

 Hence] even through [knowing with reasoning the mode of emptiness of inherent existence of] one [phenomenon the mode of emptiness of inherent existence of] all [phenomena] is known.

Even through [meditatively directly seeing the emptiness of inherent existence of] one [phenomenon the emptiness of inherent existence of] all [phenomena] are [directly] seen.
It says that:

When you know well the mode of subsistence of “I” with respect to which the discrimination of self, thinking “I”, operates, all phenomena (internal such as eye, ear, and so forth) and external (such as a pot and so forth) are to be understood in the same way upon applying that reasoning to them. Thereby, through knowing and seeing the natural mode of one phenomenon, the nature of all other phenomena also can be known and seen (Pages 60 – 61 of the root text).

When we reflect on selflessness, the advice is to think about the selflessness of a person, with a person as an object. Try to understand how a person does not exist inherently. Once we realise how a person does not exist inherently, then it is simply a matter of switching the object. Due to the force of the earlier realisation, simply by thinking of the chosen object, one realises that that object is also empty of existing inherently. This is the meaning of the quotation from the King of Meditative Stabilization Sutra.
Question: Can Geshe-la please clarify what are “the essentials of the substratum” that makes it easier to realise the selflessness of persons? Answer: Let us think about persons and phenomena as two separate objects, just as the nose and the ear are the two separate objects, two separate bases. 
The person is the basis upon which we are trying to realise its selflessness, how it does not exist inherently whereas the phenomenon is the basis upon which we are trying to realise the selflessness of phenomena.
If we were to compare these two bases, due to the characteristics of the person as the basis, it is said that it is easier to realise the selflessness of person. That is what the text says but we have to understand why with the person as the basis, that is an easier object with regards to realising selflessness. 
We have to think about what the person is. The person is the “I” that is imputed in dependence on the aggregates which is its basis of designation. It is easier to realise the selflessness of persons because you have to think about what the person is. The person is the “I” that is imputed in dependence on the five aggregates which are its bases of designation. I guess that is the answer.
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� Something that underlies or serves as a basis or foundation (Source: Dictionary.com)





Lesson 18

Page 1 of 8

