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Introduction
The first thing people notice and remember about Geshe Doga is his brilliant 
smile. There are people who say they became a Buddhist and had their lives 
transformed by seeing Geshe Doga’s smile. People see him in a park, or 
walking on the beach, and immediately want to find out who he is and what 
causes the happiness that seems to radiate from him.

Venerable Geshe Doga is an authentic lama in the Tibetan lineage. He holds 
the lineage of the pure, unbroken tradition of extensive Tibetan Buddhist 
teachings, handed down over generations in the great monastic universities 
of Tibet. Geshe Doga teaches direct from the Tibetan texts, giving genuine 
and accurate interpretations of the great classical teachings, yet rendering 
them relevant for modern minds.

Geshe Lobsang Dorje Doga was born in 1935, in the small village of Khamze, 
in the remote Kham region of Eastern Tibet. At the age of seven he entered 
the local monastery where the abbot predicted he would become a geshe. 
Ordained as a novice monk, Geshe Doga lived and studied at this monastery 
for the next ten years. After preliminary training he made the difficult three 
month journey to Lhasa, the capital of Tibet. There he studied at Sera 
Monastery, under the Venerable Geshe Ngawang Dhargyey.

In 1959 following the Chinese invasion, Geshe Doga, along with hundreds of 
other monks, fled from Tibet. Arriving in India in the heat of summer with 
no food, money or spare clothes, he lived at the old Buxador refugee camp. 
Sleeping on cold concrete floors in nothing more than an old hessian sack 
filled with dried grass, Geshe Doga would often go without food for days, 
lucky to get even a cup of black tea. Despite these difficult conditions, Geshe 
Doga continued studying and successfully completed his Geshe degree 
while at Buxador, where he lived for eight years.

Later, Geshe Doga was one of only thirteen chosen from a thousand monks to 
study Sanskrit at Varanasi University. They translated Buddhist texts for nine 
years. There, Geshe Doga achieved the Indian ‘Acharya’ university degree. 
Another year of study followed at Sera Monastery, recently re-established 
in southern India. Here, in March 1982, after excelling in exhaustive 
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examinations, Geshe Doga earned the highest degree of Lharampa Geshe.

Geshes at this high level may receive many invitations to teach, and instead 
some choose solitary meditation. Geshe Doga went on to teach young monks 
at the Kopan Monastery in Nepal, and after three years he came to Australia, 
where he taught first in Bendigo and then in Melbourne at Tara Institute. 
Since then many thousands of students in Australia have had the privilege of 
receiving the wisdom of the Buddha from this authentic scholar. Geshe Doga 
is now a proud Australian citizen, and despite his past difficulties is always 
contented. He says,

“I am sometimes asked whether I experienced any problems of loneliness 
when leaving all my friends behind in India in order to teach in 
Australia. People find it hard to believe that since coming here I have not 
felt any homesickness for the East. For me there is no anguish because I 
feel complete, in this place or anywhere.”

Geshe Doga continues to teach and help all the diverse groups of people 
who attend his classes. What is extraordinary about his teachings is their 
acuity and authenticity, combined with his sensitivity and recognition of our 
modern dilemmas and lifestyles. Many students go to him to discuss their 
problems or tell him about their life. They ask him for advice on dealing 
with family problems, elderly parents, marital difficulties, money problems 
and employment concerns – the whole gamut of issues we face constantly. 
Geshe Doga’s principal concern is to help people – to help them find ways to 
solve their problems and make their life easier. He is always kind and gentle, 
yet firm and clear about practical solutions. He sees much more than what is 
straight in front of us; he has a much wider view and seems to know exactly 
the right remedy for each person. This knowledge comes from his years of 
study, his observations of human nature and his experience of helping people 
to transform their own lives. He shows us how to integrate the teachings into 
our daily lives.

As the Dalai Lama has said, ‘We all want to be happy.’ No matter what our 
circumstances, we all long for contentment and peace. Buddhist teachings 
show us how this is a real possibility; the outcome is in our own hands. Geshe 
Doga has seen the reality of this; he has seen first hand that with gentle 
encouragement and support we can transform our lives. No matter what our 
situation, no matter what has happened to us in the past or may yet happen, 

we have techniques to deal with every event. In an uncertain world this gives 
us inner strength.

In this book, Geshe Doga introduces us to meditation and explains the 
benefits of regular practice. He tells us, ‘Meditation is a method that will 
bring a dramatic change in our mind. As a result we will experience exactly 
what we desire in life.’ He then goes on to show us how we can transform 
our attitudes by training our minds. We find out how to recognise the 
source of all happiness and attain it in a lasting way. The first teaching that 
the Buddha gave 2500 years ago is known as the ‘Four Noble Truths’, and 
Geshe Doga guides us through this. In all the teachings in this book, Geshe 
Doga refers to the Buddha’s teachings and to commentaries by the great 
scholars throughout history. He then introduces us to the practice of ‘taking 
refuge’, acknowledging our faith in the Three Jewels: the Buddha, Dharma 
and Sangha. We are then presented with the topic of emptiness in a clear 
and condensed form. Finally, Geshe Doga summarises all the main points 
covered earlier, in straightforward language and in ways that can be applied 
to our life.

These chapters have been selected from teachings given over a twelve-year 
period at Tara Institute in Melbourne. They include regular weekly teachings 
and excerpts of weekend courses.

Alison Ribush 
April 2002
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1

The Essence of Meditation

Venerable Geshe Doga is a Lama in the Tibetan tradition of Mahayana Buddhism. 
In these teachings he introduces us to the Mahayana ideal – the desire to help 
others – and discusses our own states of mind, showing us that we cannot work for 
others if we are unhappy, do not understand our own minds, and do not have the 
skills necessary to help ourselves. We also need to develop wisdom and compassion 
if we are to help others. He discusses how meditation is a useful and important tool 
for observing and learning how to tame and direct our mind. The purpose of 
studying Buddhism is to learn and understand how our mind functions, our own 
psychology. Once we have this understanding we can train our mind towards 
enlightenment, which is the state of full awakening and omniscience – the ultimate 
goal of Buddhist practice. Every person is capable of evolving to this state by 
gradually transforming their mind.

Mahayana means ‘Great Vehicle’, and is one of the two general divisions 
of Buddhism. The goal of Mahayana is not just to attain enlightenment for 
ourself, but also to help and free all other beings from suffering and lead 
them to enlightenment. A person whose spiritual practice is directed towards 
this ideal is a bodhisattva and their intense wish to liberate all other beings 
is bodhicitta. A Guide to the Bodhisattva’s Way of Life by Shantideva is used by 
Geshe Doga as a basis for his teaching.

Happiness does not occur without a cause. Any joy we experience arises as 
a result of many factors. It is to our advantage to investigate these causes 
and conditions and then make an effort to create them in our own lives. 
Sometimes we experience happiness and enjoyment without knowing its 
cause; nevertheless, without the cause we would never experience the result. 
We are aware that good feelings arise from ‘something’ because underlying all 

our actions, whether we work, rest or play, is the hope of finding contentment 
or enjoyment. From the time we were very young until now we have made 
many sacrifices in the pursuit of some form of happiness. If we consider all 
the time and energy we have expended, we ought to be completely satisfied 
by now. Despite all our efforts, however, we might not have achieved much 
in terms of real happiness. The number of people who have found complete 
satisfaction in life is very small indeed. For most of us, even great endeavour 
has not brought the joy we seek, or created the right causes to improve our 
situation in life.

The experience of satisfaction is all to do with the mind. Some people are 
always contented in life, while others, no matter how much comfort and 
enjoyment is available, never feel happy. The reason for the difference in 
experience has to do with our mental attitude or way of thinking.

We have no contentment if our mind desires more and more material 
objects. Material development does not ensure satisfaction in life. This does 
not mean that material objects can never be a cause of happiness: they can 
be a cause, but whether we become satisfied with that happiness depends 
totally on the mind.

With discipline, the mind becomes a 
servant to help improve our life.

Through reasoning we can prove that without imposing some control over the 
mind it is impossible even to find rest, let alone achieve ultimate happiness. 
When we lack mind-control many disturbing thoughts can arise, such as 
those that cause desire. As a result we feel very uneasy and discontented. 
Even if all the physical conditions of life are excellent, we feel disturbed and 
unhappy when the mind lacks control. 

This is only possible if we gain victory over the unruly mind. Otherwise the 
mind becomes our master who makes demands without mercy.

All religious practices emphasise disciplining the mind as the means of 
creating the cause of happiness. Observing the mind shows us that particular 
mental states lead us to either harm or benefit others, which results in either 
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pain or happiness respectively, and ultimately the experience of either a 
miserable or happy future.

When we observe the mind, we come to not only know the true nature of 
our own mind, but also understand that of others. For instance, it is not 
uncommon for a normally calm person, under difficult circumstances, to 
become very aggressive or depressed about something, and in desperation 
even commit suicide. Through the influence of a negative thought we act in 
a way that is very unlike us. If we are not careful about disciplining the mind 
even a single unruly thought could destroy our life.

If we are mindful and are aware of the correct antidote, we can watch afflicted 
thoughts when they arise, know that they are detrimental, and make an effort 
to challenge and overcome them. This is the true practice.

The problems we confront in life all occur because of the uncontrolled mind. 
Controlling our minds is the solution to all problems. If the mind is used to a 
way of thinking that leads to unhappiness, then we will experience unending 
misery. If we are more familiar with wholesome attitudes, then likewise we 
are happier. There are times when we leave for work in the morning in a good 
mood, but return home feeling upset. We can be so distressed that we are 
unable to sleep. Even if we manage to sleep, when we wake up again we are 
still disturbed. Clearly, our thoughts are troubling us. The cause of happiness 
or unhappiness is not always concrete – it can be a mere thought. The best 
means to eliminate disturbing thoughts lies in the practice of meditation. 
Through meditation we can become familiar with resting the mind and 
freeing it from the influence of afflicted thoughts. In the initial stage when 
we are unaccustomed to meditating, it is suggested that we should focus on 
an object that has a neutral effect on the mind. The beauty of meditation is 
that eventually, no matter what object we focus on, there will be no arousal 
of hatred or any disturbing thought. Meditation helps the mind to dwell on 
an object in peace.

Meditation is a method to reach a state of mental stabilisation whereby 
the mind single-pointedly engages one object and is free from disturbing 
influences. This is only possible if we become very familiar with the given 
object. ‘Meditation’ in Tibetan is gom, which means ‘becoming familiar 
with’. Once we have become accustomed to the object we can effortlessly 
concentrate on it without any interference or interruption.

With deluded states of mind such as strong attachment, no effort is required 
for the mind to remain focused on an object. With a neutral, unfamiliar 
object it is very easy for the mind to wander off. The great Buddhist scholar 
Shantideva said, however, ‘There is no object with which we cannot become 
familiar if enough effort is made.’

In the light of this instruction, right from the beginning of our meditation 
training we need to make an effort to place our mind on a wholesome object. 
Our aim is to achieve single-pointed concentration utilising that object. 
Achieving an advanced level of concentration is to our advantage. Any 
unruly thought can then be replaced by thoughts of a wholesome object 
without any effort. Meditation is a unique method to discipline the mind. 
But we should not see the mind as completely deluded and full of faults. Its 
flexible nature enables it to adapt to any situation or object. It is important to 
appreciate the mind’s potential.

Taming the Unruly Mind
Behind any action there is always an intention or motivating force. When 
we meditate we should do it with the right motivation, depending upon 
our capacity or scope. In spiritual practice there are mainly three types of 
motivation or outlook. The first of these is to wish for a high rebirth. This 
motivation is for our own benefit only. The second is the wish to achieve the 
state of liberation from all suffering, which again is primarily for our own 
benefit. The third and highest motivation is the wish to attain the complete 
state of enlightenment in order to benefit all beings. It is very important to 
have a powerful and positive motivation.

Before engaging in meditation we should consider that the myriad sufferings 
we have experienced throughout life are all because of the unruly mind. 
Through its influence our behaviour can become unwholesome and we 
harm others, and as a result we suffer. When the unruly mind is very strong, 
negative behaviour ensues automatically without freedom or choice.

Until now we might have been unaware of the destruction such a mind can 
wield. Even now we may blindly follow its instincts, and as a consequence 
never escape the suffering. Recognising this trap, when we meditate we should 
focus the mind on an object that enhances inner peace and tranquillity. This 
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will replace all the negative objects that only bring unhappiness.

In meditation we can generate a calm mind by focusing on the breath. One 
method is to concentrate the mind on the breath as it goes in and out for 
several rounds. We allow the breath to be even and gentle, not forced. As 
we breathe out we imagine that all the negativities and mental obscurations 
leave the body. As we breathe in we imagine receiving positive energy that 
fills our entire being. This energy is the inspirational blessing of all the holy 
and enlightened beings.

After focusing on the breath for seven rounds we try to consolidate all the 
energy in the body at the level of the navel. We do this by bringing the energy 
in the upper part of the body down to the navel and all the lower energy up 
to the navel. Having done this we concentrate fully on this wind, or energy, 
at the navel.

Wind energy abides in every part of the body. In the practice of gathering all 
the winds at the navel we imagine pushing down all the air or wind from the 
upper part of the body to the level of the navel and bringing the energy from 
the lower part of the body up to the navel. By doing this we can feel that at 
least somewhere at the navel the energy of the lower and upper parts of the 
body have come together.

Focusing on this collected wind energy is said to help in certain secret mantra 
practices. Also, the area of the navel is the source of inner heat. By focusing 
here we can generate more heat.

In general, meditation is the technique of placing our mind on a given virtuous 
object, and as a result brings us some inner peace and happiness. At times, we 
can use meditation to overcome particular problems like depression, sorrow 
or other negative thoughts. When objects that can cause unhappiness appear 
to the mind we should try not to hold on to them or become too familiar with 
them. The only way to forget or free the mind from the influence of these 
objects is through meditation. Essentially, meditation is a means of taming 
the unruly mind. The great master Shantideva likens the untamed mind to 
a wild elephant. He asks: ‘Which would cause more destruction – letting 
loose the untamed mind or letting loose a wild elephant?’ In fact, the mind 
is capable of far more destruction. A wild elephant can be subdued by being 
tied with a very strong chain, disciplined with an iron hook and eventually 

trained to work. In the same way the wild mind can be tamed with the rope 
of mindfulness that chains the mind to the object of meditation. If the mind 
then lacks concentration due to other distractions we can use the hook of 
alertness. Once the mind is completely subdued, all our fears and confusion 
will be eliminated, and all spiritual attainments will lie within the palm of 
our hand.

Shantideva taught that the cause of happiness is created by mind, the cause 
of suffering is eliminated by mind and no external methods to bring about 
this effect can ever succeed. He said:

“One should know the heart secret of the mind – the essence of mind. 
This means that our mind predominates over our whole experience – all 
the joy and the pain stems from the mind. Being aware of this we should 
make more effort to create the causes of happiness inwardly. We can 
then become a better person in our thoughts and deeds.”

The significance of meditation becomes apparent to us. Concentration and 
clarity of mind are enhanced through the regular practice of meditation. If 
done effectively the physical and mental bliss of pliancy is achieved. This all- 
pervasive bliss and tranquillity is very serviceable. If we place the mind on 
a certain object it will remain focused and be as still as a mountain. A sharp 
mind is capable of penetrating deeply, thereby facilitating an investigation 
into reality. By practising single-pointed meditation we can progress to 
achieve concentration, insight and wisdom.

When we meditate it is helpful to remember that as beginners we cannot 
expect to master immediately all that we have been taught. We simply have 
to try to follow the instructions we have been given. Then, even if we lack 
single-pointed concentration or clear visualisation, some sort of image will 
appear to the mind. It is important to hold that image.

In meditation we train the mind to become serviceable and loyal to us. Just as 
uncontrolled children are problems for their parents, similarly, a wild mind 
brings only confusion and unhappiness. Everything we achieve in life is through 
utilising the mind. With careful planning we can obtain wealth and so forth. 
Inwardly, through discipline, we can overcome anger and other negative minds 
that bring us suffering. Through meditation we can develop qualities and powers 
capable of taming the mind so that it will do exactly what we want.
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By practising single-pointed meditation 
we can progress to achieve concentration, 

insight and wisdom

From this teaching on the types of suffering and their causes, we learn that 
we cannot blame outer factors for our own suffering. Rather, the blame lies 
in this samsaric existence. When we say Samsara, or samsaric existence, it 
is important that we do not see it as a remote place or thing; rather, it is the 
reality of our own life (including our mind) to which we are bound. Reflecting 
on suffering results in reflecting on the causes of suffering, and this leads to 
the methods to overcome those causes. The cause of this suffering, even in 
the human world, is being chained to this samsaric existence. As long as we 
are bound to cyclic existence there is suffering, and no escape. Meditating 
on suffering and its causes is a positive, optimistic view of life, since we see 
that there is hope of breaking free from the chains that bind us to this cyclic 
existence.

The Aim of Meditation
When we engage in meditation we first assume whatever posture is most 
convenient and relaxing. We then try to eliminate all agitating thoughts that 
disturb our inner peace by drawing our attention inwards to the mind. Our 
mind should be at rest within us and not influenced by external distractions. 
Once the mind is settled we focus on our breathing. We observe nothing but 
the inhalation and exhalation of our breath, without holding on to any other 
object.

In Tibetan, the literal translation of the word for meditation is ‘becoming 
familiar with’. It means getting our mind used to virtue, or becoming familiar 
with a wholesome object. Meditation is the means to prevent any object from 
entering our mind that will bring a negative influence or induce negative 
thoughts. Since our aim is to encourage qualities to grow, the object on which 
we focus in meditation must be that which engenders peace.

When we meditate we are trying to change the object on which the mind 
focuses. Depending on which objects the mind perceives, thoughts and 
emotions arise. We need to keep a check on these otherwise we will cling 

to the many superficially appealing objects that appear to be offering 
happiness and security. Furthermore, we will end up constantly thinking of 
a particular object and have great difficulty in getting it out of our mind. The 
longer the mind dwells on an object the harder it is, mentally or emotionally, 
to disengage from it. An object may appear very appealing, and in addition 
the thought of it may enter the mind effortlessly and be grasped very tightly. 
Through the practice of meditation we can discipline the mind away from 
habitually grasping these superficial objects of happiness.

By focusing on a wholesome object, meditation shows the mind another 
way of looking at things. If we repeatedly focus the mind on such an object 
it gradually becomes clearer and more familiar until wholesome thoughts 
arise spontaneously.

With the mind engaged on the meditation object, it is impossible for it to be 
simultaneously elsewhere. This gives us the chance to get away from all the 
objects that induce negative thoughts and bring unease to the mind. It is in 
meditation that we can experience true rest within. Also, after arising from 
meditation and engaging in other activities, we are left with an impact on the 
mind: we are more focused and alert, and we can avoid being distracted by 
disturbing objects.

We do not engage in meditation merely to occupy time. We do not meditate 
just because we have no other work to do, or for the sake of sitting in the 
meditation posture. There is a specific aim in the practice of meditation. Our 
mind is undertaking a very important task: to recognise the fundamental 
cause of all the suffering in life and to find a solution to it.

Buddhism shows us that the source of all problems is our own delusion and 
karma. Trying to understand the law of karma, or cause and effect, from the 
point of view of past and future lives may not be easy. If we examine the effects 
of our actions in terms of this life alone, however, we can judge for ourselves 
what truth it holds. In meditation, if we go deeper we can see that there is 
something within us that is to blame for all the suffering we experience in 
life, and all the pain we give to others. It is something that prevents us from 
being complete. Like any other being we do not want hardship – nor do we 
want to inflict pain on others. Due to a lack of self-control, however, our 
behaviour can result in much suffering for others and ourselves. This leaves 
us full of regret. If our fundamental wish is to be happy, and if we do not want 
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to hurt others, why do we continue to create the cause for suffering? Do we 
have any choice? Something within us drives us to act in a way that brings 
unwanted results. This force behind all our actions is what we call ignorance 
– ignorance of the true nature of reality.

To cut out all deluded thoughts at their root may seem difficult to achieve. 
Nevertheless, it is up to us at least to reduce negative thoughts and to 
condition our mind to be more positive. If we could overcome ignorance we 
could transform even our day-to-day actions. It is in our own hands to make 
the choice. It is our decision whether we try to study and meditate, or just 
remain as we have been since beginningless time, with our mind functioning 
under the influence of mental delusions.

If we choose to stay a slave to delusion there will never be any freedom. There 
will be only painful experiences, one after another. Realising this, we need to 
consider how to free the mind from the prison of deluded states. Meditation 
offers us the perfect technique to liberate ourselves by overcoming delusion 
and developing our positive potential. If we are genuinely seeking everlasting 
happiness we have to recognise that our negative state of mind is the main 
obstacle. It is the enemy preventing us from achieving our highest potential. 
It is the cause of all the fear and torment we experience.

A positive mind that has loving compassion for others automatically 
becomes a source of happiness and security for ourselves. It is said that a 
negative state of mind is a mind devoid of compassion for self. Basically, such 
an attitude has no concern for how much we suffer in life. Even if we were 
to take suicidal action the negative mind would not care. There is no good 
reason to befriend a state of mind such as this. The goal of meditation is to 
counteract that state of mind and not allow it to abide within us.

On the subject of the perfection of joyful effort, chapter 7, verse 52 of 
Shantideva’s text A Guide to the Bodhisattva’s Way of Life, reads:

“When crows encounter a dying snake, 
They will act as if they are eagles, 
Likewise if my self-confidence is weak, 
I shall be injured by the slightest downfall.”

The emphasis here is on strengthening the force of remedy to challenge and 
overcome the negative mind. Specifically, the remedy involves producing 
strong enough self-determination and willpower to control that mind. 
Without this, even a seemingly insignificant negative mind can cause a lot of 
damage to our well-being. The analogy of crows is used because these smaller 
birds cannot usually manage to fight a snake. If the snake were almost dead, 
however, a crow could play with it without fear. Likewise, if we lack courage 
and energy in our spiritual endeavours we will be in no position to achieve 
any broad aims or objectives. In our weakness, we will be overcome by the 
slightest failure, just as a small bird overpowers a dying snake.

The ‘spirit’ in spirituality means having a strong motivation that truly takes 
delight in the practice of Dharma. It also has to do with a wholehearted wish 
to overcome or diminish the negative mind. Our practice begins with that 
wish, and the success of our practice depends upon maintaining it. Otherwise, 
laziness will undermine our practice and prevent spiritual growth.

If the value of the Dharma is not seen in terms of achieving the ultimate 
goal of enlightenment or liberation from cyclic existence, at least we can see 
its validity in our daily life. Day by day we need to have peace of mind and 
physical relaxation. By examining the causes and conditions required for 
this it becomes clear that spiritual practice is indispensable.

We know from personal experience that the material world alone brings no 
real satisfaction. We can see that most of the time our suffering is the result of 
our uncontrolled mind. As far as external conditions go, basic necessities for 
survival should be sufficient. Yet even if these are provided there is no lasting 
satisfaction. This is because of the uncontrolled mind. Not only in terms of 
achieving the ultimate goal but also for peace of mind, moment by moment, 
all along the path to enlightenment, we need to lessen unwholesome minds 
and develop positive qualities. We need to integrate a meditation practice 
into daily life.
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2

Training the Mind

Training the mind is a Buddhist practice also known as lojong. Several texts have 
been written over the centuries on this method and Geshe Doga teaches here direct 
from the original, authentic texts. In this chapter Geshe Doga explains the 
importance and value of teachings on transforming the mind. The source texts are 
Geshe Langri Tangpa’s Eight Verses of Thought Transformation and Geshe 
Chekawa’s Seven Point Thought Transformation which were written in the 
eleventh and twelfth century.

The purpose of thought training is to further the development of our mind. It 
comprises techniques aimed at subduing the mind and reversing the direction of 
our thoughts. We resolve to reduce thoughts and practices that cherish and serve 
ourselves and instead determine to cherish and serve others.

The great master Lama Tsong Khapa taught that actions depend upon the 
mind. If the mind is positive then our life is wholesome. Similarly, if the 
mind is evil our path reflects that too. Everything depends upon our state 
of mind. White actions, or karma, refer to any action resulting in happiness. 
Black karma is that which leads to suffering or that which we do not like to 
experience. The main point about karma is that if we are after a better life 
and greater happiness we should act more wholesomely. To do this we must 
transform our mind and attitudes into virtue.

In simple terms, Lama Tsong Khapa is saying that the driving force behind 
our actions comes from within. If this inner force is positive and wholesome, 
our actions will be pleasant; but if there are negative elements they will 
pollute our actions, which will become black and unwholesome with the 
impetus to produce suffering. Nobody wants to be unhappy, yet the cause of 

unhappiness is nothing but our own mind. What we are now, and what we 
will be in the future, depends entirely upon our own state of mind.

Lama Tsong Khapa places a great deal of emphasis on transforming the 
mind through discipline. 

Mindfulness and Alertness
In giving instructions on controlling the mind the great master Shantideva 
always stressed the importance of maintaining mindfulness and alertness at 
all times. Mindfulness and alertness are the two most important instruments 
to discipline the mind. Without them we cannot free the mind from the 
influence of negative thoughts. Mindfulness allows us to direct the mind 
towards virtue. With discriminating awareness we can gauge whether or not 
we are negatively influenced in our actions. Alertness enables us to see when 
that negativity occurs in our thoughts and actions.

Without giving any thought to developing the mind, it is impossible to 
achieve all that is to be achieved or to eliminate all that is undesirable. For 
example, take a very small and common mistake like a spelling error. This 
can occur not because our knowledge of the written language is poor, nor 
because we have bad eyesight or a problem with our hand, but because our 
mind is unguarded or lacks discipline when we are writing. Without making 
an effort to guard the mind and keep it on the matter at hand, we cannot 
avoid mistakes; nor can we be very successful in our actions.

It is important to safeguard our mind from negative thoughts in order to 
experience more happiness and quality in life. There is a sense of well-being 
we enjoy by living in a very clean, fresh environment. Some sort of inner 
happiness is generated through the beauty in our surroundings. There is no 
doubt that we could experience even deeper happiness if we could create 
this same pure environment within our own mind. The mind cleansed of 
all stains brings calm, joy and clarity, which helps us to ensure success in all 
our aims and objectives. There can be some confusion about the practice of 
controlling the mind. What is wrong with the mind? Why is there a need for 
control or for purification?

The mind is caught in a web of failures, misconceptions and ignorance 
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about reality. Purification lifts the veil of delusions which has stunted the 
development of wisdom and skill. This brings us success and achievement. 
Controlling the mind does not mean a passive approach to life – it is a dynamic 
way to realise goals swiftly. When cleaning our house we need a vacuum 
cleaner and other equipment. When cleaning the mind we need wisdom. 
The filth in our mind is basically the ignorance that obscures us from seeing 
with clarity. Even if we have a small glimmer of the truth, throughout our life 
we experience failure. The best means of cleansing the mind of ignorance is 
utilising wisdom-intelligence.

As human beings we have the good fortune to possess intelligence. We 
can think, contemplate and discern whether things are right or wrong. We 
should train well to use this gift. Without it, so much ignorance arises that 
even a simple decision in life can cause great fuss and confusion.

If we can use our intelligence there will be no confusion about what we 
should do in life. As our intelligence grows we will become more confident in 
directing ourselves, and our confusion will dissipate. Wisdom- intelligence is 
essential for undertaking the spiritual journey. It acts to stabilise our whole 
path – our faith in the path and our understanding become firm. There is no 
doubt that with wisdom we will continue to advance along the spiritual path.

Not only is wisdom important for spiritual development and achieving the 
ultimate goal, it is also the best key to success in day-to-day life. It is only to 
our advantage to develop wisdom-knowledge. Through it, the deluded mind 
can be purified and we can achieve tremendous happiness and peace.

By developing wisdom we will gain self-confidence and achieve our purpose 
in life. We will learn how to initiate ideas and realise our goals. We can 
recognise our self- potential and with this recognition gain inner strength. 
We will become responsible and gain stability in life. Because we possess 
self-confidence, we have no fears or insecurities.

The Five Forces of Thought Transformation
Geshe Langri Tangpa, a scholar renowned for his practice and teachings 
on the method of thought transformation, emphasised the importance of 
examining our thoughts and actions. If we notice the presence of negative 

minds we should immediately try to counteract them before it is too late. 
Otherwise, the influence of that affliction is likely to destroy our own well-
being as well as that of others.

In whatever way we spend our time, whether working or resting, we should 
always be mindful of our thoughts and actions. Without mindfulness it 
is impossible to overcome negative influences. These ideas are found in 
teachings by another famous master, Atisha, who also stressed the importance 
of watching the mind. Many of the great meditation masters emphasised the 
practice of self-examination. Rather than relying on the opinions of others, 
we need to generate an awareness of our own state of mind and learn ways to 
correct any negative tendencies we find.

To know the mind we have to do away with wandering thoughts. If our 
attention is always drawn to external objects there is no chance of discovering 
our inner self. By reversing the direction of our thoughts and turning 
inwards, we can see where our mind is running amok. For example, in our 
relationships with others, instead of entering into conflict we can resolve 
differences by face-to-face discussion. Similarly, by allowing a type of inner 
conversation to take place between ourself and our mind, we can gauge how 
to improve our life. In this way, we can avoid the shortcomings of a mind 
which is always focused on externals.

The mind can neither exist nor function without an object. The object to 
which the mind relates has a lot to do with shaping the mind and defining its 
experience. The function of the mind and the object with which it is occupied 
then determines the experience of the person. Consider particular objects or 
circumstances and how they affect our state of mind. It is evident that when 
the mind is occupied by certain objects it becomes disturbed and confused, 
while other objects create restfulness and clarity. If we discriminate between 
these different objects we can see that the greater number of them cause 
confusion and misconception. It is important to make an effort to eliminate 
these objects. The most effective way to do this is simply by encouraging the 
mind to focus on less disturbing objects, thereby creating a more positive 
perception.

Initiating this process requires significant effort. We must redirect the mind 
away from the more habitual negative objects to allow the experience of a 
different reality. This meditation technique is called mind-training. We 
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familiarise ourselves with positive attitudes by focusing on objects which 
create peace, tranquillity and inner happiness. Meditation is the fundamental 
tool in pursuing inner peace and harmony.

The purpose of meditation is to acquaint the mind with wholesome 
objects. The most effective way of achieving this transformation is through 
mindfulness and alertness.

We familiarise ourselves with positive attitudes 
by focusing on objects which create peace, 

tranquillity and inner happiness.

Mindfulness enables us to maintain awareness of the object of meditation. 
Focusing the mind on a given object, however, does not necessarily prevent 
interferences from disturbing the mind. The main job of alertness is 
acknowledging interferences when they arise. Alertness guards against 
interferences that sneak into the meditation. Even when the meditation 
appears to be going well, interferences may be present. Then, regardless 
of how long we meditate, there will be no success. Alertness, therefore, is 
equally as important as mindfulness.

How can we integrate all spiritual practices into a single lifetime? Geshe 
Chekawa’s text says:

“Gather together the abridged quintessence of this advice: blend the 
practice of one life with the five forces.”

This teaching shows, in general, how to practise the five forces over one 
lifetime and, in particular, how to practise them at the time of death. The five 
forces are:

• the force of intention
• the force of the white seed
• the force of remedy
• the force of aspirational prayer
• the force of acquaintance

THE FORCE OF INTENTION

The first force refers to generating a very strong motivation or intention. We 
resolve that for a certain period of time, whether until the attainment of full 
enlightenment or until the end of this life or even for the duration of one day, 
we will not at any cost generate an afflicted state of mind – we will not fall 
under the influence of the conceptions of a self. This resolve is the intention 
to cultivate and safeguard the precious mind of enlightenment, or bodhicitta, 
which is the wish to achieve the highest potential in order to lead all others 
to the enlightened state.

An action is the result of a motivation or thought. In order to act skilfully it 
is important to integrate the force of intention at all times. As a result we can 
effectively control our actions. This first force plays an essential part in our 
spiritual progress.

If we were always conscious that an intention precedes all physical and 
verbal actions, we would appreciate the benefit of maintaining mindfulness 
in every moment. Take the example of abusing others or quarrelling. When 
relating to some people we may have the tendency to feel antagonistic and 
speak harshly towards them. If we were more mindful we would be aware 
of being influenced by a harmful motivation. Maintaining an awareness 
of our intention enables us to avert negative actions by considering the 
shortcomings of such actions before we commit them.

In regard to this first force, we need to understand that the mind is the most 
important factor behind everything we experience. In the past, present and 
future, the original cause of all our experience is the mind. If we cannot 
relate this strictly to spiritual practice, then we can relate it to worldly affairs 
in everyday life.

For instance, to succeed in business or to improve our personal relationships. 
The fact that all our verbal and physical actions are an outcome of the mind 
has particular significance.

When an action stems from a good motivation it brings fulfilment. The 
same action, however, can instigate an entirely different experience if the 
motivation is wrong. The value of checking the mind should not be under- 
estimated. If we can see that our motivation is not good, we can be sure that 
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there will be negative consequences. In spiritual practice there is always 
emphasis on having the right motivation. It is even more important than in 
worldly activities. Without a positive motivation our whole spiritual training 
becomes tarnished.

The mind is the source of whatever benefit or harm we receive and that 
which we bestow upon others. An action depends upon the particular mind 
that precedes it. The power of the mind can engender harm or tremendous 
peace and can bring benefit not only to ourselves but also to many others. 
When someone benefits millions of people it is as a result of that person’s 
positive mind.

In spiritual practice there is always 
emphasis on having the right motivation.

It is the mind that determines the personality of an individual. Some people 
have a reputation for being honest, kind and reliable, and are respected by 
many. We can all appreciate the good in others and would certainly like to see 
those qualities in ourselves. Whatever qualities we or others possess are the 
result of positive states of mind. Someone with a wholesome mind naturally 
emanates a good energy. The outer personality reflects the condition of the 
mind.

THE FORCE OF THE WHITE SEED

The force of the white seed is the actual practice of cultivating the mind of 
enlightenment, in contrast to the previous force which is the mere intention 
to do so. We develop the bodhi mind by practising generosity, observing 
morality and generally increasing our accumulation of merit and wisdom. If 
we have already generated the mind of enlightenment, we practise the force 
of the white seed in order to safeguard that mind from degenerating. Such 
an approach has meaning and relevance to each of us according to our level 
of spiritual practice.

THE FORCE OF REMEDY

The third force, the force of remedy, has to do with abandoning certain 
attitudes. In practice, we endeavour to overcome the self-cherishing mind. 
This mind is thinking only of ourselves and totally ignoring the well-being of 
others. If we check, we can see that the suffering experienced in the past, and 
that which we experience now, is all because of our self-centred approach. 
Not only does a selfish attitude serve as the source of all misery; it can also 
undermine our good qualities as well. Any attributes we have achieved by 
the merit of our own efforts can lose their power and potency.

There are many who are renowned for their skill in various professions; 
however, these types of skills may not help us to bring happiness to others 
or to ourselves. Having professional training does not exclude us from 
experiencing anguish and torment. This is because we have not overcome 
the self-cherishing attitude. All our accomplishments can become tainted 
by a self-centred approach. As a result jealousy, pride and competition easily 
arise – jealousy comes when we hear of the good reputation of others, pride 
comes when we meet those in less prominent positions, and competition 
arises when we deal with those we view as rivals. These thoughts bring no 
rest or happiness.

We can see that although people become experts and gain reputation 
and fame, they do not achieve real success. Fame and recognition are not 
necessarily bad, but they do not bring relief to the suffering of a poisoned 
mind. Nothing much can be achieved when we are infected by the chronic 
disease of self-cherishing. Until the self-cherishing mind is overcome, no 
matter how consistently we meditate and study the Dharma we can never 
achieve our highest potential.

The self-cherishing attitude is the main interference to achieving our spiritual 
goals, both temporary and ultimate. It is also the obstacle to realising our 
worldly aims. We move from one place to another without finding any real 
satisfaction. No matter with whom we live we are always arguing or disputing. 
If we check the reason for this it is clearly our self-cherishing approach. All 
attempts to find more happiness become futile when we deal with the self-
cherishing mind.

Often we bring upon ourselves unnecessary pain. For example, we feel put 
out when we hear of the success and happiness of someone we dislike. Due 
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to self- cherishing we view all beings as either close friends, acquaintances, 
strangers or enemies. All are classified so that when we talk about a friend it 
is someone whom we hold closer than others. With this prejudiced outlook 
we generate minds such as attachment, anger and so forth. It is clear that the 
cause of these delusions lies in the self-centred outlook. Before setting out to 
overcome this crippling attitude, it is important that we look at its every fault 
and disadvantage. This is the negative mind which lies at the root of all the 
harm we cause ourselves and others.

Many of us are not deprived of necessities; however, although we may have 
everything we want and on a relative level have no cause to be unhappy, 
we experience only dissatisfaction. A self-cherishing mind can transform 
pleasant circumstances into a most unsatisfactory experience. With the 
force of remedy we can meditate analytically to look at every fault of the self- 
cherishing mind. Recognising that it is the main cause of all the suffering we 
have brought upon ourselves, we need to take a definite stand to challenge 
this mind and not let it control us. Of course, if we are beginners we cannot 
expect to eradicate it immediately. Even making an effort to soften that 
attitude is greatly beneficial. Eventually we will see obvious results from 
minimising the strength of this negative mind.

THE FORCE OF ASPIRATIONAL PRAYER

To practise the fourth force, the force of aspirational prayer, we dedicate all 
the merit accumulated throughout our lifetime to the benefit of other beings. 
Every morning when you wake up, and continue throughout the day, think 
‘for as long as space endures and for as long as the world lasts, may I live 
to dispel the miseries of the world.’ This verse is taken from the dedication 
chapter in A Guide to the Bodhisattva’s Way of Life. If we have not yet cultivated 
the wish to attain en- lightenment for the sake of others, we dedicate for that 
mind to be generated. If the bodhi mind is already generated within us, we 
dedicate our merit to develop it forever and never let it decrease. The purpose 
of dedicating our merit for the benefit of others is to secure it. The practice 
of dedication fully protects merit from being diminished or destroyed when 
negative minds arise.

The actual practice of making dedication goes hand in hand with daily 
life; it is not a separate practice. Whatever we do, we can make it Dharma. 
Whether we are washing dishes, shopping, working, cleaning, taking a walk, 

we can make it Dharma by dedicating it for others. Every day, every minute, 
do whatever you are doing with good motivation, and think of others, and 
dedicate it to them. Any merit you ever achieve, think of other people and 
dedicate it for their benefit, not for yourself. In this way it becomes Dharma, 
and it is the best dedication.

THE FORCE OF ACQUAINTANCE

Finally, the force of acquaintance refers to nurturing a kind heart and 
challenging the self-cherishing attitude. Again, we must look at all the 
disadvantages and shortcomings of the self-cherishing mind, and understand 
all the advantages of a good heart.

Practising the force of acquaintance is to learn to cherish others and remove 
our negative attitudes towards them. We attempt to safeguard this practice 
throughout our lives at all times and in all situations. With a good heart we 
can greatly benefit others. At the same time it enables us to progress along 
the path and eventually achieve the state of complete enlightenment.

At the moment we are still trapped in this world of suffering, whereas the 
Buddha has gone beyond samsara. In the past, however, the Buddha was also 
like us, caught in the cycle of suffering and wandering through life after life. 
If we continue to perceive this miserable existence as enjoyable, and the self-
cherishing mind as advantageous, we will never be liberated. To clarify the 
benefits of cherishing self or others, compare the very limited position of a 
child whose concern is only for him- or herself, and a Buddha who cares for 
all beings. With self-cherishing there is no end to suffering; however, once 
we recognise its faults and overcome the selfish attitude we sever the root of 
all misfortune.

Practising the force of acquaintance is to 
learn to cherish others and remove our 

negative attitudes towards them.

The mind, by nature, is flexible. Transforming the mind requires training. No 
matter what sort of negative mind we may have at the moment, the intrinsic 
ability to change allows the mind to become accustomed to anything. The 
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famous Geshe Chekawa, commenting on the mind’s flexibility, said, ‘Even if 
there are many faults, the fact that the mind changes through training and 
discipline is an excellent quality.’

Mind-training can be a gradual process of acquainting ourselves with 
alternative attitudes. Slowly change takes place and in time we can see that 
we have achieved a different state of mind. In A Guide to the Bodhisattva’s 
Way of Life, Shantideva emphasises the need to be courageous in the face of 
difficulties because achieving a goal depends upon developing familiarity 
or the force of acquaintance. For instance, an enemy who we were once 
frightened of merely by hearing his or her name can later become a close 
friend, without whom we cannot bear to live. By continually thinking 
negatively about a person, we acquaint ourselves with that attitude and the 
person appears to us to be very aggressive and even frightening. However, if 
for some reason we later develop a positive attitude and gradually become 
accustomed to this, that same person can become a very close friend. Our 
change of attitude depends upon the force of acquainting the mind to a 
certain way of thinking.

In the practice of thought transformation, our aim is to remove the selfish 
attitude and allow a kind heart to unfold. It is therefore very encouraging to 
witness the mind’s flexibility.

In life, we often hold onto an object so tightly that we cannot drag ourselves 
away from it. We apprehend that object to exist in a way that it does not. 
Even on a relative level we suffer as a result of being attached to things. If we 
could free the mind from those objects, our experience would be completely 
different. No matter how tightly the mind grasps onto something, it has the 
ability to change. Initially, the object may remain fixed in the mind; but if we 
remember that this is not the mind’s true nature, we can make an effort to 
separate our mind from the object. At first, if we relocate the mind elsewhere 
it will quickly return to the original object. Nevertheless, if we try again and 
again without losing courage, soon the mind will tire of reverting back. With 
consistent discipline the mind will have to surrender because through the 
force of acquaintance change takes place.

When the mind is attached to something, we are dissatisfied if we fail to get 
whatever we want or expect from it. Shantideva said, ‘If there is a solution to a 
problem there is no need to worry, and if there is no solution then what is the 

point of worrying?’ When we experience frustration because of attachment 
to something, we should apply Shantideva’s advice. Check whether the 
object is attainable or not. If it is, then there is no need to be unhappy; but if 
there is no way to secure the object then what is the point of even thinking of 
it? As one master said: ‘If we are not our own guide, then who else can guide 
or protect us?’ The essence of this instruction is to utilise our own mind – our 
own intelligence. We are guided by means of our inner qualities and wisdom.
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The Source of All Happiness

In this chapter Geshe Doga discusses the purpose and benefits of meditation and 
study. We use meditation to look closely at our mind and at the origins of 
dissatisfaction and unhappiness, and the causes of our present and future 
happiness and satisfaction.

The practice of meditation can be challenging and we must make an effort to 
achieve a result. But help is available, and Geshe Doga looks at the ‘six favourable 
conditions for listening’. As well as being based on A Guide to the Bodhisattva’s 
Way of Life, this teaching uses the text Liberation in the Palm of Your Hand, 
composed in Tibet in 1921 by Pabongka Rinpoche. The text is based on lam-rim 
teachings which were originally outlined in Tibet by Atisha in the eleventh century 
CE, they are also known as the Graduated Path to Enlightenment. They 
present a step-by-step method for following the Buddhist path.

The purpose of meditation is to transform our energy or thought patterns 
into something wholesome and positive. Through meditation we can aim to 
develop a good heart, kindness and wholesome thoughts.

To achieve this it is not necessary to sit in a formal meditation posture. The 
point of meditation is to prevent the retention in the mind of any object that 
induces negative thought. This we can practise even while going about our 
daily activities.

Sometimes there is confusion about how to meditate. Although we might 
know of a meditation practice that would benefit us, we may think that in 
order to do it we might need some sort of prerequisite. This is not the case. 

Meditation is about transforming the mind into a positive state. Through 
meditation we can remove the influence of the states of mind that cause 
unhappiness, such as desire, hatred, jealousy and so forth, and generate a 
calm mind. Everyone has the potential to meditate.

In our personality there are both positive and negative sides. No matter how 
bad we may be there is always a good quality to be found. It is logical to 
meditate with the intention of developing further those positive qualities we 
already possess. We have weaknesses as well as strengths. It is very important 
to work on the positive aspects to develop them fully, so that eventually we 
can start to acquire other qualities that we now lack. Whatever we undertake 
and whatever our aim, we must ensure that it is truly beneficial for ourselves 
and not harmful to others. It is also important to stick to our aim instead of 
being distracted by many activities or goals – then the mind can be at rest 
and able to concentrate its efforts in directing our life. If we meditate on a 
daily basis it can help us always to be mindful of our thoughts and actions. 
Together with an understanding of the Dharma, mindfulness gives us the 
opportunity to see the source of our problems. After identifying the cause of 
our weaknesses and difficulties we can use our knowledge of the Buddha’s 
teachings to take the necessary measures to overcome them.

Take the example of two people who are equal in terms of education, wealth, 
possessions and reputation, but differ in regard to their level of contentment. 
If this is not due to the mind, what other cause could it be? Why, with the 
same conditions, is one person happy and the other not? Our suffering is 
experienced as a result of the mind. If we have attachment to something 
it is difficult to get it out of our mind. If we have no access to that object, 
frustration ensues. Since the cause of this pain is our mind of desire we 
have to overcome that mind in order to be liberated from the discomfort. In 
this case again the cause of our experience is the mind. On the other hand 
there are certain objects that can occupy the mind and cultivate peace and 
happiness. Unless we can keep the mind focused on these we will be unable 
to find a solution to our unending dissatisfaction.

When we observe our thought process, its effect on our actions and the result 
of these actions, we will see a certain pattern. Specific thought patterns lead to 
particular actions and experiences. By using certain meditation techniques 
we can very effectively change the pattern of our thoughts. This is one of the 
many benefits of meditation in terms of bringing us happiness.
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In general, the practice of Dharma is a means to overcome and eradicate 
gross delusions and their influence in our life. By holding onto negative 
minds, our thoughts and actions become very unrealistic.

This in turn leads to more confusion and frustration. Attachment, for 
instance, is a deluded mind obscuring us from seeing the true nature of 
reality. Such states of mind need to be severed at the root.

A certain object may appear very desirable to us but through attachment 
to it we become miserable. If we are physically separated from this object 
the mind often clings to it more tightly. Generally, the further we are from 
an object the more we crave it. In that situation the attachment becomes so 
painful it can even endanger our life. It is clear that although the object is far 
away, the mind still holds onto it and that is why we suffer. Examining this 
state of mind we can see that it is illogical, deluded and paranoid. It is trying 
to hold close an object that is not close. It is to our advantage to recognise 
this madness if we are trying to combat that mind. It could prevent the many 
self-destructive actions that inflict unnecessary suffering upon us.

Chapter 7, verse 27 of Shantideva’s text A Guide to the Bodhisattva’s Way of Life 
is a verse on the practice of joyful effort:

“Having forsaken all evil, there will be no suffering 
And due to wisdom there will be no lack of joy. 
But now my mind is afflicted by mistaken conceptions 
The source of all happiness 
And my body has caused harm by unwholesome deeds.”

This verse indicates why the bodhisattvas who have attained high spiritual 
ground have no suffering but experience only joy. It is because they have 
abandoned all unwholesome actions. They do not harm others but show 
only compassion towards them.

The second line of the verse claims that because bodhisattvas possess wisdom 
and realise ultimate truth, they are always happy. This is the wisdom which 
overcomes the ignorance of ultimate truth with respect to the self: the ‘I’ 
and ‘mine’. With the realisation of ultimate truth, all the wrong conceptual 
thoughts cease to exist. This then brings the experience of joy. On the other 

hand, when there are many misconceptions in the mind there can be no rest 
or happiness.

As indicated here, the source of unhappiness is the grasping to ‘I’ and ‘mine’. 
With the conception of ‘I’, we have strong attachment to the self – a strong ego. 
This results in the desire for pleasure for that ‘I’ or ‘self ’. Seeking pleasure and 
protection from suffering in turn induces the concept of ‘mine’. As a result 
of this sense of ‘mine’, various biased thoughts arise such as attachment to 
some and hatred or neglect towards others. These prejudiced minds lead 
to personal conflict and are also the basis of much disharmony and dispute 
with others. Proponents of systems such as Communism suggest that unless 
there is equality in terms of wealth, possessions and so on there cannot be 
peace and harmony in society. When the Chinese came to Tibet they said 
that now everything belonged to all people equally and that nothing could 
be claimed as one person’s possession. The conflicts and problems of society, 
however, are not solved. To achieve this, the biased attitude within the mind 
of the individual must be overcome.

The source of the problem lies in the ‘I’ – grasping or attachment to ‘mine’. We 
want something because the ‘I’ seeks pleasure. An attitude holding onto ‘my’ 
object is an indication that we have the conception of ‘mine’. The solution to 
suffering is to be found within our own mind; not much improvement can be 
made by changing the outside world.

The practice of diminishing the egotistic mind and attachment to ‘mine’ is 
beneficial to the world and very relevant to our own life. When two people 
with a strong sense of ‘I’ live together, there will be no end of conflict and 
dispute. If there is anything to enjoy, each will argue as to whose turn it is to 
enjoy it. Many conflicts will ensue over common possessions.

On the other hand, when we try to reduce our self- centred attitude, our 
relationships improve, and sharing our life with others becomes very 
meaningful. We benefit not only others but also ourselves. If we extend 
these practices to all beings, showing respect and kindness, the benefits are 
beyond conception.
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The Importance of Enthusiasm
The origin of all dissatisfaction in life is the uncontrolled mind. To combat 
this lack of control we can use meditation and achieve good mental discipline. 
Integrating meditation into daily life has great benefit.

We can establish a balanced and harmonious relationship between the 
self and the mind. This link with the mind is very important. We need to 
recognise our ignorance concerning the source of our problems. Because 
if we believe that the cause of life’s ups and downs is mainly external, we 
will fail to see that our mind plays a significant role in our relationship with 
the outside world. The mind is the main determining factor in whether we 
achieve what we want and avoid what we do not want. In truth, the mind is 
the principal cause of any pleasure or pain we experience in life. External 
objects have very little effect on our life experience.

The mind is the main determining factor 
in whether we achieve what we want and 

avoid what we do not want.

Nobody wants discomfort or unhappiness. Since all unwanted experiences 
are the results of the uncontrolled mind we need to find the means to establish 
some discipline. In meditation, the first step is to centre the concentration on 
the breath in order to tame the mind.

We do this as a preliminary to the main part of a meditation to stabilise or 
neutralise the mind. Then wholesome attitudes such as love, compassion 
and a good heart can be generated easily. We use this method of focusing on 
the breath to calm the mind.

We are able to understand the real advantage of meditation when we 
recognise that the source of happiness lies within. To confirm this, first we 
need to check outside ourselves because that is where we habitually believe 
happiness to be found. If the source of happiness is ‘out there’ then as we 
grow older and sacrifice more and more time to accomplish worldly aims, 
we should find more contentment and peace in life, but despite exerting 
a lot of effort in these pursuits from childhood until now, we have no real 

contentment to show for it. So there is something wrong with our endeavours 
to find happiness. In this way, we can see that in order to be more satisfied 
and peaceful there is work to be done internally. Attempting to change the 
‘outside’ is not going to bring the desired results. Meditation is a method 
that will bring a dramatic change in our mind. As a result we will experience 
exactly what we desire in life.

Essentially, as Shantideva has stressed, we need to know the secret of the 
mind. To understand the reality of the mind is the main objective in the 
practice of meditation.

In chapter 7, verse 50 of A Guide to the Bodhisattva’s Way of Life, Shantideva 
encourages us to be more enthusiastic in the practice of meditation:

“Powerless, their minds disturbed, 
People in this world are unable to benefit themselves; 
Therefore I shall do it (for them) 
Since, unlike me, these beings are incapable.”

Specifically, the text emphasises the importance of enthusiasm to work for 
others with unfailing spirit and courage. This verse presents a guideline to 
generate that enthusiasm. It outlines the real reasons why we should take 
complete responsibility for freeing others from suffering.

Considering the pitiful state of many beings, there is not much hope that 
they can take on universal responsibility themselves. Never mind universal 
responsibility – even their own lives are hopelessly confused. They are not 
in a position to achieve even their egoistical goals. Disturbed and powerless, 
they are led by the force of their negative minds. For this reason we generate 
the spirit of taking on single-handedly the responsibility of freeing all beings 
from their suffering – bodhicitta.

The verse also intimates a need for sacrifice in order to achieve our purpose 
in life. We must make an effort to utilise fully our own capacity and potential. 
To expect that we could achieve this without exerting a great deal of time 
and energy is not only an indication of laziness, but also an obstruction to 
success.
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It is important to be aware of the reality of other beings’ lives. If we recognise 
that others also have many problems in life, suffering from laziness, ignorance 
and strong delusions, we have no reason to complain about their unrealistic 
behaviour or lack of help and support. Even if deep down they strongly 
wish to help us, they are not in a position to do so. The point of this line 
of reasoning is to acknowledge that we should take complete responsibility, 
not only for managing our own life, but also for benefiting and supporting 
others. 

Having a Good Heart
To extend real benefit to others we need to have a good heart. No matter 
what wealth or material possessions we may have, without loving-kindness 
these assets are of no benefit to anyone else. For example, some people while 
picnicking in a park will save their leftovers for the birds. If there are no birds 
around they may even keep the scraps and take the time to find a hungry 
animal that would like them. On the other hand, there are people who, as 
soon as their appetite is satisfied, dump the remains in the bin.

It is clear that if we have cultivated a caring attitude it does not matter whether 
we are materially rich or not. In our own way, according to our capacity, we can 
benefit others. However, without a good heart we may own the whole world, 
have great power and knowledge, and mastery over many skills, but still 
never consider helping others. The significance of developing a meditation 
practice and a spiritual understanding becomes evident. Studying the works 
of great masters like Shantideva is a cause of transforming our mind into one 
of loving- kindness. As we nurture a loving attitude our self- centred mind 
diminishes.

Think of our pleasure when others show us a bit of kindness. I remember 
having tea with some friends at the café in the Royal Botanic Gardens in 
Melbourne.

The door at the entrance was difficult to open, and I noticed a handicapped 
woman who could not manage it. Unaware of her, many people were going 
in and out, and as soon as they let go of the door it closed very quickly and 
forcefully behind them. I would have helped the lady but I thought it might 
embarrass her. Fortunately, at that moment a young girl came to the lady’s 

aid. I could see the lady’s face light up in gratitude.

The girl had offered assistance out of concern for someone in need. In the 
same way, we need to nurture a good heart – a wish to benefit others. If the 
self-cherishing mind is stronger, then most of the time we do not even notice 
what is going on in the lives of others, let alone helping them and solving 
their problems. Because we are concerned about our own happiness we 
ignore or neglect those around us.

The next verse (chapter 7, verse 51) reads: 

“(Even) if others are doing inferior tasks, 
Why should I sit here (doing nothing)? 
I do not do those tasks because of self-importance; 
It would be best for me to have no such pride.”

Once again, Shantideva’s instructions focus on overcoming laziness in 
order to achieve the ultimate goal of enlightenment. If in order to achieve a 
mundane or inferior aim we have to work hard and sacrifice much time, it 
is needless to mention the sort of effort required in attaining a far-reaching 
goal. We must maintain great self- determination in pursuit of the highest 
goal.

The practice of meditation can be very demanding, but feeling pride in any 
progress we make is contrary to the purpose of our effort. The motivation for 
our spiritual practice should not be self-oriented.

The Six Favourable Conditions for Listening
In Liberation in the Palm of Your Hand, a discourse on the graduated path 
to enlightenment, Pabongka Rinpoche says: ‘A trainee should listen to the 
Dharma by relying upon the six recognitions. These are the six favourable 
conditions for listening.’

• Regarding oneself as a patient
• Recognising the Dharma as medicine
• Recognising the spiritual teacher as the qualified doctor
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• Recognising that practising the Dharma is the actual cure
• Recognising the spiritual guide as a holy and virtuous being
• Recognising the wish that the Dharma last forever

REGARDING ONESELF AS A PATIENT

We approach the study of Dharma not just to acquire intellectual knowledge, 
but to develop qualities of mind and to help eliminate faults. The first 
recognition of regarding ourselves as a patient is very relevant in terms of 
relating what we study to our practice. With this recognition we realise that 
we must study Dharma in order to overcome the defects of the mind. We 
need to see our delusion as a chronic disease that has been torturing body 
and mind since beginningless time. By acknowledging that we have this 
disease, and by studying and practising Dharma, we can effectively overcome 
this problem.

When people ask after our well-being, unless we are physically ill we 
generally reply that we are fine. However, as Dharma practitioners we can 
appreciate that mental afflictions are akin to physical illness. We should try 
to understand the nature of ‘mental’ disease and how it causes us pain and 
suffering. The afflicted mind can change our happy mood into one of great 
distress at any moment. Indeed, it can be more serious than physical illness 
because of the duration and the severity of the suffering. When we think of 
our whole life, the pain that we have experienced is caused not so much by 
physical disease as by the deluded mind. Also, from the viewpoint of ongoing 
cycles of rebirth, all the types of suffering we experience life after life are 
the results of karma produced by afflicted minds. Hence the experience of a 
fearful rebirth, its intensity, its duration and so on is the direct result of this 
disease of the mind.

The mind of attachment, for example, breeds unease. If we experience an 
object without attachment, our mind will not be disturbed. If, however, we 
crave that object or cling to it, we will experience either disappointment at 
not acquiring it, or fear at the prospect of losing it. Likewise, minds such as 
anger and jealousy all result in painful experience.

THE DHARMA AS MEDICINE

After realising that the source of all our suffering is the disease of mental 
afflictions, it is easy to see that the Dharma is the only answer. Dharma 
is the only cure for this disease because mental afflictions are based on 
misconceptions about reality. To eliminate these misconceptions we need 
to generate the understanding of the correct view of things; nobody else can 
destroy those misconceptions for us. By relying on the Dharma we can gain a 
logical understanding that these misconceptions are mistaken minds. When 
we actualise a correct understanding or view of reality all afflicted minds will 
cease to exist because they are founded on mistaken views. 

THE SPIRITUAL TEACHER AS THE QUALIFIED DOCTOR

When we are ill we cannot expect a cure without relying upon a qualified 
doctor, even if we have all the medicine we require. We need to know the 
exact dosage to take and the sort of conditions to observe regarding food, 
drink and so on. A prescription from a qualified medical practitioner is 
indispensable.

From a spiritual practitioner’s viewpoint, without relying upon a qualified 
master we cannot gain any true realisations. Even if we have a good 
understanding of the Dharma and try to practise it, the lack of a qualified 
teacher will prevent us making quick progress on the path.

From these first three recognitions we can understand that to cure disease 
a person requires not only medicine, but also a prescription from a 
qualified doctor. Only when the person acknowledges ill-health and has the 
appropriate medicine and prescription can there be hope of a cure.

Similarly, in spiritual training, when we listen to the Dharma, we should 
regard ourselves as sick people suf- fering from the disease of mental 
afflictions. We need to recognise the disease and how it causes us suffering. 
Next, we must acknowledge how the Dharma we study is like a medicine 
that can cure all delusion. Then, just as the invalid relies on a doctor to be 
cured, we must rely on a qualified teacher to know how to remedy our faults. 
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PRACTISING DHARMA IS THE ACTUAL CURE

If we have found a qualified doctor, identified the disease and obtained the 
remedy, but neglected to take the medicine as prescribed, our health will 
not improve. In the same way, as practitioners we must follow the teacher’s 
instructions by putting the Dharma into practice.

Suppose an invalid finds a qualified doctor and procures the best medicine, 
but instead of taking the prescribed dose uses the medicine as a pillow on 
which to sleep!

In such a case, neither doctor nor medicine can be blamed; it is entirely the 
patient’s fault for not taking the medicine.

Likewise, in order to remedy the disease of the mind, the spiritual trainee 
should put the Dharma into practice. Of course, there are many benefits 
in simply studying the spiritual teachings and knowing their meaning, but 
this is not sufficient. In order to calm the mind and soften our actions, we 
need to integrate our understanding of the Buddha’s teachings into our 
daily thoughts and activities. If we have a problem with anger or hatred, for 
example, learning about the benefits of patience and methods to overcome 
anger will only help if we put them into practice. We are missing the point 
if we see the Dharma that we study as something separate from the way 
in which we live our life. Our learning of Dharma does not end in simply 
memorising a number of points. The knowledge we gain is primarily in 
order to pacify our mind, remove faults and become more wholesome in our 
actions. The Dharma needs to be practised in order to become a part of our 
experience and effect a change in our mind.

When the Buddha first gave discourses on Dharma, his main aim was to 
help people uproot or minimise their mental delusions. We should use 
what we learn for that purpose. If, by virtue of our learning, we see that our 
mind becomes more positive and more thoughtful towards others, it is an 
indication that our study of Dharma is effective.

Instead of bearing good results from our study, we may have negative 
thoughts arise such as jealousy, competition or pride. Jealousy may arise 
towards those who study and practise more than ourselves; competitiveness 
may arise towards those whose practice is on a par with our own; or pride 

may emerge in regard to those of lesser learning. None of this is Dharma – 
our practice has become poisoned.

There is a saying, ‘Although the Dharma can conquer the sin of a sinner 
it cannot conquer the practitioner of Dharma.’ This means that if we only 
accumulate more and more Dharma knowledge, although we seem to be 
spiritual practitioners our efforts become the condition for the increase of 
negativities.

Just like a patient suffering from a very serious disease who must take a 
prescribed medication conscientiously until the cure takes effect, we should 
integrate our learning into daily life with persistent effort. Our mind has been 
subject to delusion since beginningless time. The disease of the mind is very 
deep-seated and we have suffered long because of it. If we concentrate on a 
practice for a couple of days only, we cannot expect to be cured or to see any 
obvious changes. It is most important that we have stability in our practice. 

When the Buddha first gave discourses on 
Dharma, his main aim was to help people 

uproot or minimise their mental delusions.

To practise Dharma does not mean we must engage in myriad different 
virtuous activities. Take, for example, the first of the ten virtuous actions: 
refraining from killing. If we try seriously to maintain this practice all the 
time, as a result we can at least be guaranteed a high rebirth in our next 
life. The essence of the Buddha’s teaching is non-violence, or not harming 
others. Assuming we are followers of Buddha’s doctrine it is a principle 
each of us should adopt. Not one of us, therefore, is short of material with 
which to work. According to our capacity we should choose a practice and 
by maintaining that in our heart all the time, we will live our whole life in the 
practice of Dharma.

Our motivation should include the wish not just to practise virtue now, but 
to maintain the practice from lifetime to lifetime. Generating this kind of 
intention is laying the foundation to be able to practise Dharma in the future. 
It is important to reinforce the intention of practising Dharma in future lives 
and to make a strong vow to that effect.
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If we are young, getting caught up in many exciting activities can leave us 
no time to engage in Dharma practice. Even if we are quite old, other things 
such as looking after grandchildren might prevent us from finding time. At 
the very end of our life we cannot do much.

Normally, in the latter part of life it becomes natural to settle down in one 
place. We may then find the opportunity to read and meditate, especially if 
we had resolved to do so when we were younger. If we practise Dharma we 
gain personal knowledge and experience and automatically benefit others as 
well. There is honesty in our speech and a good heart towards others.

RECOGNISING THE BUDDHA AS A HOLY AND VIRTUOUS BEING

We need to consider that Buddha Shakyamuni was a being who directly 
realised the whole spiritual path. Having attained the fruit of the path 
himself, he had a true realisation of what is to be discarded and what is to 
be adopted in order to achieve the ultimate spiritual goal. We should see the 
Buddha as a virtuous and holy being, and see that his teachings are based on 
realisations of the path and the attainment of the ultimate fruit.

The Buddha’s teachings are perfect, unfailing, reliable and valid. To practise 
this fifth recognition we need to recollect the supreme kindness and excellent 
qualities of the Buddha.

WISHING THAT THE DHARMA LAST FOREVER

Having studied the Dharma, we need to put it into practice. We should 
always dedicate and make prayers, thinking, ‘This wish repays the kindness 
of the buddhas who taught us.’ The sixth recognition is to remember that 
the Buddha’s teachings are faultless and how they can benefit ourselves 
and others. We acknowledge, with gratitude, how the Buddha taught the 
Dharma, thereby revealing his inner realisations to us. Then, in order to 
repay that kindness we wish that the teachings might last forever.

One of the stories of the Lord Buddha’s previous lives illustrates this sixth 
point of repaying the kindness of the teacher. It recounts that at one time the 
Buddha was born as Prince Dawa. During that time there lived a cannibal 
called Sidapur who ate his victims alive. On one occasion Prince Dawa and 

many of his court were receiving a discourse from a high mendicant when 
suddenly the whole assembly began to scream and scatter in all directions: 
the cannibal Sidapur had been seen approaching. Everyone ran away except 
Prince Dawa, who remained unperturbed. Indeed, although many tried to 
prevent him from doing so, he approached the advancing cannibal. Prince 
Dawa introduced himself to the cannibal, which surprised Sidapur, who 
was unaccustomed to this type of reception. As the Prince was very small the 
cannibal easily lifted him onto his shoulders and took him to his lair, which 
was full of human corpses, flesh and blood.

On arrival he dropped the Prince to the ground and took a rest after the 
long journey. He was strangely drawn to the Prince’s handsome appearance, 
and at the same time felt uneasy because the Prince was not attempting to 
escape. After some time Sidapur noticed tears trickling down the Prince’s 
face. He remembered that Prince Dawa was well known for his courage and 
wondered why a brave man should be crying. He recalled the saying that 
at a time of loss even a steady man will shake, and at a time of sorrow even 
one’s learning has no benefit, and at a time of being beaten or hunted no 
one can stay unmoving. However, when Sidapur made mention of this, the 
Prince denied that it was any of these things. He explained that his grief was 
because of missing the opportunity to express his gratitude to the mendicant 
who gave the teaching in the grove.

The Prince then requested Sidapur to permit him to return there in order to 
offer thanks and repay the mendicant’s kindness. Sidapur thought this was a 
trick. He protested that the Prince would never return once he had escaped 
from the clutches of death. In reply, the Prince swore that he would give up 
his life for the truth. Respecting this oath, Sidapur let the Prince go, on the 
condition that the Prince return immediately after making the offering to the 
mendicant. He doubted, however, that he would ever see him again.

Thus the Prince was able to make a grand offering to the mendicant. In the 
meantime the Prince’s parents and countrymen tried to prevent him from 
returning to the cannibal, but the Prince was true to his promise. When 
Sidapur saw the Prince returning in the distance he couldn’t believe his eyes, 
and experienced many strange emotions.

On arrival, the Prince announced that he was now ready. Sidapur told him 
that he didn’t like being hurried and that the fire was too smoky. He was 
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more interested in the discourse that the Prince had received. He thought 
that it must have been something special if the Prince readily returned to his 
death in this way. So he asked Prince Dawa to tell him about the teaching.

The Prince remarked that the mendicant was one who possessed the 
realisation of the difference between wholesome and unwholesome, 
and considering that Sidapur’s behaviour was unacceptable like that of a 
monster, there was no point in repeating that teaching to him. Sidapur could 
not tolerate this put-down and protested that he had seen many kings and 
highly respected people hunting animals. He demanded to know whether 
those hunters were acting in accordance with Dharma practice.

The Prince explained that hunting was indeed contrary to Dharma but that 
killing human beings was far worse, since human life rated more highly than 
that of animals. To kill humans in order to eat their flesh was worse still. It is 
bad enough to eat the meat of a human who has died from natural causes, 
but much more evil to kill human beings for the purpose of devouring their 
flesh.

Sidapur decided that Prince Dawa must be plain stupid to have come back 
to him. When he said this, the Prince replied, ‘The fact that I can forsake my 
life for truth shows that I am a master of some knowledge.’

Sidapur then said, ‘Most people are very fearful of being around me. You, 
instead of being afraid, seem to be extra confident. Do you have no fear of 
death?’

The Prince answered, ‘Most people commit many negative actions and 
therefore fear death, but because I have no memory of committing any evil 
deed, I have no fear of death at all. So don’t waste time – you can have me.’

At this point Sidapur demonstrated an overwhelming change of heart. Tears 
welled up in his eyes and his hair stood on end. He looked at Prince Dawa 
with deep faith. Sidapur confessed all his downfalls to the Prince, saying, ‘All 
my evil actions towards you are like poison surging through my system.’

From that experience Sidapur later wrote, ‘By seeing all my faults in the 
mirror of Dharma I feel deeply pained and have great regret, and so turn 

my mind towards Dharma.’ Then Sidapur fervently requested the Prince to 
reveal more teachings. Following the Prince’s instructions, Sidapur arranged 
for his teacher a throne of a high rock while he himself sat humbly on the 
ground. With an expression of great delight, he respectfully requested the 
teachings again, and listened with a clear and undistracted mind to the 
discourse.

To repay Prince Dawa’s kindness, Sidapur requested him to accept a 
noble offering. The Prince doubted whether Sidapur possessed anything 
wholesome that was worthy of offering. He explained to Sidapur that the 
noblest offering he could make would be the vow to follow the ascetic path 
of truth. This would require him to release all his prisoners, and to abstain 
from killing human beings and from consuming their flesh.

Sidapur felt he could manage all but the abstinence from eating human 
flesh. He wondered why the Prince did not already know this by virtue of his 
clairvoyant power. Although the Prince was well aware of Sidapur’s state of 
mind, he felt it was essential to abstain from eating human meat if the ethical 
conduct of refraining from killing were to be observed. Finally, with further 
instructions on the bodhisattva’s path, Sidapur made the full commitment to 
the moral practice.

Later on, when Prince Dawa had renounced the life of a householder, he 
appointed Sidapur heir of the empire. His trust in Sidapur had grown as a 
consequence of the manner in which he had upheld his vows. By adhering 
to the power of truth, justice would prevail, and by virtue of his promise to 
abstain from killing, peace would reign throughout the kingdom. So the 
story ends.
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Inner Peace and Happiness

The concepts of karma and delusions are introduced in this chapter. Karma 
literally means ‘action’ or ‘deed’. It is not ‘ fate’ but the law of cause and effect, the 
principle that every action or thought has a consequence for ourself and others.

Liberation or enlightenment is the state where we are no longer under the force of 
karma and delusions no longer exist. We have seen that delusions and our actions 
can cause us to suffer. But there is a way forward.

The first teachings the Buddha gave after reaching enlightenment were at 
Varanasi in India. The teachings are known as ‘The Four Noble Truths’. This 
teaching is the foundation of Buddhist thought and practice; the truth of suffering, 
the origin of suffering, the cessation of suffering and the path to the cessation of 
suffering. In this chapter Geshe Doga outlines the first of these two truths.

Attaining the State of Liberation
The state of liberation is when the continuation of the process of birth and 
rebirth through the force or grip of karma and delusions ceases to exist. What 
does ‘through the force or grip of karma and delusions’ mean? If we examine 
our experiences and activities throughout the day the answer is very clear. 
We can see quite clearly how we are under the force or grip of karma and 
delusions because we have no true freedom. Rather, it appears that there is 
some kind of force that continually influences us to undertake an endless 
variety of activities. If we examine them we see that the force behind all our 
activities is the mental delusions, which are in the form of afflictive emotions 
such as desire, anger and so on. Each one of these forms of delusions has 

the capacity to dominate our thinking to the extent that our mind becomes 
fixated on an object, causing us to lose sight of the truth, not knowing what 
is skilful or unskilful, of what is good or bad. This robs us of any moment of 
calmness and mental happiness.

Generally speaking, karmic actions are the inevitable results of delusions. 
The many karmic actions we create due to the motivation of mental delusions 
can serve as causes for the future. Therefore, unless we can overcome 
delusions and karmic actions, we cannot stop the cycle of existence. As a 
consequence mental delusions and karmic actions, by destroying mental 
peace and happiness, are the source not only of future suffering, but also of 
immediate suffering.

If we always remind ourselves that delusions and the karma that we create 
are the main things we need to overcome, then any meditation or other 
spiritual practice can be very effective in terms of enhancing calmness and 
happiness in the mind.

It is the internal conditions more than the external or outer conditions that 
are important in determining whether we experience happiness or suffering 
in life.

As mentioned before, all our misery arises from the inner conditions in the 
mind, which are the three types of delusions known as the three poisonous 
minds: attachment, anger and ignorance. They are called the three poisonous 
minds because they are just like a poison. If we were to consume a physical 
poison, our life would be finished. Similarly, if these three poisonous minds 
were to reside in our mental continuum, they would kill our inner peace and 
happiness.

So we can see that we do have a choice. If we think very clearly, we can 
understand that rather than being at the mercy of those three poisonous 
minds, we can take control by overpowering them. If we wish to have mental 
happiness and calmness there is really no other option. We have to challenge 
these three poisonous minds and defeat them, because allowing them to 
control our mind is like giving up our rights and freedoms.
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Making the effort to reach liberation 
depends upon us developing 
the wish to attain liberation.

It is important to be fully aware of our state of mind. Just knowing that 
our own thoughts can be an immediate cause of suffering and restlessness 
enables us to realise that we also possess the best tools to find lasting inner 
peace and happiness. By developing this self-knowledge it is even possible to 
see the source of lasting inner peace and happiness almost as clearly as we 
can see an outer form with our eyes.

Making the effort to reach liberation depends upon us developing the wish to 
attain liberation. Think of a prisoner wishing to escape from prison. Before 
the prisoner begins to look for a way to escape he has to have the wish to be 
free, because without this desire there is no reason to attempt to escape. To 
have the desire to be free from prison, the prisoner must have a reason and 
must see the disadvantages of remaining in prison.

Therefore, unless we truly see the faults and defects of cyclic existence or 
samsara, we will not have a true, genuine wish to be free. Without such a 
wish for liberation, there will be no effort to find the path to freedom from 
cyclic existence. (This wish for liberation is also called renunciation, because 
the first step is to renounce the seeming pleasures of cyclic existence.) 

What Are the Four Noble Truths?
The original source of the Four Noble Truths is the first wheel of the Dharma 
that Guru Shakyamuni Buddha turned in Varanasi, when he said:

“This is the noble truth of suffering. 
This is the noble truth of its origin. 
This is the noble truth of its cessation. 
This is the noble truth of the path to cessation.”

The noble truth of suffering is taught first because it is essential to recognise 
suffering very clearly. Having a strong wish to eliminate it is very important, 

because without this strong desire there will not be any exertion to remove 
the causes of this suffering. On the other hand, with a strong wish to attain 
liberation one will make greater effort on the path to cessation of suffering. 
As Maitreya said in his text Uttara Tantra, the Sublime Continuum:

“Suffering, its cause, cessation and path are to be diagnosed, abandoned, 
attained and relied upon.”

This text uses the analogy of a patient being cured of a sickness. The analogy 
shows very clearly why we need to study suffering. The patient has to identify 
his or her illness first, and then has to make an effort to cure that illness. 
The way to cure it is to rely upon medicine, and the result of relying upon 
medicine is recovering from the illness.

We should first of all recognise suffering as being like a disease, and then 
we can identify its cause and think of removing it. The cause of the suffering 
that we want to remove is the truth of origin. The state of having completely 
removed the cause or origin of suffering completely is the truth of cessation. 
For this we need to have the wish to attain the cessation of suffering. Since the 
fulfilment of that aspiration to attain the truth of cessation is the path, we see 
the need to follow the truth of the path.

For those seeking liberation, the Four Noble Truths include all that the 
person should abandon and all that they should achieve. The Four Noble 
Truths show the causal order in which beings enter into cyclic existence and 
also the causal order in which they can be freed from cyclic existence. Of the 
Four Noble Truths, the first two show how beings enter into cyclic existence, 
whereas the last two truths show how to gain liberation from cyclic existence.

The Sufferings of Cyclic Existence
These are the sufferings experienced by all beings in cyclic existence: from 
humans to cats and dogs, from birds to fish, from lions and tigers to insects 
and worms. Although the examples used are from the human realm, these 
sufferings are experienced by all creatures in cyclic existence.
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THE FAULT OF LACK OF CERTAINTY

There is no certainty in this cyclic existence with regard to pleasure and pain. 
It is important to be aware always of the fact that, because one has assumed 
this life within cyclic existence, suffering and unwanted events are inevitable. 
We have to realise that the various things within cyclic existence that are 
believed to be a reliable source of happiness – friends, relatives, wealth, etc. 
– are in reality not a reliable source of happiness. In cyclic existence there is 
no certainty about relationships: they can quickly change from friendship to 
enmity and vice versa.

As we try to develop our knowledge, we should also try to develop our 
understanding of how to put it into practice. In our daily life we see with our 
own eyes how things change externally. We see that our friends’ relationships 
are changing. We see that our wealth, status and feelings are always 
changing. If we have not fully realised the truth that everything is changing, 
these changes bring us a lot of mental suffering and pain. Although we see 
things changing, in practice we still have hope, and we place trust in our 
friends as being very reliable and trustworthy. Perceiving friends and so on as 
reliable clearly shows that we lack understanding of the uncertainty of these 
objects. Due to this lack of understanding we develop strong attachment 
to these objects, even when they grow distant. This brings us great mental 
dissatisfaction and frustration.

We have to know how to put the teaching into practice at all times, particularly 
when we are separated from a very close friend or partner. Then we shall 
realise that the change taking place is just one of the faults of being born in 
cyclic existence. Such a contemplation can help relieve the pain caused by 
unexpected changes.

Even when there are no dramatic circumstances in our lives we should 
remind ourselves not to be attached to any beautiful objects. In this way 
we can diminish our attachment to various objects, so that losing or being 
separated from them will not bring a great sense of loss or mental suffering. 
In this very lifetime we can recall how someone who is a very close friend 
at one moment becomes an enemy in the next moment. This demonstrates 
how quickly the change from enemy to friend and vice versa happens. The 
great Tibetan master, Kuntang Jampal Yang, said:

“It only takes a word or two to change one’s most dear friend into a very 

worst enemy. Therefore there is no point in holding someone very close 
to one’s heart, while holding others very distant from one’s heart.”

If we put this knowledge into practice then we can certainly balance 
our attitude towards others. Think of an enemy, or a person you hate. Of 
course the reason you feel hatred towards them is because that person did 
something wrong to you. Instead, we should think that in the past this person 
has helped us. By thinking in this way we broaden our view. We see there is 
no difference between friend, enemy or stranger in terms of hating one and 
loving the other. Therefore if we love one person we must love all; if we hate 
one person we must hate all; if we ignore one person we must ignore all.

Such a meditation will bring a state of equanimity to the mind. In this way we 
integrate the lack of certainty of relationships into our practice. This helps 
us to diminish strong attachment to some and strong hatred for others. If we 
are able to think in this way then there is no need for us to know any further 
reasons why a friend is leaving us behind. Or why a person’s attitude to us is 
changing. Or why our own feelings of pleasure or pain are uncertain. Or why 
our wealth is uncertain.

If we observe our feelings over time, this sense of uncertainty becomes very 
obvious. A feeling of pleasure in the morning changes to unhappiness at 
midday, and changes again by night. Wealth also changes. We may be rich 
one moment, then find ourselves as poor as a beggar in a crowd of our own 
enemies.

All this happens because one is born in cyclic existence. Indeed, one is 
chained to cyclic existence. Therefore, thinking, ‘What could I expect other 
than these changes?’ will help us to cope with real situations much better. 

THE FAULT OF LACK OF SATISFACTION

Lack of satisfaction means that no matter how much, or for how long, we 
enjoy pleasure in cyclic existence, our desire will never be fulfilled. When 
it says there is no satisfaction, it means that the five sense objects of form, 
sound, smell, taste and touch are not going to fully satisfy or content our 
mind. Although beings in the desire realm are attracted to them, sense objects 
are like salty water. No matter how much you drink, it does not quench your 
thirst. Rather, it makes you want to drink more.
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If we contemplate this we will see there is no object in this existence that is 
a source of satisfaction. This is a fault of cyclic existence; through seeing this 
fault we generate a renunciation of cyclic existence. It is best to generate this 
renunciation in this lifetime. If, however, it is not generated in this lifetime, 
at least it may implant a seed in our mind and thus be a cause to achieve 
renunciation in a future life.

Any practice or meditation we do in this life has an effect. It makes a difference 
to our spiritual practice, if not in this life then maybe in future lives, because 
there is not just one cycle of life but countless cycles. Therefore, what we 
do now is very important. Even though, despite all our efforts, we may not 
gain true realisation now, in future, with little or even no effort, very spiritual 
qualities such as the realisation of emptiness or the generation of bodhicitta 
will blossom like a flower. 

Contentment as a cause of happiness

Lack of contentment is the reason the mind always remains unsatisfied. The 
implication of this is to be contented with what we have. If we acquire one 
hundred dollars we want one thousand dollars, and having obtained that 
one thousand dollars we want even more. Although our wealth increases 
there is no commensurate increase in satisfaction or contentment in the 
mind, and we still remain poor in our minds. This can be the cause of great 
suffering and misery in life.

There are some people who have to suffer loneliness throughout their 
lifetime. However, if we examine their life, they might have met many friends 
in the past, and even married several times, but they have no one to trust 
completely. So they suffer. If we examine who is to blame, it is not those they 
have met and then left in the past. Rather, the blame lies with the desire of 
that lonely person. Obviously, because of desire the person is not satisfied 
with one friend or partner. So the relationship does not last long, and then 
they seek another one. Without contenting our mind we will never find 
satisfaction, because external pleasures are like salty water. The more we 
have, the more desire grows in our mind for these objects. There are some 
who are extremely rich financially. They have house after house filled with 
valuable items, but they are still not satisfied with their wealth. On top of this 
they have trouble finding one single person who they can fully trust, and to 
whom they can show their feelings. Therefore, in spite of their wealth they 

live their life alone, without any meaning or satisfaction.

On the other hand, some people have very little wealth but a few friends with 
whom they are content. Consequently, they enjoy meaningful relationships 
with them. They may not have a great deal of wealth, but they are very 
satisfied and very happy. Their contentment or satisfaction does not depend 
so much on possessions, goods or external objects. It comes from their own 
mind. As we see the fault of desiring sense objects, then we can cultivate 
renunciation towards these objects.

The real meaning of contentment is having less desire. This does not 
necessarily mean that you must dispossess yourself of all your wealth or that 
you must possess little wealth; nor does it necessarily mean that if someone 
possesses enormous wealth they are by definition greedy or discontented, 
nor that someone without wealth will necessarily be content. Rather, 
contentment means being satisfied with whatever you possess in friends and 
wealth. When you are mentally satisfied with whatever you possess, that is 
fulfilling the purpose of being rich. A rich person is one who is mentally 
content, even if they do not possess enormous material wealth.

Inner wealth as a state of contentment

If we continually increase our desire it is very difficult to calm our mind and 
find rest. Conversely, if our mind is contented then there is nothing that can 
bother it, as it has a true inner peace and tranquillity. We can be content with 
our own spiritual knowledge, our practice of moral ethics, and our practice 
of meditation or of wisdom-knowledge.

We can also develop contentment about our external possessions regardless 
of their quality or quantity. Our mind says, ‘This is fine, it will do,’ and so we 
feel content. However, if our mind is not satisfied, the object we possess is not 
enough, so we want something more, and it must be better than before. By 
having this unfulfilled desire we become restless and it bothers us immensely. 
Therefore, we can talk of contentment in terms of external objects.
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The real meaning of contentment 
is having less desire.

THE FAULT OF REPEATEDLY LEAVING THE BODY

When death comes we have no choice – we must leave this body. Even if we 
wanted we cannot have the same body all the time. As we go through the 
cycle of birth and death we must change our body again and again. This is 
regarded as a fault of the suffering of cyclic existence. What does this mean? 
It means you cannot always have the same body, and that any type of body 
you assume cannot be fully trusted. In the past we have experienced all 
the pleasures and joys of samsara. Any wealth that we obtained in the past 
has not benefited us in the long run. Therefore, in cyclic existence there is 
nothing that is reliable and trustworthy in the possessions we own, or the 
experiences we have.

THE FAULT OF BEING REPEATEDLY CONCEIVED AND BORN

Cyclic existence means that there is no freedom when death comes. Soon 
after death one has to take rebirth without any freedom or choice. Since 
beginningless time we have continuously taken rebirth in various forms of 
life, and this stream of life and death has not stopped.

In our contemplations we should think back and see that the various forms 
of life we have taken are beyond count. It is as if we have been doing the same 
work for a very long time. If we also think forward into the future, there is 
even more of the continuum of the stream of life to go through. Think of 
having done the same work for a long time, with no rest or time to ourselves. 
Then looking to the future we see we must do the same thing with no rest in 
sight. Just as we tend to get sick of work, in the same way we are conceived 
in cyclic existence and are being born over and over again. Even though we 
have already taken infinite lives so far, still the continuum of lifetimes has 
not shortened – there is even more to go. This contemplation will help us 
to develop a desire to re- nounce the pleasure of cyclic existence in order to 
achieve liberation.

THE FAULT OF RISING AND FALLING REPEATEDLY

Any status that has been achieved is not lasting. It is part of the nature of 
cyclic existence that after being raised up we fall down to a very low status 
and vice versa. We can think of four results of conditional phenomena. In the 
sutras these four are described thus:

“The end result of collecting is losing, 
The end result of raising high is falling down, 
The end result of meeting is separation, 
The end result of birth is death.”

CALMING OUR OWN MIND AND CULTIVATING A GOOD HEART

The essential purpose of Dharma is to calm our own mind and cultivate a 
good heart. If you do not have a good heart and do not show any care or 
kindness to others, especially to those with whom you associate, then this 
will bring unnecessary problems and misery in your life as well as to the 
lives of those others. If we examine our minds we see that most of the time, 
when we become upset or worried, it is because of being very selfish and not 
having kind thoughts toward our friends. However, if we always show care 
and a good heart to those surrounding us, then our attitude will be the same 
as that of very kind parents towards their children. Such parents rejoice with 
a sense of pleasure and delight when their children do well.

If we lack such caring thoughts towards those surrounding us, then instead 
of sharing our good thoughts with them, we feel jealous or competitive if they 
are successful. Giving way to such thoughts of jealousy and competitiveness 
only brings discomfort and unease in our mind, which makes us very 
restless and unhappy. So we can see that the main source of our own day-to-
day experience of dissatisfaction is our own lack of love and compassion for 
others.

Why attachment causes suffering

Whenever we see some disadvantages in things we immediately wish to be 
rid of them. For instance, as soon as we see some fault or disadvantage in 
living with or befriending another person, the immediate thought is how to 
distance ourself from them. Similarly, as a result of seeing the faults of cyclic 
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existence, we naturally seek liberation from it.

As long as we are within cyclic existence, then all the faults discussed to date 
are unavoidable. The fault of being attached to wealth, friendship, fame or 
position is the main cause of suffering and sadness in life. When we lose 
wealth or friendship, it brings a great deal of mental suffering; falling from a 
high to a low social position brings great disappointment. The main reason 
for undergoing this suffering is because of attachment to these things. If we 
are not mentally attached to our friends, we shall not experience a great deal 
of suffering if we lose them. In order to understand fully our own experiences 
from this perspective, we must contemplate them at our own pace.

The fault of being attached to wealth, 
friendship, fame or position is the main 
cause of suffering and sadness in life.

Consider the suffering that we experience as a consequence of the 
breakdown of a relationship of many years. The intensity of our suffering 
is almost beyond control. Later, after separation, seeing our former partner 
living very happily with someone else makes the experience even worse for 
us. That additional suffering confirms that our relationship was based on 
attachment rather than true love and compassion. If it were based on true 
love and compassion there would be no reason to feel negative about seeing 
the former partner living happily after the separation.

Even though it is difficult to avoid attachment in our relationships with 
others, we should at least try to minimise it. Try to replace attachment with 
love and care – then there will be more mutual benefit while the relationship 
continues. Even if the relationship ceases, the friendship will still continue, 
with continuing benefit for each other.

Our financial position can also change. If we have a strong attachment to our 
wealth and possessions, we will suffer more when we are reduced to poverty. 
The same applies to our social position. There is no guarantee that whatever 
position is attained will be long-lasting. Some people even find themselves 
in a high social position, but because of its disadvantages decide they want 
a lower position. Then having attaining that lower position they are still 

unhappy, because they are socially embarrassed. Why do people experience 
this dissatisfaction about being in a lower social position? It is all because 
of attachment. By using our own levels of understanding, together with our 
experiences, in our meditations, we can develop a better understanding about 
the truth of our day-to-day life experiences. If we truly examine the source 
of all the problems and unending difficulties (both mental and physical) 
that we continuously face in this life, we shall see that the real cause of our 
suffering is our attachment to this life, and the seeming beauties of cyclic 
existence. Seeing this will motivate us to try to diminish that attachment.

To overcome attachment we need to engage in meditation practice, according 
to authentic teachings. By following this practice, we will turn our mind away 
from those objects and conditions that produce attachment and increase 
mental delusions, and towards a virtuous object with which we become very 
familiar. With this approach we have the power to challenge and overcome 
and prevent them from arising in our mind. Then our verbal and physical 
actions will become very pleasant, positive and free from all misconduct.

This talk of suffering and the negative side of samsaric objects is not intended 
to depress. Rather, it is to help our mind to see things realistically, and thereby 
gain some benefit. If we train our mind to understand this negative aspect 
of samsaric objects then it will minimise our attachment to them, and our 
view of them will change. When death comes it will not be a shock to us to 
leave all these objects of attachment behind, because we have decreased our 
attachment and changed our view. Knowing that this will happen, we shall 
be able to leave them easily. So it can be seen that our attachment to samsaric 
objects brings immense problems not only when we are alive, but also when 
we are dying.

THE FAULT OF LACKING FRIENDS

The reality is that within cyclic existence you are alone. When you are born 
from your mother’s womb you are born alone. When you suffer from any 
illness, that experience of pain must be tolerated alone – you cannot give 
part of it away. When you die, neither you nor anyone can stop it. No friend, 
no matter how close, can save us from the frightening experience of death. 
Despite this we are always seeking friends on whom we feel we can rely. 
There are rare examples of people who have a very good friendship that 
yields true benefit. In most cases, however, friendship brings both happiness 
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and suffering to our life. If we examine most friendships over one month, 
we will find that it is fortunate if there are ten days of a sense of happiness 
arising from that friendship. The other days are a source of suffering to each 
other.

When we talk of the fault of lacking friends, it is too narrow to understand 
this in terms of merely finding a partner for a relationship. Some people 
are married, but still suffer from loneliness despite the hundreds of people 
outside their house. This fault is inevitable as long as one is subject to cyclic 
existence. We are talking of something much deeper than just finding a 
partner. Shantideva said, in chapter 8 of A Guide to the Bodhisattva’s Way of 
Life:

“At birth I was born alone, 
At death too I shall die alone, 
As this pain cannot be shared by others 
What use are obstacle-making friends?”

Specific Sufferings of Humans
Although the general faults of cyclic existence have been discussed from 
a human perspective, the following faults are those experienced only in a 
human rebirth.

THE SUFFERING OF BIRTH

The first of the specific sufferings of human beings is the suffering of birth. 
The reason it is first is because the moment of birth is also the beginning of 
the various forms of suffering.

We cannot remember anything of our birth, but that does not mean that we 
did not undergo suffering. What the mother does affects the child. If what she 
drinks is too hot or cold it affects the child. If she engages in physical exercise 
the child will feel the movement. Although we do not remember these events 
now, whenever we take rebirth from the womb we must experience these 
sufferings again. Likewise exiting from the womb is not pleasant.

THE SUFFERING OF AGEING

After birth the suffering does not stop. The body one has attained does not 
remain the same. It changes and undergoes a process of disintegration or 
ageing moment by moment. It is subject to change due to both this natural 
force of ageing and other unpredictable conditions. Gradually this body, 
which was once youthful and full of strength and beauty, will become frail 
and unattractive and lose its strength. These changes can become a source of 
various types of suffering, particularly if someone is very attached to the look 
of their body. If they were very beautiful when young, and in later years see 
an elderly face in the mirror, they feel very sad and suffer. We cannot prevent 
the natural ageing of the body, but to some extent we can minimise the 
mental problems that we experience with ageing and the resulting changes 
to our body. There are some who are more accepting of their looks as they 
age. The fact that their body looks old does not disturb their mind. Everyone 
who takes birth is subject to ageing and no one escapes the suffering it 
brings. Even the young and beautiful will experience it. So there is no point 
being too attached to your fit and beautiful body. It will inevitably decline, 
so it is better to have less attachment to its beauty. There are some who are 
reputed to be able to run hundreds and hundreds of kilometres, but when 
they become old they too will hardly be able to walk a few steps, or even 
stand or sit down.

THE SUFFERING OF SICKNESS

Think of how sickness changes our life: the loss of our mental clarity and 
thinking power, not to mention the decline of our body in terms of its 
physical appearance, strength, and the sense organs. Your feelings also 
change. Because of sickness we lose the desire for things that we usually like, 
and must take things that are very undesirable. On the surface, some people 
look healthier or happier than others, but in reality we are all caught in the 
nature of the suffering of illness.

Through knowing the sufferings of cyclic existence in a personal context, 
we will increase our compassion towards others. For example, someone who 
has had excruciating stomach pain in the past will naturally feel sympathy 
for someone else suffering the same pain. Therefore, it is natural that by fully 
realising our own suffering in cyclic existence, we will recognise it in other 
beings and feel compassion for them.



56 57CONTENTS CONTENTS

Inner Peace and Happiness Inner Peace and Happiness

When you face a problem in life, for example a physical disease, or receive 
harm from others, you must remember to reinforce your knowledge of 
Dharma. The difference between those who follow the spiritual path and 
others is not their outer looks but their outlook – their approach to life. 
When we face life’s problems, we have to try to see them in the light of our 
Dharma knowledge, such as the law of karma.

To a large extent, the way we mentally view a situation makes a great difference. 
If our view is very negative, this gives us further mental problems in addition 
to the problem we are actually facing. Tempers are frayed, courage is lost 
and so on. However, with a correct view you will have more tolerance of the 
situation, which will encourage you and give you more strength.

THE SUFFERING OF DEATH

None of us can do anything to prevent death. However, we do have the 
capacity to prevent unwanted experiences at the time of death. We can 
prepare ourselves now so that at the time of our death nothing will frighten 
or worry our mind, and the moment of death will be very calm and peaceful.

Just as we prepare in order to accomplish daily activities, so there are certain 
things that can be prepared before death comes. These include getting our 
mind used to wholesome ways of thinking, or, in other words, getting our 
mind used to virtue. If at the time of death we cultivate a very positive state of 
mind, then death is not terrifying and our future destiny is not unpredictable 
and frightening.

One of our main challenges as spiritual practitioners is death. Meeting that 
challenge is a matter of familiarising the mind with virtuous practice and 
positive ways of thinking. Virtuous practice does not come naturally. At the 
time of death it is even more difficult to generate a virtuous state of mind, 
so it is important to cultivate a virtuous mind now. If your mind becomes 
very familiar with virtue through your practice now, then at the time of 
death, cultivating that virtuous state of mind is only a matter of having the 
motivation to do so. Therefore, it is important that we know how to integrate 
this study of death into our own practice so as to encourage our spiritual 
development.

Through knowing the sufferings of cyclic 
existence in a personal context, we will 

increase our compassion towards others.

Fear arises at the time of death because of being separated from all those 
things to which we are very attached – our body, possessions, close relatives, 
friends, followers or students, and any other pleasant objects. Most of our 
fear is all because of our attachment to these desirable things. There is also 
fear because of physical pain. Of all these reasons, the main one is fear of the 
mind being parted from this body. If we have no attachment to our body, we 
have no reason to be scared of leaving it.

Death is not something we look forward to. It is quite natural for us to feel 
unhappy if we think of death now, because it entails permanent separation 
from all the desirable objects to which we are attached.

Those who do not follow a spiritual practice either do not think of death at 
all or just experience fear if they do. For a spiritual practitioner, however, that 
fear causes them to search for what will help at the time of death. The things 
that will fail to be of benefit are worldly things like wealth, friends, relatives 
and possessions. The spiritual practitioner realises that the only thing that 
can help is spiritual practice.

Therefore, reflecting about this fear of death can stimulate a spiritual 
practitioner to practise now. It can also help them to gain a deeper 
understanding of life, and the impermanence of all the things around them. 
Thus they minimise attachment to those things.

If at the time of death we think of worldly things that are attractive, then we 
generate attachment; while other objects generate hatred. If we allow the 
mind to wander in those directions of desire and hatred at the time of death 
our mind becomes very unstable. So it is important that we train the mind 
in meditation now to cut off from all those objects that generate desire and 
hatred, and to focus on virtuous objects that enhance inner peace. Then at 
the time of death we can focus the mind on virtuous objects and stop all 
other thoughts from arising.
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Death is unavoidable. Nothing in this world including our body, possessions 
and friends can help at the time of death, so there is no point in pursuing and 
grasping at those things. Realising the true insignificance of all these worldly 
objects, we generate a sense of disgust towards them. That sense of disgust 
towards samsara is the main cause leading to the state of liberation.

The sense of renunciation of cyclic existence is very important to cultivate, 
and if all our spiritual practice is performed within the force of this sense 
of renunciation, then our practice becomes a true cause to attain liberation. 
From this point of view, talking about death should not frighten us. Rather, 
it can lead us to a state of liberation, or nirvana – the state beyond life and 
death.

THE SUFFERING OF BEING SEPARATED FROM DESIRABLE OBJECTS

As a natural part of being born as a human in samsara, we are subject to 
being separated from close people, such as our parents, partners, relatives 
and friends. We are also subject to being separated from any social position 
or status we may have. We must also suffer due to losing our own power, 
fame and reputation. There is also the suffering due to losing our wealth and 
possessions. Even if you are a celibate Sangha, one day you will be separated 
from your own vows.

All this suffering results from being separated from things that we cherish. It 
is not something unpredictable or unexpected. Rather, it has to happen and 
it is a natural result of being born in cyclic existence.

Two things need to be done to overcome the suffering of being separated 
from desirable objects. Firstly, the cause should be known: secondly, that 
cause must be removed. The true spiritual practitioner has detachment 
from all mundane objects, so does not experience suffering as a result of not 
attaining wealth or friends, or being separated from them. However, for most 
of us, all samsaric objects such as friends, wealth and so on are a source of 
suffering. The more friends or wealth you have, the more problems you face. 
Why do all these objects bring suffering to our lives? It is due to our grasping 
at them. So the main cause of suffering is our strong attachment to mundane 
objects such as friends and wealth.

In order to free ourselves from being enslaved by these worldly objects 

(and therefore undergoing suffering), we must turn our mind away from 
attachment to them. So seeing faults in those objects can free us from them, 
because seeing good qualities in them results in attachment. Apart from our 
parents, who have true affection within their hearts, what worldly friends 
will not eventually deceive or disappoint us? We must be careful upon whom 
we rely, since most other people are intent on pursuing their own selfish 
goals. We shall be lucky if, in our friendship with another, one-quarter of 
that friendship will provide satisfaction. The other three-quarters are likely 
to be a cause of dissatisfaction. Worldly friends are uncertain and unreliable.

Through realising the faults of various samsaric objects, we can cultivate a 
sense of renunciation towards them. Then the more we turn away from these 
objects, the more we can enhance and generate peace in the mind, and the 
more freedom from suffering we shall enjoy. 

Nothing in this world including our body, 
possessions and friends can help at the 

time of death, so there is no point in 
pursuing and grasping at those things.

THE SUFFERING OF MEETING THE UNDESIRABLE 

Whenever we meet an adverse situation we naturally experience some 
suffering.

Such situations include meeting with an enemy intent on harm, contracting 
a painful disease, being engaged in a dispute or argument, having a penalty 
or punishment imposed by the law or by people in authority, or being the 
victim of theft or a burglary.

As we reflect upon this form of suffering, we should try to realise that as long 
as we are born in cyclic existence this is something we cannot avoid. The 
purpose of this reflection is to realise that samsara (or cyclic existence) is 
not a beautiful, pleasant place. Rather, once we are born in cyclic existence, 
suffering is inevitable. So to seek true happiness we must diminish 
attachment to cyclic existence. Such reflections on suffering help us to 
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find its source, as well as overcome the root of that suffering. Our thoughts 
about being liberated from cyclic existence are cultivated as a result of our 
reflection on the suffering nature of cyclic existence. So there is a good side 
to these reflections.

Our experience of suffering in life can cause us to lose our appetite for 
cyclic existence. We can utilise the problems of our daily life to cultivate 
the aspiration to achieve liberation from cyclic existence, for instance, by 
seeing how everything is unreliable or subject to change. For example, our 
relationship with a friend can change from being a close one in the morning 
to one of hatred by the afternoon. It is difficult to endure such changes in 
a relationship, but experiences like this clearly confirm the uncertainty of 
cyclic existence.

So when we experience suffering, we should try to think of the source of 
suffering – the noble truth of the source of suffering. Confronted with a painful 
disease we should try to realise the cause – not only the immediate cause but 
also the karmic cause – and try to develop more patience. Shantideva said:

“When facing some difficulties or hardships you should stop worrying 
about it. If something can be done, then do it and then there is no point in 
worrying.”

If nothing can be done then there is no point in worrying, and losing strength 
better put to enduring that hardship. So there is something to learn from our 
experience of hardship.

The best thing that studying Dharma offers us is the different way of viewing 
things. We should try as much as possible to see our life situation through 
the perspective Dharma provides. In this way Dharma can be very beneficial 
to our life, but not in the sense of preventing misery and unwanted things – 
although when unwanted things do occur, we can try to understand them 
through the perspective of Dharma.

As mentioned earlier, it can help us if we see difficult life events as a ripening 
of our own karma. Whatever happens in our life is a result of our own past 
actions; it is something that had to happen. Since it has ripened now, the 
really great thing is that it cannot ripen again. So we should generate a 

strong wish to accept that. This is a good time to apply the meditation on 
giving and taking, by imagining that no other being will have to undergo 
this suffering. To do this, meditate or think of other people, other beings, 
and consider how to help them. Whatever they need – a sound body, virtue, 
happiness, medicine – you give it to them. Always think of others and offer 
them any single thing or everything they want or need. Then think of all 
their suffering or unhappiness and take it on yourself. Think of their poor 
health, their anger, the causes of all their suffering and take it upon yourself, 
thinking that it is now your suffering. Take it upon yourself until all their 
suffering has ended.

 

We have learnt from the spiritual teachings that certain ways of thinking can 
be a cause of our suffering. However, other ways of thinking can eliminate our 
suffering. Of course the suffering of being separated from desirable objects 
does not occur without causes and conditions. Apart from the external 
factors, our own way of thinking is also responsible for bringing about that 
suffering.

The most obvious is that the mind is preoccupied with the desired object 
from which one is separated. It ponders endlessly on that object. As a result 
of that, the suffering of being separated is continuously sustained. So the 
cause of suffering is that the focus of the mind has not been shifted to another 
object.

If there is no effort to move the mind to another object, the suffering just 
continues, growing stronger and stronger, and it becomes harder to separate 
the mind from that object. If we realise that we are still suffering from losing 
that friend because the mind is still thinking about them, the solution is 
obvious. The mind must be disciplined not to think of that friend, and should 
be directed elsewhere. Over a period of time the mind distances itself from 
the desired object, thus overcoming the immediate problem. Then later, with 
increased stability, one can resolve to overcome that problem completely. 
Changing our way of thinking can be a very good way of eliminating 
problems.
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Generating the Aspiration for Liberation
It is important that as one develops a theoretical knowledge of cyclic 
existence, one becomes more truly aware of the existence of these faults in 
daily life. More than just a theoretical understanding is needed. If we absorb 
this understanding into our hearts, it will have some effect on our perception 
of the real situations of cyclic existence that we experience in our daily life, 
such as the uncertainty of friendships, relationships or wealth. 

A lot of us continually undergo suffering or some sort of misery, or carry 
some sadness in the mind because of separation from a friend we like, or 
not finding the one we want. However, if we take these teachings on the 
faults of cyclic existence to heart then experiencing such situations will 
generate feelings of disgust towards cyclic existence. We will understand the 
unreliability and uncertainty of our relationships, our positions, our wealth 
or our financial status. As a result we will realise that within cyclic existence 
there is no sustained satisfaction. There are many things that are seemingly 
a source of pleasure and happiness, but in the end they are of no benefit.

So when we learn about the faults of cyclic existence it is important that we 
assess the benefits of our learning in terms of the way it encourages us to 
overcome attachment to the temporary pleasures of this life. In other words, 
learning the faults of cyclic existence counteracts attachment to this life. If 
we overcome attachment to this life then naturally we can seek the goal of a 
future life, and then the spiritual goal of liberation. 

To understand this teaching it is best to view it in the context of one’s own life 
experience. After all, we are always thinking about our life and its problems. 
So if we use that interest while meditating, contemplating or reflecting on 
our own current or past situation, we should try to see that situation from the 
point of view of the teachings on the faults of uncertainty, and never being 
fully satisfied. As a result we shall clearly understand from the teaching 
how we undergo suffering as a result of having attachment to our body, 
possessions and friends. This shows that our present and past suffering is 
because of not being able to break our attachment to the various objects of 
cyclic existence. 

With an awareness of uncertainty 
and the lack of satisfaction, then when 
you are confronted with change, your 

attachment will not be so strong.

How will meditating on the faults of cyclic existence change our life? It is 
supposed to bring more happiness into our life. There can be either physical 
or mental happiness, and if we examine them we see that mental happiness 
is more important than physical happiness. For example, think of someone 
deprived of all the physical pleasures that can be obtained; deprived of food 
and drink, with not even enough resources to have a meal a day. That person 
can still mentally live a happy, contented life, because the lack of adequate 
material support is not a concern. Although they lack material comfort, they 
still have mental comfort. On the other hand, someone with all the material 
comforts imaginable may still be very mentally restless. So for that person 
material comfort brings no happiness or comfort at all. 

Therefore, the experience of our mind is very important, because without 
mental happiness nothing else can offer happiness. If we absorb this 
teaching it can help to bring more peace, satisfaction and happiness in our 
lives, because it can influence our way of thinking.

Consider our thinking about relationships. If the relationship is very 
healthy it is important not to have a very strong attachment to it, and to also 
remember that it is subject to change. With an awareness of uncertainty and 
the lack of satisfaction, then when you are confronted with change, your 
attachment will not be so strong. However, where strong attachment exists 
it is hard to overcome, even if something has gone wrong in the relationship. 
Despite the barrier that emerges when the relationship breaks up, there is 
still attachment in your mind and so you mentally view the other person as 
before. This can bring a lot of suffering to the mind, and is the direct outcome 
of the disease of desire or attachment.
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Question: Does living in a relationship without attachment mean becoming 
very aloof or distant? It can seem to the other person that you do not care.
This apparent aloofness may cause more problems in the relationship rather 
than less. How is this dilemma resolved?

Answer: It is extremely difficult to completely overcome attachment. 
Sometimes deep down in our mind there is still our attachment that is 
untouched, but outwardly and physically we try to distance ourselves 
from the other person in such a way that it causes annoyance. This causes 
problems in relationships, and is also dishonest because it is pretending 
that you do not have any attachment at all. Having less attachment does not 
mean showing less care or love to another. Rather, the best thing that can 
strengthen a relationship and give mutual benefit is to develop love for one 
another.

Some people have problems because the person with whom they are having 
a relationship is too attached, and they find this difficult. Whereas others say 
they enjoy a relationship with a given person because there is not too much 
attachment.

Question: Some people say that it is very depressing to meditate upon their 
suffering. What is a good way to meditate on our suffering?

Answer: The way of meditating that is suitable depends upon the scope 
of mind of the practitioner. For some people, especially the beginner, 
recollecting the various problems undergone in the past or even current 
problems is very difficult and painful. Some people cannot cope with the 
experience, and that is not good. For others with a background in spiritual 
knowledge, reflecting upon past or present suffering can strengthen their 
conviction and generate renunciation. Also, by reflecting on the suffering of 
other sentient beings you can generate compassion for them.

In general, when we meditate on the truth of suffering we think of future 
suffering – the suffering that you have the potential to experience. If we 
reflect on these future sufferings we realise we cannot tolerate them, so we 
generate a strong wish to avoid them. Out of this strong wish to be free we 
then look for a cause to overcome that suffering. Such a meditation is very 
effective.

We also contemplate the suffering of other beings and cultivate compassion, 
or a thought of helping them out of their suffering. It is not just reflecting upon 
our own suffering or the suffering of others that can enhance our spiritual 
potential. Rather, it is the way in which we reflect upon that suffering. If we 
observe our own suffering or that of others from the point of view of the 
law of karma, we shall cultivate spiritual knowledge out of that reflection. 
If we understand the law of karma we can integrate everything into our 
spiritual practice. After going to the zoo and seeing miserable and tortured 
animals locked in cages, we come home and also feel miserable and tortured. 
We feel disturbed and lose a sense of the meaning of our own lives. In that 
case observing suffering has not helped us at all. If we go to the zoo with an 
understanding of the law of karma, however, when we come home we will 
think how wonderful it is that we are born as a human being with good living 
conditions. Through our knowledge of the law of karma we recognise that 
this results from causes that have been created in the past.

The True Cause of Suffering
The true cause of suffering is the desire that is within the mind. We may 
attribute the cause of our suffering to someone else, but actually it is a direct 
outcome of our own desire or attachment. We can understand this by thinking 
of a person to whom we were very attracted in the past, but who is an object 
of hatred at the moment. We currently have a picture of that hated person 
as being very negative, ugly and undesirable, so we are not unhappy if that 
person is far away. Indeed, not having that person around makes us happy. 
However, five years ago, when we saw that same person as very attractive and 
desirable, being separated from them caused us suffering. If the direct cause 
is not our mental attitude of desire, there is no reason to feel happy about 
being separated from that person now, or unhappy about being separated in 
the past. It is the same person!

If someone to whom we are very attracted rejects us, we will feel unhappy 
and disturbed every time we think of that attractive and desirable person. 
Obviously, if our attitude to that person changes from seeing them as 
desirable to seeing them as antagonistic, it will not upset us if we do not see 
or talk to that person.

If we have not overcome desire for someone, the initial step to stop the 
misery they bring to our life is to stop thinking of them. Do not bring them 
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to mind. Try to forget them, because there is no point in thinking of them if 
the relationship cannot be restored. It is better to completely forget about it, 
since remembering only brings suffering.

In our own minds we should try to realise the reasons the various samsaric 
objects (friends, relatives, etc.) are so unreliable. If we gain some conviction 
in that fact, then meditation can be very effective in calming the mind. 
However, we cannot meditate by listing reasons on a piece of paper. That 
will only aid our memory and not bring us inner peace and happiness.

Try to see that the purpose behind learning and meditating on the various 
types of suffering in cyclic existence is part of cultivating a sense of liberation 
from cyclic existence. Try also to incorporate all these reflections on suffering, 
and all the faults of cyclic existence, to produce that sense of renunciation.

We are never fully satisfied with what we are doing and achieving in our 
lives, regardless of whether we are rich or poor, of high status or low. As soon 
as our desire is fulfilled, we see another that is yet to be fulfilled, and so our 
mind is never content.

In the hope of eliminating physical suffering resulting from starvation, 
heat and cold, and to secure pleasure or happiness, we try to find a suitable 
livelihood. Despite trying our best to find satisfaction and happiness, we 
are unable to be content with our achievements. Even where seemingly 
everything is in our favour, we find no satisfaction or inner peace. The cause 
of this unending misery and suffering is that the seeming beauty of this world 
and its various objects deceives our mind. In reality, those objects have the 
nature of suffering, as they are not something that can fully satisfy the mind. 

Through knowing their faults and shortcomings, we learn to turn away from 
these objects. The best way to satisfy our own minds is to not become too 
attached to this life and its objects, and to be content with our possessions 
and liberty. If we possess abundant food and so on we should just enjoy 
them, and think of making offerings to holy objects, with deep faith, or give 
charity to those without. If we do this we are no longer grasping at these 
objects; when we face death we have nothing to be concerned about, so we 
can die peacefully. 

Happiness All Depends on Our Own Mind
Our mental approach to life is a very important factor in determining our 
daily experience. With a good spiritual understanding of our life, we will be 
happier, more contented and able to take full advantage of whatever we have. 
We will be able to use our possessions to bring happiness to both our own 
life and that of others.

Even if we have abundant possessions, if we lack an understanding of reality, 
we cannot even make our own life stable and happy, let alone help others.

Basically, when we talk of happiness we are referring to our own experiences. 
So our happiness depends on our own mind rather than on external factors. 
Therefore, when we talk of the human suffering of not being able to find 
desirable objects, we are talking about a suffering that our own mind creates. 
This suffering is all brought about by lack of contentment, and because of 
strong attachment to one thing after another.

The true cause of suffering is the 
desire that is within the mind.

From our own experience we can learn to recognise that when we have a 
strong desire for something else, then we feel unhappy. Even if we have the 
best facilities life can provide, we fail to acknowledge the happiness all around 
us. This suffering of not finding desirable objects can waste our human life. 
Our suffering continues until we calm our mind, but instead of doing this we 
adopt the attitude that we are the only one experiencing suffering.

For example, from a farmer’s point of view, all business people are very rich 
with a comfortable and easy life. The businessperson, however, views the 
farmer’s life as being more comfortable and pleasant. But in reality they 
are both subject to their own particular suffering. The businessperson is 
ignorant of the difficulties of the farmer, and in the same way farmers have 
no understanding of the suffering, in particular the mental suffering of the 
businessperson.
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The cause of this unending misery and 
sufferings is that the seeming beauty of this 

world and its various objects deceives our 
mind. Even if we have the best facilities life can 
provide, we fail to acknowledge the happiness 

all around us. This suffering of not finding 
desirable objects can waste our human life.

The learned master Aryadeva, in his text called Four Hundred Verses, said, 
‘Whether you are high or low, you are the same in being subject to life’s 
miseries.’ People in high-status positions mainly undergo mental suffering, 
and people in low-status positions mainly experience physical suffering. If 
we observe the suffering of the very rich people who have no shortage of 
the material necessities such as food and clothing, it is obvious that material 
necessities are not the main problem for them. Their problem is related to 
their confused and discontented mind. If we observe the suffering of poor 
people we can see that their lives are mainly overwhelmed by not being able 
to find even the daily needs of life.

5

The Path to Freedom

Geshe Doga continues explaining ‘The Four Noble Truths’. We often think that 
our happiness and comfort depends on external factors. However, this is unhelpful 
because we may feel that we have no control, and that if our personal situation is 
poor there is no hope for us. Geshe Doga shows us that the true cause of happiness 
is within us, in our own mind. This knowledge provides us with the means to 
secure our own happiness, and the Buddha shows us the path to freedom. It is 
important to inspire ourselves and consider our future destiny. Geshe Doga looks 
at issues such as loneliness, anger, pride, courage and motivation, and how we can 
overcome them.

The leader with responsibilities may feel that he or she would enjoy a happier 
and more peaceful life as an ordinary citizen, without these responsibilities. 
The ordinary citizen looks up to see the power, prestige and privileges of the 
leader and believes them to be happy and content. In fact, both ordinary 
people and leaders are subject to daily sufferings. In regard to this, His 
Holiness the Seventh Dalai Lama, Kalsang Gyatso, said, ‘All people, although 
different on the surface (whether it be Sangha or lay, male or female, types 
of clothes worn, long or short hair) are all the same in being equally subject 
to suffering.’

As we reflect upon the various types of suffering, we can clearly see that suffering 
pervades the existence of all people. This means that the very nature of our 
existence is suffering, and that to seek true happiness we must look beyond this 
existence. We cannot find lasting happiness within cyclic existence. As a result 
of recognising the continual suffering throughout our life we realise the fault of 
cyclic existence. If, for instance, we cannot find a perfect friend, we see that it is 
not the fault of the friend, but the fault of cyclic existence.



70 71CONTENTS CONTENTS

The Path to FreedomInner Peace and Happiness

The purpose behind discussing the various types of suffering in this human 
world is to help us generate a sense of renunciation. We begin to understand 
that the true cause of the unending chain of suffering we have experienced, 
and are still experiencing, is the result of our own karma and mental 
delusions.

What Does Samsara Mean?
It is very important to identify cyclic existence or samsara, and to understand 
what it means for us personally. Meditating on the suffering nature of cyclic 
existence can induce a true disgust for it, and then a very definite thought 
of wanting liberation. With this thought, following the spiritual path or the 
practice of Dharma makes good sense. The term ‘cyclic existence’ or ‘samsara’ 
indicates that we have been uncontrollably born over and over again, and so 
we have no true freedom. In fact we have been bound to a suffering existence. 
So cyclic existence cannot be something outside of us: it is not a place or an 
environment. Even the country in which we live is not the cyclic existence to 
which we have been chained by karma and delusions since beginningless 
time.

Cyclic existence refers to our own contaminated aggregates, which are 
form, feeling, recognition, karmic formations or compositional factors and 
consciousness. These are contaminated in the sense of being the product 
of one’s own karma and delusions. Therefore renouncing cyclic existence 
means to emerge permanently from the bondage of our own contaminated 
aggregates. When we meditate on the suffering nature of cyclic existence, we 
are meditating on our own aggregates, whose nature is suffering.

Such meditation leads us to overcome our attachments to wealth, possessions 
and, worst of all, to the body. In other words, generating true renunciation 
overcomes attachment to our own body. Therefore, true renunciation begins 
with renouncing one’s own cyclic existence. For instance, by destroying 
attachment to our own body, then attachment to the bodies of others, we 
eliminate attachment even to very attractive bodies. It is like a person who 
has jaundice and cannot tolerate certain foods: even if they see another 
person strongly attracted to and eating such food, they have no appetite for 
it because of their negative experiences with that food in the past.

A Balanced Approach Is Best
It is best to combine our normal day-to-day worldly activities with our spiritual 
practice. Just devoting all our time and energy on working to obtain food and 
clothing is not enough, either now or in the future. While we continue our 
daily life and work activities we should also try to practise Dharma, so set 
aside some time to do Dharma practice as purely and completely as possible. 
To experience true renunciation is very difficult. Therefore it is better to 
have a balanced approach without giving up everything at the beginning. 
Otherwise, without true renunciation, as soon as there are difficulties in 
practice there will be an inability to cope with them, or a frustration with 
slow progress. Then later there may be regrets about the decision to follow 
Dharma practice, or thoughts that Dharma practice is of no value or benefit, 
or that it is too hard. There is more value if your approach is not one-sided 
in the sense of being only Dharma, because if you are not ready you could 
end up generating a wrong view and losing faith in the Dharma. Of course at 
the beginning of Dharma practice it seems very appealing to take vows, or to 
change one’s lifestyle to follow the model of an ideal practitioner, as such a 
model seems to offer a more peaceful and happy life. It is like someone with 
no experience of sitting in a position of authority, who believes that authority 
has privileges they can take advantage of. In reality it is very different when 
you are the one actually sitting in the chair!

It is good to do what suits us in practical life. Therefore it is best to have a 
balanced life, and to practise without changing your outer life too much. You 
do not want to become an inconvenience, or shock your family and friends. 
What they should see is that you are like anyone else. Not only can you work 
and fulfil your responsibilities, but you can also achieve something extra.

Dharma in Everyday Life
Without really knowing what it means, some people have the notion that 
practising Dharma means not engaging in normal relationships. As a result, 
they abandon relationships and may experience problems. How should we 
make progress? Our focus should be on our mind. Our mind is thick with 
desire for sex or wealth. If we practise without remedying these things, then 
although on the surface there may be a change, in fact our actions just cause 
damage to ourselves. Therefore, the practice of Dharma depends on our own 
state of mind. The opportunity to practise Dharma is there for all, even for 
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those with a very busy working life, the famous and the very rich. People can 
practise Dharma according to their lifestyle. The Buddha said to an early 
king, ‘There is liberation in a householder’s life.’ This indicates that the real 
Dharma is something that takes place within our mind, and that it is not 
something that takes place externally.

No matter what you do, if you perform that action with a view to benefiting 
others then there is always some benefit as a result. Even when, due to a lack 
of knowledge, that action turns out not to be beneficial or positive, there is 
still some positive result since the action was derived from your beneficial 
attitude to others.

As a businessperson, you can think that the things you sell will be very useful 
and beneficial to others. If you generate such a thought, then whenever you 
conduct business you are integrating spiritual practice, which is a cause to 
generate compassion or a beneficial attitude to others. If the goods you sold 
in the past were overpriced, then regret is a spiritual practice that purifies 
some portion of the negativity you created by cheating others.

If we know how to practise Dharma and are very conscious of it, then every 
word we utter, every single footstep we take, even every round of breathing 
can be integrated as part our spiritual development. If we develop love and 
compassion for others, and then develop this to the point that it absorbs into 
our daily thought process, automatically everything we do through our love 
and compassion can be transformed into our spiritual practice – even the 
common act of offering tea to a friend.

Our effort in practising Dharma can turn our mind to a positive state of 
virtue. On a daily basis we can train our mind to feel love and compassion 
for all other beings, or just to be in a state of peace, or even to be in a state of 
equanimity or indifference. On a regular basis train your mind not to hold 
any negative attitude for an hour, or even ten minutes. If you cannot do that 
at least try not to have any obvious negative state of mind.

It is important to train our mind consistently so that it becomes very soft and 
obedient. When we reach the state where we can direct or shift the mind 
as we please, it is not hard to do the same thing at the time of death. Then 
we can cultivate a happy peaceful state of mind, which will lead to a happy 
rebirth. Our future rebirth is totally in our own hands. With a trained mind 

and a very positive attitude even at the time of death, it is certain that our 
future life will be very fortunate. Then the transition from this life to the next 
is a matter of replacing this old, weak body with a new one.

The Importance of Our Mind
We should try to see the spiritual teachings as the means of transforming 
our actions of the three doors of body, speech and mind into virtue. Our own 
body, speech and mind are the three things that always accompany us. We 
are never separated from them, and we should see them as a friend. Then, 
just as an outer friend has an influence on us, and just as it is an advantage 
to have such a friend, so too, if they are virtuous, these three doors will be of 
advantage.

The door of mind predominates over the other two doors, and in fact it 
predominates over us. It is said that if the mind that predominates over us 
and our actions is a good friend, then naturally we will also enjoy a good state 
of being. In our daily life the reason we experience unhappiness is because 
of negativity in the mind. Because the mind always accompanies us it is more 
important to establish a good relationship and harmony with our own mind 
than to establish a good relationship with outer things.

We understand that the true 
cause of happiness and suffering is 
within us and not outside our mind.

The True Source of Happiness and Suffering
The cause of happiness and suffering is usually seen to be some external object. 
Any pain, pleasure, happiness or suffering that we experience is believed 
to depend on external factors. When we view things in this unhelpful way 
we find ourself in a very hopeless situation, because an external force over 
which we have no control seems to determine our happiness or suffering.

Indeed, under circumstances where there is suffering because of an external 
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cause, we may feel that there is no relief from this misery until that external 
situation is changed. In fact, some people spend their entire life experiencing 
this kind of misery. From these teachings we learn that apart from the normal 
ideal of finding happiness and eliminating suffering by reference to the 
outside world, our mind can also be the cause of suffering and happiness. 
We see that within us there is some factor in our own mind that can create 
happiness and eliminate suffering.

Therefore, we understand that the true cause of happiness and suffering 
is within us and not outside our mind. This knowledge provides us with a 
different path to happiness. When we realise that happiness and suffering 
are not always determined by external factors but by our own mind, then 
we have the knowledge to do something about it, independently of any 
outer factors. So our normal view, with its emphasis on external things as 
the source of our pain and pleasure, needs to be changed. We can do this 
by realising that what we experience is the effect of our own mind. In this 
way we see within our own mind those qualities that will bring happiness. 
Therefore practising the teaching means sustaining and developing those 
qualities by the practice of mindfulness and alertness towards our own mind 
stream.

Inner Determination
To achieve any goal it is better to develop inner determination and courage 
than to rely upon favourable outer factors. For example, if we enjoy very 
good health we can accomplish more things. Similarly, with a clear, positive 
state of mind we have a tremendous force encouraging us to accomplish our 
aims and objectives. Because of this inner driving force, we can feel very 
positive about ourself, and so accomplish more. If, on the other hand, we are 
dictated to and always under the control of our negative mind, we become 
discouraged and put ourself down. We reduce ourself to incompetence, even 
to the point of becoming isolated from the rest of society. These very negative 
feelings about ourself are the result of our own mind.

We should remind ourselves of this verse from Shantideva:

“Since we are born alone,  
We must die alone, 

And no one else can take the share of our misery, 
What is the use of having friends?”

When we are separated from a close friend we may experience a great deal 
of misery. However, if we understand life from the point of view of this 
teaching from Shantideva, we think, ‘Why should I have to suffer? My misery 
is not going to encourage my departed friend to show mercy on me. Why 
should I undergo suffering when my departed friend is not suffering, and is 
indeed happy?’ These are practical ways to integrate Shantideva’s teachings 
whenever we find ourselves in such situations.

In the situation of being separated from, or being deserted by a friend, there 
is still no certainty about our future relationships, and none at all about 
the one our former partner has now established with another. There is no 
certainty about who will suffer more, or lose more from the separation in the 
long run. It is possible that as a result of this separation our life will be better 
in the future, and our former partner may face more difficulties.

The most important thing is to practise virtue under all circumstances. We 
cannot create non-virtues to salvage our relationship, because the result of 
such non-virtuous action will fall upon us. Even if our partner leaves, they 
do not take away the result of our non-virtuous action. We must experience 
that. Our main practice therefore is always to control the uncontrolled mind; 
to know whether the object in the mind is something positive or negative, 
and then make the appropriate effort.

As a spiritual practitioner, one should wish for something more than just the 
material necessities of food, clothing and so on. With such a wish, luxurious 
living conditions are not important because they are not the main goal. 
Rather, when the main goal of life is something higher and there is some 
progress towards that goal, there is less craving for material comfort and 
more tolerance for any immediate discomfort. For example, look at workers 
who have unclean working conditions. The dirty uniform they wear, or the 
dirt on their body, does not matter much to them because their aim is not 
to maintain a very clean body and wear clean clothes. Rather, their aim is 
to make money, and that goal is being satisfied. Similarly, if we follow the 
Dharma or spiritual teachings, our goal in life has to be to transcend material 
goals.
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Assessing Spiritual Progress
The benefits of spiritual practice are very precious and valuable. Spiritual 
practice is like a great treasure, which once found cannot be stolen or 
removed by others. Spiritual teachings give us a true understanding of the 
difference between wholesome and unwholesome. Practising them is acting 
on the basis of our knowledge of the advantages of practising wholesome 
thoughts or actions, and the disadvantages of any unwholesome thoughts or 
actions.

We have to ask ourselves, ‘What extra benefit have I obtained by following 
spiritual practice?’ In general, someone who follows spiritual practice 
must have an extra quality over those who have no faith in that practice. Of 
course, this extra quality is not wealth or physical looks, but it is something 
extraordinary, resulting from a particular state of mind.

According to the Buddha, the main purpose of the teaching is to cultivate 
a positive state of mind and subdue negative states of mind. When put into 
practice, the Buddha’s teaching has the full potential to actively transform 
our mind into a positive state and remove all negative states of mind. If we 
practise with the understanding that the Buddha’s teaching is to remove 
faults and gather good qualities in the mind, and then make an effort, we 
shall make progress accordingly.

It is hard to prevent negativities completely, but the way one deals with these 
illustrates the difference between one who follows spiritual teachings and 
one who does not. If two people each create the same negative action at the 
same time, then the one who follows the spiritual teachings may later feel 
regret about these negative actions because of their belief in the law of cause 
and effect. That regret may later bring a change in their attitude, and may even 
lead them to purify that negativity by means of the four purifying remedies 
of regret, basis or refuge (see Chapter Six), remedy and resolve. Therefore 
the spiritual practitioner, having created the negativity and later purified it, 
will not have to experience the result of that negativity in the future. Indeed, 
they may obtain a happy rebirth in future. However, the person without faith 
in the law of karma will have to pay for their negative acts in the future – for 
instance, by taking a lower rebirth.

Although it is hard to always feel positive about our daily spiritual practice, 

it is not without purpose. It has a great purpose, and you should feel positive 
about that. 

Developing True Renunciation
True renunciation means seeking liberation from cyclic existence. As Lama 
Tsong Khapa said:

“True renunciation is generated when, day and night, this thought of 
seeking liberation arises as a result of a long familiarity with the 
understanding of how all the appearing marvels of cyclic existence are 
unreliable, and are untrustworthy.”

True renunciation is a very spontaneous thought of seeking liberation. It is 
spontaneous in the same way as someone who is starving to death may dream 
of eating, and have endless thoughts about it. Therefore, there is a great deal 
of emphasis on producing a true sense of renunciation. Even a degree of 
renunciation can bring more stable and lasting peace and happiness to our 
mind. Thinking of the preciousness of our present life, we should not let this 
life pass without achieving a concrete goal in life.

It is important to always inspire yourself, and to develop a spiritual practice 
out of your own motivation. This is the only way. How much do we listen 
to others when they advise us to practise? We don’t! We must produce the 
motivation to practise from our own side, without any excuse. There is no 
point in saying, ‘There is no time,’ because death does not wait, and when it 
comes there are no exceptions. So regardless of the length of time you can 
devote to it, engage in practice on a regular basis.

Always feel positive about spiritual practice, without discriminating about 
whether the practice is complete or incomplete. We have to appreciate 
every single quality of Dharma that we cultivate in ourselves and cherish 
even the thought of wishing to follow the Dharma and the footsteps of the 
Buddha. Always try to feel positive, because development on the spiritual 
path depends upon the individual and their conditions. Therefore, cherish 
whatever spiritual qualities you have gained so far. They are very precious, 
so make sure you safeguard them. 
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Understanding the Nature of Existence
In Chapter Four we discussed the various types of suffering that are 
experienced by all sentient beings within cyclic existence or samsara. The 
purpose of contemplating the sufferings of cyclic existence is to generate 
a true sense of renunciation, which is a strong yearning for the state of 
liberation from cyclic existence. You have to feel strong dissatisfaction with 
cyclic existence and its faults to generate true renunciation. As we have 
learned, all things in cyclic existence have the nature of suffering.

Think of the wonderful opportunity you have now, with all the freedoms 
and conditions suitable for you to do whatever you wish. So you must also 
recognise the value of this opportunity, and understand that it is not without 
causes. It is the fruit of good karma – the wholesome actions you created in 
the past.

You should also realise that not seizing the value of this great opportunity 
is not realising the fruit of all your virtue in the past. Of course, it is best to 
generate true renunciation in order to fully seize this human potential with 
its great opportunity. However, even if full renunciation is not generated, 
at least you should try to become familiar with the true nature of cyclic 
existence, which is suffering.

We must think about our future destiny now. If our mind is preoccupied with 
the temporary affairs of this life, then not only do we lose sight of future lives, 
but we also forego current happiness. Even if we get what we desire, there 
is no satisfaction or contentment because of our attachment. We may even 
generate pride in our success. If we examine our strong attachment to this 
life’s affairs at a deep level, we see that it is like a seesaw – it moves up and 
down with pleasure and pain. In this way we realise that we need to generate 
renunciation. 

Yearning for Nirvana
Renunciation is more than a sense of disgust or dissatisfaction with this life. 
Rather, out of this sense of disgust, resulting from contemplating the various 
drawbacks of cyclic existence, we decrease attachment and seek liberation 
from cyclic existence. This is renunciation in the true sense.

We generate genuine renunciation after feeling this sense of disgust towards 
all objects of cyclic existence. This includes even the pleasures of cyclic 
existence in the form of wealth or friends. From the depth of our heart it is 
apparent that no matter where we are born in cyclic existence, or what we 
attain, the nature of existence is suffering. There is nothing beyond that.

From this deep understanding of the suffering nature of cyclic existence we 
generate the thought of seeking liberation. This is genuine renunciation, 
whereas artificial renunciation is thinking of leaving cyclic existence because 
of some immediate unfavourable situation; then when that immediate 
unfavourable situation changes, we no longer think of renunciation. We can 
develop genuine renunciation by not only considering the immediate cause 
of suffering, but also seeing all our rebirths in cyclic existence as having the 
nature of suffering.

There is only one person who can free us from cyclic existence and lead us 
to the state of liberation, and that is ourself. When we face death, there is 
nothing to provide protection or refuge apart from ourself. We must ask 
ourself what we can do to overcome all these fears at the time of death, and 
in all future lives, because, if we do not do something, no one else can.

There is only one person can free us from 
cyclic existence and lead us to the state 

of liberation, and that is ourself.

The difference between one who follows spiritual practice and one who does 
not is in the perception of life and its purpose. For a non-believer in spiritual 
practice there are no future lives, so the comforts of this life are their only 
concern and any action is acceptable. On the other hand, a true believer of 
the spiritual path is responsible for not only this life, but also many future 
lives. From this perspective the future lives become the primary concern. 
Therefore it is necessary for the spiritual practitioner to make some sacrifice 
of comforts in this life to be in the position to create causes for long- term 
future happiness.

We must first recognise the truth of suffering very clearly, then we will have 
a wish to be free from it. This is like a patient suffering from intolerable pain 
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who only develops a strong wish to be free from that pain after recognising 
how terrible it is. The result of this feeling is that we will yearn for liberation 
or nirvana, and such a yearning is called renunciation.

With the thought of being free from your suffering, you need to examine the 
causes of that suffering, since to be free from it (and so achieve liberation) 
you must remove its cause. Therefore, after the First Noble Truth we must 
learn about the Second Noble Truth, which is the noble truth of the cause of 
suffering.

The difference between one follows spiritual 
practice and one who does not is in the 

perception of life and its purpose.

The Nature of Our Own Reality
We may have great knowledge of samsara and the various sufferings existing 
there, but if we always relate the term ‘cyclic existence’ to outer things and 
not to our own inner life we won’t have any dissatisfaction with our own life 
in cyclic existence, or fully appreciate our suffering. Without the recognition 
of the suffering nature of existence in our own life, we cannot generate 
renunciation. Also, if we do not truly appreciate the nature of suffering in 
our own life, we cannot know the suffering of other beings, and so we cannot 
truly extend compassion to them.

We have to be consistent with our spiritual practice, but of course it will not 
always go very smoothly. The aim of our practice is to counteract mental 
delusions such as attachment, anger and so on.

They are very strong, and dominate our life and mind, so we have to make 
a very concerted and consistent effort to challenge them. It is hard to break 
their force. If we challenge them one day, they arise again the next, because 
they have been in our mind for such a long time. However, when we try 
to cultivate a virtuous frame of mind, it takes a great deal of effort both 
to cultivate it and to maintain it. That is because virtue is not as strong as 
delusion.

Therefore, to overcome the delusions, and to achieve the spiritual goal of 
liberation, the most effective path is first to understand the reality of our 
own life. It is like someone in a dark room who walks outside and can now 
understand the outer reality very easily. Likewise, if we understand the 
nature of suffering of cyclic existence in the context of our own body, then no 
matter how much our body is admired by others, we see it as a samsaric body 
that is subject to suffering.

The more we understand the nature of our own body as being the nature 
of suffering, the less attachment we will have to it. Likewise, understanding 
the shortcomings of your own wealth, friends and so forth will decrease 
our attachment to them. As a result of this we will naturally have the same 
outlook on the various things of the outside world, such as other people’s 
bodies and wealth, because they are no different from ours, and also have the 
nature of suffering. Since they have so many shortcomings, we will naturally 
have less attachment.

As mentioned earlier, we have had this attachment to our belongings, body 
and outer objects over a long period of time. So even though we theoretically 
understand how these objects have many faults, and are not worth possessing, 
there is still attachment to them.

We can apply antidotes to whatever delusion currently dominates our mind. 
For example, as an antidote to anger we can generate compassion. It may 
seem difficult, and indeed it may even seem artificial to apply such antidotes, 
but these are very effective methods that gradually counteract delusions.

We have no escape from suffering as long as we are bound to samsara by 
karmic actions and mental delusions. Of these two, delusions are the main 
source. It is because of delusions that we create the karma to take a life that 
is bound to cyclic existence. It is said that without delusions, such as craving 
and grasping, the karmas that we accumulate are like a seed without the 
necessary condition of moisture. Without moisture it will never produce its 
result. It is the same with delusions. We say that we are born to a suffering 
existence as a result of accumulating the karma to be born there. However, 
for karma to ripen, the necessary contributory conditions of delusions such 
as craving and grasping must be present.

To overcome delusion we have to become used to the practice of virtue. If 
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we are very successful in doing this, then virtue will arise very swiftly and 
spontaneously. Remember that delusions arise very easily and continuously 
because of their strength and long-term familiarity.

Where Do Delusions Come From?
Mental delusions are a major cause of remaining in cyclic existence. 
Consequently, we need to first identify these delusions before we can apply 
any remedy to overcome them. In essence, delusion refers to a very disturbing 
negative thought or state of mind; whenever delusion is present, that person 
will experience a very unmerciful and uncontrollable mind because of it.

The purpose of practising meditation is to overcome and defeat mental 
delusions. If you want to shoot an enemy with an arrow, you have to identify 
the target very clearly. When we sit in meditation our target is to conquer 
all delusions. As there are many types of delusions, such as anger, pride and 
desire, each of them needs to be clearly recognised.

We need to overcome delusions because they are the true source of all our 
emotional problems. Unless we recognise this true source and apply some 
remedy, then all the other things we do to try to overcome our problems will 
be of no use.

The purpose of practising meditation is to 
overcome and defeat mental delusions.

When we have an unsatisfactory situation we relate the cause of our situation 
to some external factor or person. We may blame someone and then engage 
in a dispute or fight with them. Yet the true source of our unhappiness is our 
own delusions, which we continually generate in our mind. If we examine 
events with a clear sense of discrimination, we can see that external factors 
are only of minor importance in determining our day-to-day feelings of 
pleasure and pain, and that the deeper cause of those feelings is something 
deep within us.

Once we clearly recognise how all our problems arise from the delusions 

that are within us, and follow our appropriate meditation practice, we can 
actually reduce delusions. With a clear idea of the purpose of meditation, we 
know that we must target all our mental delusions, with the knowledge that 
they are the cause of our daily restlessness and unhappiness. Unless we free 
ourselves from the dominant force of delusion, there will be no end to mental 
suffering, and no freedom from unhappiness. As a result of meditation we 
can reduce the force of our delusions so that the feelings within us become 
more settled and stable and we can experience that inner sense of peace and 
happiness.

The Delusions

ATTACHMENT

The object of attachment is any contaminated object that we perceive to 
be beautiful, attractive or appealing and then want to acquire it. Because 
attachment is a delusion, it is something to be overcome. Yet our experience 
of attachment to other people, for instance, has been perceived as an 
expression of our desire for happiness and pleasure. So when it is said that 
attachment is negative we might ask, ‘Why is attachment negative, since it 
not only brings me satisfaction and pleasure, but also brings satisfaction and 
pleasure to others as well?’ In our experience, attachment and love are so 
very closely connected that it is very hard to separate them. Therefore, we 
need to consider in what way attachment is different from the feelings of love 
and compassion for others.

The difference between love and attachment

The definitions of attachment and love make the difference between them 
very clear. Attachment, as described earlier, makes us desire things because 
they appear to be very beautiful or useful, or are a means of self-gratification. 
Attachment is basically desiring things because we see them as a source of 
personal pleasure and satisfaction.

If we consider the various feelings that we have towards other people, this 
will give us some idea of the difference between attachment, and love and 
compassion. For example, in a husband–wife relationship there is a strong 
sense of desire and bonding to each other. In the relationship between, say, 
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a mother and her son there is also an intimate feeling of closeness. Of these 
two relationships, it is usually the husband–wife relationship that has more 
attachment. There may be some element of love, but the relationship is 
mainly one of attachment.

The reason is that each sees the other as a source of personal pleasure, and 
this attitude generates strong desire, a feeling of wanting to be close. In the 
relationship parents have with their children there may be some attachment, 
but there is mainly a feeling of love.

Generally speaking, it is very difficult to establish a relationship of pure 
love. However, by knowing the difference between love and attachment in 
relationships with others, we can see how desire has a selfish purpose, with 
no sense of giving or concern for the needs of the other person.

Consider a relationship where the woman finds out that the man has another 
girlfriend. If she has a strong feeling of attraction to the man, then day and 
night, night and day, she can enjoy neither peace, nor food, nor drink nor 
going out; she cannot even enjoy resting. This is because she has lost the 
object seen to be an essential source of self-fulfilment. The same applies to 
the man if his girlfriend leaves him for another man. If he is attached to her, 
he will undergo the same misery. The crux of the problem is that if you find 
yourself in this circumstance you feel you have lost everything.

On the other hand, with the mother–son relationship, if the mother finds out 
that her son has found a very nice and attractive new girlfriend, she will be 
very happy for him. Deep down she may feel some sadness that she will lose 
her son, but this will not be as strong as her delight. So the main difference 
between love and attachment is attitude. Love is being wholeheartedly 
concerned with the needs of the other person; with whether they have 
enough happiness or pleasure. There is a sense of sharing the burdens of life. 
Love is solely a feeling of helping others. Attachment, however, is very self-
centred – it is an attitude of seeing others as the source of one’s security and 
pleasures. The common feature of both love and attachment is the strong 
expression of a feeling of closeness with another person.

If love is the source of all joy and happiness in one’s own personal life, in 
society and in the world, then attachment is the source of unending misery 
in the lives of others and ourselves. So if we wish our relationships with 

others to be the most enjoyable, lasting and beneficial for all, then we need 
to develop more love rather than attachment in our relationships. This 
means being very caring and considerate of others, recognising that some 
actions please them while other actions cause harm. If we have regard for 
the needs of the person with whom we share our life, then naturally they will 
reciprocate and show kindness and help to us when we are in need.

Love is wanting to give pleasure and happiness to others. If you have love 
for a person, your feeling of it will grow even stronger when they are in 
desperate need of help. With a strong feeling of love then the more trouble 
the person you love is in, the more sympathy you will feel. As we have seen, 
attachment is hoping for something from others to satisfy you. If this is your 
main feeling, then in a situation where the other person is facing troubles and 
going downhill in terms of finances or health, your attitude to that person 
may change. Since they are no longer attractive you will tend to move away 
from them. Therefore, a relationship that is mainly based on attachment is 
very unstable, and neither fruitful nor beneficial to either partner

Love is wanting to give pleasure 
and happiness to others.

With relationships based on love, both parties receive more benefit and 
satisfaction out of it while it remains. Whereas if it is based upon attachment 
there is less benefit. To go further, suppose this relationship breaks up in 
the future. Then the relationship based on attachment will leave great pain 
in the lives of the former partners. Even though your partner might have 
ended the relationship, if you have attachment your object of desire is still 
there like a disease, which will inevitably cause you suffering. However, 
when a relationship based on true care for each other finishes, although the 
object of attachment is lost, the object of your love is not. Therefore when 
such a relationship breaks up you do not suffer as much as someone whose 
relationship was based on attachment.

So love is the source of happiness now and in the future, whereas attachment 
is the source of misery now. With attachment there is no contentment in the 
mind. Attachment deludes your mind about the true nature of reality. The 
true nature of the reality of cyclic existence is not appealing, but attachment 
makes us see it as attractive. As a result we do not generate renunciation, and 
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so we have no strong aspiration to seek liberation. Therefore, attachment 
is not only the source of immediate problems, but also an obstruction to 
achieving the ultimate state of liberation.

Overcoming attachment

Although there may be many reasons why we are unhappy and dissatisfied 
with life, the fundamental cause of this is our attachment, or our desire for 
things. Having recognised all its faults, the best thing is to find the remedy 
that removes that attachment at its root.

If we cannot completely remove attachment, then at least we can try to partly 
overcome the specific form of desire that torments our mind and causes us 
such pain and unease. Even if we cannot overcome or counteract all levels 
of attachment, it is worthwhile applying the remedy described here to 
overcome the very gross and forceful attachment that brings us unhappiness 
in the short term.

In our normal view of daily life, there is a misconception that happiness (or 
pleasure) can result from attachment or desire, and that without this desire 
or attachment there is no way to experience pleasure or happiness.

This kind of view is always the one that appears to us, and so we follow the 
tendency to attachment. Therefore, as spiritual practitioners it is important 
to see that this is not the right view, and that in fact this view enslaves us to 
attachment. So we have to try to not become completely habituated to desire.

It is said in the sutras that drinking alcohol can be very addictive. If as a result 
of that habit we keep drinking, we can become addicted, even to the point 
of death. It is said that desire has that same addictive quality – the more 
acquaintance we have with it, the more we seek it.

The antidote to attachment

To overcome attachment, we can attack it at its root cause, or at the very least 
we can minimise our acquaintance with it. There are thus various levels in 
overcoming attachment. When our mind is overpowered by attachment we 
need to ask ourselves, ‘Is this attachment benefiting me? Is this attachment 

positive for me? Will this attachment show mercy for me? Is this state 
showing me sympathy or is it causing me some unhappiness in my life?’ 
These questions can be asked not just of attachment, but also of any of the 
negative states that can dominate our mind. If we want to remove a negative 
state of mind then the only way is to change our own mind. We have to do 
this by ourselves, because our mind is not going to change this attachment or 
ill thought without assistance.

Although they may be many reasons why 
we are unhappy and dissatisfied with our 
life, the fundamental cause of this is our 

attachment, or our desire for things.

We need to overcome the negative state of mind not only because we are 
seeking the ultimate goal of full enlightenment, but also for the purpose 
of benefiting ourselves in this very lifetime. From our own experience, we 
learn that external things eventually fail to satisfy us. Out of desire we might 
think, ‘If I had a new partner, then I would be happy.’ However, there is no 
external object that is a true cause of mental satisfaction, which must come 
from within our own mind, and this is achieved by overcoming all the mental 
delusions in our mind. Overcoming a degree of attachment, for example, will 
bring peace and satisfaction to the mind.

With this in mind, we meditate on the unattractiveness of the body, either our 
own or another’s body, by focusing on the organs beneath the skin. It is said 
that for the meditation to be very effective, we do not have to be very specific 
when meditating on the unattractive qualities. That is, it is not necessary 
to meditate upon the specific object of our attachment; we do not have to 
be focused on ‘de-beautifying’ the specific person to whom we are attracted. 
Rather, to be effective, all we have to do is think of the body in general as 
unattractive – dripping blood and pus and as a skeleton.

Regardless of the object of our desire or attachment, if we do this meditation 
with images as clear as possible, then we will have an effect on the mind and 
minimise or even completely overcome attachment.
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Mostly we are attached to the bodies of other people. If we examine our 
attraction, we can see that it is based only on the outer or external appearance 
of the person. So try to think that, although outwardly there is some appealing 
beauty, what is inside is just filth and is actually just storage for filthy things. 
Thinking in this way will help lessen our attachment to objects, especially 
when our desire is so strong that it causes mental pain. 

ANGER

In order to overcome anger we need to know not only the antidote, but also 
all the disadvantages of anger. Although desire, or the thought of wanting 
things, can result in great dissatisfaction in our life, it is not something that we 
always see as a negative state. It can sometimes become a temporary source 
of pleasure. Anger, on the other hand, has no such effect. Whether directly 
or indirectly, if anger is present in the mind, it will always bring disturbance 
to us and to other people. Once we have seen all the drawbacks of anger, we 
need to generate the strong motivation to be rid of it; we must not allow the 
mind or our actions to be overpowered by it. We must make every effort to 
remove anger, because if it arises in the mind we know the result will be a 
great unhappiness and loss to ourself and those around us. So we should try 
to take countermeasures as soon as possible, and generate the prayer, ‘May I 
not be overpowered by anger.’ It is essential to try to free ourselves from the 
influence of anger to enjoy lasting peace and happiness in the mind.

One important difference between anger and desire is that anger is easier to 
recognise as a negative state. The remedy to overcome anger is also easier 
than the remedy to overcome desire. It is said that desire can take over the 
mind just like a drop of oil on a piece of cloth; it can spread right through the 
cloth and be very difficult to remove. Once desire is generated in the mind 
it is hard to see its disadvantages. The longer it remains in our mind, the 
more firmly it becomes entrenched, and this makes it extremely difficult to 
overcome. However, with anger, if we make an effort it is easy to see all its 
drawbacks, and we can reduce it more easily than attachment.

The most important thing for our spiritual progress is to apply the teachings 
to our own life. If we simply study on an intellectual level we do not make 
any real progress in spiritual terms, because then our knowledge of the 
disadvantages of anger is used merely to blame others for lacking patience 
or being short tempered and so on. Often when we are under the influence 

of anger we accept it and find an excuse for it, so there is no benefit from 
our knowledge. As we learn of the disadvantages of anger, we must try to 
relate this knowledge to our own life and then make an effort to apply the 
meditation that will reduce the anger within us.

If we recognise the faults of anger in terms of the consequences of our own 
actions, then our understanding of those faults will become clearer. We 
can see how, within the context of our own actions, we lose self-control 
when under the influence of anger. Recall a situation when your mind was 
overpowered by anger, and try to see how the driving force of that anger 
forced you to undertake actions that would normally be unwanted ones.

Once we are able to see what anger does we can then see how, when a close 
friend comes under the control of anger, their loss of control is not necessarily 
intended personally but comes through the force of anger. In this way we can 
practise tolerance. As a result of this we can see how overcoming anger and 
developing tolerance has an immediate benefit to our life.

The nature and object of anger

If anger has many faults, what then is its nature and object? The nature of 
anger is a very gross state of mind that has an attitude of holding resentment 
or even wanting to harm others. There are two objects of anger: animate 
things and inanimate things. Inanimate things include not only those outer 
or external objects, which serve as a cause of pain or dissatisfaction, but also 
one’s own pain, discomfort or unwanted feelings. Thus the object of anger is 
not necessarily something tangible that can be seen with our eyes or heard 
with our ears, but it can even be the discomfort we experience in life.

It is essential to try to free ourselves from 
the influence of anger and enjoy lasting 

peace and happiness in the mind.

If we do not know that our own unhappiness or pain is also a cause of 
anger, we may feel that we have no control over our temper. We feel angry at 
everything, and when asked, ‘What are you angry at?’ we can find no specific 
object. Because we have this life and body, which has the nature of suffering 
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and which can give rise to suffering, the cause to give rise to anger is always 
present.

If we perceive an object as very pleasant, then attachment arises in our mind. 
However, when an object appears to be very unpleasant then we generate 
aversion or anger. This process is almost automatic; with anger in our mind 
there is no room for inner peace or happiness. Therefore, we must explore 
what our life would be like if we did not control emotions like desire and 
anger. Not only would it be very unstable, but also our relationships with 
the people around us would be very unstable and unpredictable. Desire 
arises when we see someone as very attractive and pleasant and want to be 
very close to them. On the other hand, when we see something unwanted 
in a person we generate anger, and this creates actions that distance them 
from us. If, throughout our life, we generate anger one day, and attachment 
the next, then we are caught in an insoluble cycle. This not only makes our 
life unhappy and miserable, but it also causes the same misery to others; for 
instance, we can cause pain to a close friend.

It is important to ask ourselves the question, ‘Is there any good in showing 
anger to others, even when someone shows anger to me?’ According to 
the worldly way of dealing with things, the way to win over an enemy is to 
retaliate successfully. Of course, it is not very wholesome to do so, but that 
is the way we see things. However, we cannot do the same to someone very 
close to us. Even if they show anger to us, we cannot retaliate as we would 
with an enemy. Rather, we have to think of showing tolerance, because that 
helps everyone.

Is there any advantage in showing anger even for our own benefit? When 
we look carefully we see that there are no advantages whatsoever. If we 
don’t control anger it just brings misery and harm to both ourself and our 
friend, and that will damage our relationship. Then how would your life 
be, with no one close to you and supporting you? Because our life is one 
of interdependence, the thing that brings the most peace and pleasure in 
our life is a very harmonious relationship with our friends and the people 
around us.

As well as seeing that spiritual practice has benefits in future lives, we must 
also see its benefits for this life. By doing that, we are practising the spiritual 
teachings in this life, and at the same time creating the causes for benefit in 

future lives. Practising tolerance and patience towards a friend in this life not 
only brings happiness now, but also creates causes for happiness in future 
lives.

In chapter 6, verse 2 of A Guide to the Bodhisattva’s Way of Life, Shantideva 
said,

“There is no non-virtue like hatred, 
and no ascetic practice or hardship like patience.”

The First Dalai Lama, His Holiness Gendun Drup, said, ‘Anger takes away 
the life of liberation and higher rebirth.’ So we should first try to understand 
all the benefits of practising tolerance, and the shortcomings of anger at 
a very gross or obvious level. Then we can go into detail about the sort of 
meditation technique to develop patience and overcome anger. Firstly, we 
must transform ourselves into a more stable, happy and peaceful person, 
then we can naturally help others. If we do not practise ourselves, then our 
own life will be very unsettled and unhappy, and therefore cause harm to 
others.

If we practise tolerance and the right way of thinking, then it is natural not 
to retaliate against someone who is trying to harm us. Staying calm and 
showing a very friendly gesture forces them to change their attitude and to 
smile back at you. Fully utilise your discriminating mind to see what is most 
beneficial and harmful to yourself, then seek the right way of living, which 
can bring joy, happiness and stability in life.

The self-cherishing mind

You must practise Dharma to obtain any benefit from it, because just simply 
learning about Dharma will not bring any more happiness or benefit to 
your life. The practice of Dharma means overcoming and counteracting the 
self-cherishing mind, which is like an inner enemy. It is the source of all our 
problems. The more self-cherishing there is within us, the more problems 
there are in our life. When we complain, ‘I am not feeling well’, ‘This is going 
wrong!’, ‘That is going wrong!’ on examination, we can see that all these 
problems generally derive from the self-cherishing mind, which brings us 
all our past, present and future problems.
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The real meaning of life is having happiness in both the mind and body. We 
can see that our efforts in finding food, clothing, shelter and a good name are 
not enough, because they do not secure the happiness that we seek in life. 
So we must not only learn about Dharma, we must also put it into practice 
so that we can minimise this self-cherishing mind. When we do this, we can 
see the benefit within this life. At the same time we are actually practising 
Dharma.

It is said that if we follow the practice of Dharma then all the other comforts 
of life will come about. It is just like a galloping horse. Without any intention 
on the part of the horse, a cloud of dust rises behind it; it is just natural. In 
the same way, if we generate faith in the Dharma, then the more time we 
spend in Dharma, the more this faith will increase. However, this faith will 
not increase if we do not make an effort. If only our knowledge of Dharma 
increases, then as time goes by, despite spending large amounts of time with 
Dharma, we develop more doubt. This is very harmful.

If we practise Dharma in this life, then the practice with which we are most 
familiar will have the same influence in future lives. It is just as in this present 
life, where people have different tendencies because of their state of being in 
previous lives. Some tend towards strong desire, while others tend towards 
patience.

What causes loneliness?

Consider the problem of loneliness, and situations where we are separated 
from our partner. In such a case our feeling of rejection is very strong. That 
is because the feeling of wanting that person is very strong. Why do we have 
this thought of wanting something? The cause is self-cherishing.

The practice of Dharma means overcoming 
and counteracting the self-cherishing mind, 

which is like an inner enemy.

His Holiness the Fourteenth Dalai Lama, Tenzin Gyatso, said, ‘Human 
intelligence is a great mechanism.’ This means that if we use our intelligence 
constructively we shall create a particularly beneficial thing. At the same 

time, however, if we misuse it then great destruction can result. We are not 
like animals with limited intelligence and thus a limited potential. As human 
beings we all have this human intelligence and discriminating mind, and 
what is most important is using it in the most beneficial and constructive 
way.

The potential of our human mind

Whenever we face a situation, our response to that situation depends upon 
how we use our human mind.

If our response to various situations is negative and destructive, then we 
bring more loss to ourselves and others. That is misusing the human mind.

Think of how often we misuse our human mind in our daily life. For 
instance, how should we respond if there are others with whom we have a 
close relationship – parents, close relatives or close friends – and they use 
harsh words? In general, what is our immediate response? Of course when 
we forget our practice, our normal response is to retaliate. We even think 
about how best to retaliate. This kind of thought process misuses the human 
mind, and responding with an angry face, abuse, and harsh speech does not 
show any patience.

Think of how the human mind or intelligence is misused, and how, as a result 
of this, a small war leads to a bigger one. In response to a rifle being fired, 
missiles or bombs are returned. The result of all this is more destruction and 
suffering in the world.

Think of how our moods change in our day-to-day life. One moment we 
are happy and the next very unhappy. This change, and the suffering that 
comes in life, derives mainly from our own actions and thoughts. If in our 
daily life and dealings with others there is more Dharma, we shall become 
more tolerant to others – even to those who hate us. Then the conduct of 
our actions is very wholesome and positive. The natural result of this is that 
we find ourselves in harmony in our relationships with others, who will be 
friendlier and who will admire us.
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The real meaning of life is having happiness 
in both the mind and body.

It is very easy to identify the difference between a kind person and an evil-
minded person. With a kind mind not only will you always be grateful to 
those who have been helpful, but you will also want to show your gratitude 
by extending more help to them than they extended to you. Also, with a kind 
mind you will have more tolerance of any harm or unhappiness caused by 
others.

No one is perfect. Practising tolerance is very important if we want a lasting 
relationship with more mutual benefits. Without a kind mind, when someone 
causes you a loss then you want them to experience an even greater loss. For 
instance, if someone lends you $100, then let alone returning the $100, or 
even giving them $200 or $300, you completely forget about their offering 
– your non-virtuous mind needs to be changed. We must change our mind 
from negative to positive; from non-virtuous to virtuous. After all, spiritual 
practice is to cultivate positive states of mind such as loving-kindness – 
something that is respected in the world. For an individual, that is the true 
practice, and it is a source of joy for ourselves and all other beings.

PRIDE

Before going into detail, we must discuss how what we call pride is different 
from courage or spirit, because people often confuse the two. Unless we 
know the difference, it is hard to see pride as a delusion and therefore as 
something negative.

Courage is not the same as pride. The term courage means having the 
confidence to do things. For instance, someone with courage will not be 
nervous or feel anything that discourages them from doing things. If you are 
asked to give a lecture to a crowd, a lack of confidence or spirit or courage 
may stop you from giving the lecture, even if you have all the necessary 
knowledge and skills. There is some type of fear stopping you from giving 
that lecture. Therefore, to make use of their qualities, knowledge and skills, 
people must have confidence and courage.

Pride, on the other hand, means looking down on other people with a feeling 

of superiority, because of one’s qualities, wealth or physical outlook, or even 
because of having a pleasant voice. Pride is a hindrance and an obstacle and 
is not something to be valued.

The faults of pride

To overcome pride, one must see all its faults. The whole purpose of the 
Buddha’s teachings to others is to guide them in eliminating all their delusions 
and negative states of mind. So this teaching on pride should be related to 
yourself. Using the teaching just to stimulate intellectual knowledge, then 
putting others down, saying accusingly, ‘You are arrogant!’ only serves to 
increase our delusions rather than reduce them. Then the teachings have no 
benefit to our life.

We won’t make much progress if we have strong pride in ourselves, and feel 
‘I know everything!’ If we think like this, then our attitude will always be 
one of belittling others. By doing this we create more gaps between ourself 
and others, even our friends. They will not like it if our attitude is arrogant. 
Seeing others as very low and inferior makes for distance between ourself 
and others; we will not show any true love and compassion. Therefore, pride 
is an obstacle to the generation of a good heart, to say nothing of being an 
obstruction to the attainment of the highest state of enlightenment. Knowing 
the true purpose of studying Dharma (which is to diminish all delusions), our 
study of Dharma and of meditation should be examined for the existence of 
pride. As said in the sutras, ‘If we have pride, then there are no good results 
from practising Dharma.’ Even giving teachings to others through pride will 
be of no benefit for the teacher, and it is very unlikely to benefit others in a 
true sense. It is like placing food in a filthy container. So pride is an obstacle 
to producing the bodhicitta mind, as well as an immediate cause of personal 
unhappiness. Depending upon our own level and capacity, whatever we 
learn in the teachings and whatever meditations we practise, we should aim 
at minimising the negative states of mind in ourselves – then we shall gain 
true benefits from our learning. As we make true progress in our practice, 
our negative states of mind will become less and we will see more peace and 
happiness within.

Pride can also bring unnecessary problems and disturbance to the mind. For 
example, strong pride in our performance can make us very competitive and 
negative towards others. Also, we can feel very upset and the mind cannot 
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rest and relax if there is someone doing better than we are. If these feelings 
are very intense we can even become quite madly obsessed.

Therefore, we must ask ourself, ‘What is the value of generating pride in my 
achievements?’ If we examine very carefully, with an understanding of what 
is meant by pride (which is different from courage), spirit or confidence, then 
we can see how pride will serve as a source of mental restlessness, even if we 
succeed in our goal.

Practising tolerance is very important 
if we want a lasting relationship with 

more mutual benefits.

If attaining our goal becomes a source of more restlessness, is it worthwhile 
to have it? Would it not be better to enjoy peace and happiness in the 
mind and not worry about other things, like other people’s opinions of our 
achievements?

Sustaining deep peace and happiness in our mind is what we are seeking 
throughout life, so knowing the difference between pride and courage 
is important. Pride is something very negative, and serves as a cause of 
unhappiness, while courage is a cause for accomplishing things and is of 
benefit to all.

In our experience these two are mixed together, so in order to see all the faults 
of pride we must see pride as a mental factor that is completely different from 
courage. Since courage is very positive and completely different to pride, by 
separating them we shall not see courage as a part of pride, and thus believe 
there is anything positive in pride.

The antidote to pride

In order to overcome pride it is recommended that we should turn our 
attention towards subjects with which we are unfamiliar. For example, 
studying the various divisions of all the objects of knowledge can help to 
overcome pride. It is said that to look for unknown subjects we do not have 

to look very far. If we look at our physical composites from the tip of our hair 
down to our toes, we see that our knowledge of its complex reality is very 
limited, and that we are quite unfamiliar with it. Therefore, contemplating 
subjects with which we are unfamiliar is a remedy to pride.

IGNORANCE

The fourth root of delusion is ignorance. The Tibetan term is ma-rig-pa, 
where the first syllable ma is the negative term and rig-pa means to know 
or to understand. So literally the word ma-rig-pa means not knowing or 
not understanding. Here, however, ma-rig-pa refers to a mental factor that 
prevents the mind from seeing things as they are, or which clouds the view 
of the ultimate mode of existence of things.

So ignorance is the delusion that obscures or clouds our mind and prevents 
it from seeing the law of cause and effect, the three refuge objects, and so on. 
It is this particular ignorance that is the root cause of all the other delusions.

Ignorance is like a dullness that obstructs our mind from seeing reality. For 
example, at dusk when the light is fading, we might mistake a coiled rope 
for a snake. The reason for such a mistaken perception is the ignorance that 
prevents us from seeing reality. This is discussed further in Chapter Seven.

The importance of motivation

When we try to generate the right frame of mind, we should understand 
that our mind can be modified, changed and transformed. The fundamental 
nature of the mind is crystal clear and not polluted by any negativities. Rather, 
because of conditional factors we generate the various types of thoughts in 
the mind, and it is these that can be so destructive and disturbing.

In trying to bring some transformation to our mind we are trying to get rid 
of these disturbing thoughts and replace them with positive ones such as a 
good heart and a benevolent attitude. With the cultivation of such a positive 
frame of mind our actions will yield very positive results.

Since our motivation influences our actions, it is very important to check it 
before engaging in any activity. It makes some difference to our daily actions 
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if, on first getting up in the morning, we check our mind and begin the day 
with a very positive mind – a mind that cares for other beings. Depending 
upon the amount of effort we make and our level of knowledge and skills, 
developing this habit can enable us to make progress in transforming our 
mind and thereby our actions.

Sustaining the peace and happiness in our 
mind is what we are seeking throughout 
life, so knowing the difference between 

pride and courage is important.

So whenever we are advised to generate the right motivation, we have to 
develop the notion that if we make some effort, our mind can be changed – 
even if we find disturbing thoughts there. We must generate the conviction 
that if we wish, we can change our mind. 

Enjoying Life Depends Upon Our Mind 
As a benefit of achieving some purification in our mind we can experience 
some sense of happiness, purity and peace within ourselves, as well as 
happiness from the external conditions of life. However, if our mind is not 
pure and is filled with negativity, then we lack inner peace and cannot find 
any peace or satisfaction from outside factors. So creating the right conditions 
for mental peace and happiness is essential. It is also our responsibility.

Our physical comfort is also important to us. Whether we enjoy good or 
bad health depends upon ourselves. To some extent it is beyond our control 
due to the karmic actions of past lives, but the immediate conditions are 
within our control. We have the knowledge of what is suitable and what is 
not suitable for our health. So we should take every action to prevent the 
unsuitable conditions and meet the suitable ones. For example, if we are 
sick and we take the right medicine, then our health can be restored. In the 
same way we can maintain our mental soundness. It is in our hands to avoid 
the conditions that bring mental unhappiness and unease, and to create the 
conditions for happiness. By doing so to some degree we can create inner 
peace and happiness.

I always say that we can be our own best excellent master when we place 
less hope on outer factors and conditions. By doing this we place less hope 
on outside friends to provide support and comfort. As our own master we 
will never have to feel unhappy, disappointed or discouraged because we feel 
that there is no one who cares for us. If we expect that others will do things 
for us, we feel helpless and disappointed if they do not. This is all due to our 
state of mind.

So our mind can be the direct cause of our own suffering or misery. If we 
examine our mind thoroughly, we might find that it is only a small thought 
that is the cause of our misery; getting rid of that thought is the solution to 
the problem. It can also be our own thoughts or state of mind that prevent 
us from enjoying our life and the good conditions in which we live. Negative 
thoughts blind us to those good conditions. In such situations we are 
unhappy because our untamed mind does not recognise the influence of our 
negative thoughts. So there are advantages in learning about our own mind 
and putting these teachings on mind-training into practice.

Just as suffering mainly arises from within our mind, so true happiness is 
also something to be found within our mind. Our goal in life is to enjoy 
physical and mental happiness. If we find this, we have no need to worry 
about anything else, and it does not matter much whether we are materially 
rich or poor. On the other hand, if we do not enjoy happiness of mind and 
body, then what is the use of becoming very rich? In fact it will turn out that 
the richer we are, the more things there are to worry our mind and exhaust 
our body!

Therefore, happiness, satisfaction and fulfilment depend upon contentment 
with whatever we possess in life. They do not depend upon many outer 
factors. For instance, we can see many people who are not especially rich, 
but who live a very contented life; while there are others who have millions 
and millions of dollars who physically lead a very busy life, but mentally are 
continually restless.

In talking about our outer living conditions, we are talking about the 
conditions to feed one mouth, clothe and shelter one body. In terms of material 
conditions, finding those requirements is not that difficult. We cannot make 
use of any more than one of each of these at any one moment. In our pursuit 
of mental happiness we must learn how to look at our situation in various 
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ways, and in this way we can tame our mind. With a tamed mind we shall live 
a very satisfactory and contented life with no complaints, regardless of outer 
conditions. With an untamed mind we complain when we are unemployed, 
then when we find work we complain when we must work every single 
day. To rid yourself of these thoughts and feel positive about going to work, 
consider those who are extremely rich. They must work hard physically for 
many hours, and mentally worry about their financial situation. Compared 
to them we have nothing and are very poor, and we have to work to make a 
living; but then even those who are very rich must also work very hard.

Looking at our situation in such different ways can help to calm the mind, 
and thereby enable us to find inner peace and happiness.

Spiritual Inspiration
One of the main elements that makes a great difference to the quality of our 
practice is the motivation with which we engage in it. It is more important to 
perform a practice properly than to just consider the length of time we spend 
performing that practice. When we know how to perform our practice in 
the right way we know that our future – be it good or bad – is all in our own 
hands. As our motivation is a very important part of any practice, we need 
spiritual inspiration in order to keep it alive in ourself.

To generate such spiritual inspiration we must realise that the life we 
presently enjoy is very fortunate, since we are born as human beings and 
have all the suitable conditions to practise the Dharma. This human life 
allows us to follow spiritual practice freely. Both mind and body are sound 
and are endowed with the potential to practise Dharma. Having obtained 
a human rebirth with healthy mind and body, but then lacking contact 
with spiritual teachings is a disadvantage. However, we have met spiritual 
Dharma, and have been born in a place and time where it flourishes. Even 
with all these, we would still be at a disadvantage if we had not found a 
perfect, qualified spiritual guide. We are very fortunate in having met such a 
spiritual guide. Indeed, we are very fortunate in having all these favourable 
internal and external conditions, so we should generate the motivation to 
seize the benefits they provide.

Therefore, when you practise Dharma, focus more on the quality of the 

practice, since it is the quality of the practice that acts as a cause to achieve 
liberation. If for even two minutes every day we create the cause for 
liberation, then over a year we accumulate so many causes! Thus performing 
our practice properly will be of great benefit in the long run.

Dharma Is Refuge
When we face difficulties or sadness, our own Dharma practice can protect 
us and give us refuge. Therefore, it becomes very important for us to perform 
our practice as well as possible, and also to consider the way Dharma practice 
saves us from the suffering of life’s problems. The practice of Dharma means 
calming one’s own mind. When we have achieved some control over our own 
mind, and when we are able to discipline and change our mind by ourselves, 
then if we apply the practice of Dharma in a time of misery it will be very 
soothing and very effective in solving our problems.

Therefore, as part of our practice we have to focus on our mind or inner 
continuum. By doing this we can see its faults. Through this we can see 
that all the problems and life-changing events that take place are like the 
reflections of change in our own mind.

Normally the causes of all the changes that take place within us are things 
that we associate with external objects or conditions in life. For example, we 
become angry when we see someone whom we do not like or we hate. The 
reason for our hatred is that we see some outer fault in them. Likewise, when 
an outer object is seen as very attractive we see the quality of beauty as being 
external to the mind. So we generate desire or attachment for that object.

In fact it is due to our perception of things that we generate these various 
types of emotions. Anger, desire and so on are all due to something within 
our own mind. For example, if the force of anger is very strong and deep 
within us, then it is very easy to become angry at any object at any time. 
Similarly, the force of desire in us may be very strong, so we become attached 
to things very quickly.

Therefore, in terms of practising Dharma and making progress in that 
practice, we must investigate our mindstream. Then within ourselves we 
must check whether we have more positive or more negative energy. If we 
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have more negative energy it shows that this energy is very strong, and 
because we have familiarised ourselves with its force in this life, or in past 
lives, it abides in us very naturally.

For example, if the energy within us is dominated by the three poisonous 
minds of anger, attachment and ignorance, we should try to see how our life 
and actions are dominated by these three poisonous minds. If we are driven 
by this energy our daily actions become more harmful both to ourselves 
and to others. For example, under the influence of anger our mind changes 
even towards those close to us, causing us to show a very unfriendly face and 
speak with harsh words. However, if the force within us is dominated by love 
and compassion, then our actions will be more caring towards others, and so 
will be more beneficial to both ourselves and to others.

The practice of Dharma, then, means making an effort to generate more 
positive states of mind. Whether it is actual love and compassion, or an 
intellectual love and compassion, or even artificial love and compassion, at 
least we cultivate some love and compassion.

We shall be able to cultivate actual love and compassion in future lives 
even if in this life the influence of negative minds is very strong because of 
familiarity with such negative minds over many lifetimes. Gaining some 
control and cultivating positive states of mind will benefit both ourselves 
and others. It will reduce negative minds and increase positive states of 
mind, and our progress will have direct influence on our deeds and will 
benefit others. For example, children can pick up a lot of habits from their 
parents. If the parents are very kind, friendly and hospitable to others, then 
the children are inspired to do the same. There are also direct and indirect 
benefits to others if we show tolerance in acknowledging our faults when 
we cause problems to others, especially our close friends. There is no need 
to feel ashamed about saying sorry! As we develop more self-awareness, this 
will naturally increase our practice of patience and so on. 

Breaking Free
As we have seen, it is very important to identify not only the types of 
delusions, but also their disadvantages. According to Shantideva’s A Guide 
to the Bodhisattva’s Way of Life, delusions bring harm to our mind, but since 

they appear to us as beneficial we tolerate them. In fact, delusions are not 
worthy of this tolerance. Essentially, Shantideva shows us that we have to be 
very alert and mindful in order to recognise the way delusions actually harm 
our mind and ourself, rather than being the very positive experience for us 
that we usually think they are. What we need to do is ask ourself whether 
delusions are of benefit to us, or whether they harm us. From this perspective 
we say that delusions are the inner enemy. Delusions are not like an outer 
enemy, which we can usually recognise from outer gestures or attitudes. If 
people come towards us with weapons raised it is very obvious that they 
intend to harm us. With delusions, however, we need to be very mindful and 
look closely, otherwise it is extremely difficult to recognise delusion as the 
enemy that can destroy us.

Usually delusions are seen as something most necessary and beneficial. In 
our experience they are not something we regard as being very destructive. 
Our experience is that desire is a friend who helps us. It is the same with 
anger. Through anger, we classify objects such as a particular person as the 
real enemy, and then retaliate in order to destroy that enemy and protect 
ourself. We do this because we have perceived delusions as friendly aspects, 
so we tolerate them and allow them to dwell within us.

Why do we tolerate delusions? It is because we haven’t recognised their 
negative effects. It is like having dust thrown in our eyes, which we can’t 
tolerate. With a clear knowledge of the negative effects of delusions, we set 
out to counteract them in order to avoid the intolerable discomfort they 
cause.

A Guide to the Bodhisattva’s Way of Life says that the more we show respect 
and consideration to an outer enemy, the more friendly and close to us 
they become. However, showing the same friendship, consideration or 
compromise to this inner enemy only makes the delusions more powerful 
in their capacity to harm us. This is really quite self-explanatory. From our 
own experience with outer enemies, it is natural that showing them respect 
and considering their views and needs makes them closer to us. With the 
inner enemy, however, we should not be so lenient and friendly, because this 
means that we allow the delusions to remain unharmed within us, thereby 
becoming stronger and more difficult for us to overcome.
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If the force within us is dominated by love 
and compassion, then our actions will be 

more caring towards others.

The most important thing to recognise is that all our problems derive from 
delusions, and for most of us relationships are the major area of problems. 
The suffering and difficulty people have to endure in relationships is not 
only caused by being physically hurt. The main cause for so much of the 
confusion that arises in our relationships with others is our own attitude. If 
we compare the effects of delusions on one hand, and virtuous states of mind 
such as loving-kindness and compassion on the other hand, we can clearly 
see which is the more beneficial, and which is the more harmful. We need to 
look at our own delusions.

Think of any instance of unhappiness. If we examine the immediate cause, we 
find that the main cause is delusion within our own mind. It is the delusion 
in people’s minds that brings disharmony at home and in the workplace, and 
we all know how unpleasant it is to be in an inharmonious environment.

Imagine you are part of a workplace with ten staff, where there is no mutual 
help for each other – not even a friendly and open gesture for each other. As 
a result, everyone working in this environment feels very miserable. Even 
though there is no motivation to work in such an inharmonious place, we 
have to, since work is important to our livelihood. Without the motivation to 
go there, returning to work each day just brings more misery.

The main cause of such misery is the attitude of the people to each other. If 
your attitude to your superiors is one of jealousy, if to your equals you feel 
competitive, or if you are inflated with self-pride when you deal with those 
below you, then it is easy to say bad things and do harmful things to each 
other. The outcome of such disharmony is less productivity in your work, and 
it is very difficult for all the people who work there. On the other hand, if the 
attitude of the people is one of loving- kindness and virtue (such as honesty), 
then this can bring harmony and friendship to the workplace. When the 
workplace is very harmonious, and when everybody is very understanding 
and helpful towards each other, then all are very motivated to go to work, 
and there is less cause for friction.

It is very obvious, then, that delusion is the main cause of disharmony. The 
effect of such disharmony is not only on those who are directly concerned; 
it also affects anyone else walking into that environment. They feel the lack 
of warmth and friendship there. As it makes a difference for us to live in a 
harmonious place (whether at work or home), we have to think what we can 
do to create harmony, and what we can do to prevent disharmony. Since the 
main cause of disharmony is delusion, we have to watch our own mind to 
minimise delusion, and in its place develop love and compassion.

If we cannot uproot delusion, we can at least reduce the very gross form of 
delusion in our own mindstream. Even that would make a great difference 
to our life and contribute to those living close to us. It would give courage, 
and the interest and inspiration to practise tolerance and generate a virtuous 
state of mind.

Through our own effort we can work to the point where we feel different. We 
may not always be satisfied and happy with life; but overall, if we experience 
peace and joy, we can feel we have a very stable and happy life. If others see 
us in this way, then that is a great success.

It is said that the elimination of a delusion involves recognising its fault, the 
definition, the remedy and the cause. In our practice we should be as serious 
as the famous Geshe Baen Gung-gyael who said, 

“My job is just to wait in front of the door of my mind with a spear as a 
weapon. When my enemy of delusion is very alert and influential, then 
I shall show more readiness to strike it, but when the delusion is relaxed 
so too I also relax.”

Similarly, Geshe Langri Tangpa said in his famous text, Eight Verses of Thought 
Transformation:

“Examine one’s continuum throughout all actions including sitting, 
walking, lying, sleeping. If any delusion is perceived, then knowing that 
it will destroy both oneself and others, one immediately exerts an effort 
to apply the antidote.”

This is also a guide on how to overcome delusions, which requires us to 
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practise mindfulness, and through that to try to overcome delusion as soon 
as it arises.

We have come to realise how there is no end to suffering if we have not 
liberated ourselves from samsara or cyclic existence. By remaining in samsara 
we continuously create karmic actions, the result of which will ripen in our 
own life. Within this cyclic existence there is no escape, and no real freedom 
for us. So we have to cultivate renunciation, which is the genuine wish to 
achieve liberation from cyclic existence. With such a wish we shall seek the 
path to achieve that state of liberation. Having decided to seek liberation, we 
naturally consider the form of life that is best suited to attaining that state of 
liberation, and also the sort of path that would lead to that state.

Renunciation
The most important factor that inspires us to follow the path to liberation 
is renunciation, which is a genuine thought of leaving cyclic existence. This 
requires that we see reasons for leaving cyclic existence. Therefore, we are 
instructed to meditate on the faults and disadvantages of cyclic existence.

All our problems derive from delusions, 
and for most of us relationships 
are the major area of problems.

One way of seeing cyclic existence is that it is impermanent, and this can be 
recognised as a fault. Whether we talk of the environment in which we live, 
or of the sentient beings living in that environment, these things are all like 
the reflection of the sun and moon on water swept by the wind: they change 
moment by moment.

Any wealth, happiness or pleasure to be found in cyclic existence is said to 
be like the shadow of a cobra’s head: it can only cover a very limited area, and 
to sit under it is very dangerous. Regardless of the level of cyclic existence 
in which we are born, we can see its faults. Even if we are born in the very 
fortunate level such as our own pleasant human life, we see with our own eyes 
how much suffering exists. In this way, we see the faults of cyclic existence 

in terms of the uncertainty of everything – our life, our friends, our wealth.

If we fully contemplate the faults of cyclic existence, we see this existence as 
being like a house on fire, or a prison. Naturally we do not want to go into 
a burning house, as we know we would be burnt and it could be suicidal. 
Likewise, we do not want to go to prison, as that means losing our freedom.

In this way, as we see all the faults of cyclic existence through meditation and 
contemplation, the thought of renunciation naturally arises. Generating this 
thought is essential, as without it we cannot have the strong genuine wish to 
seek the path leading to the state of liberation. When we truly feel some sense 
of disgust for cyclic existence, then we can generate renunciation. Influenced 
or motivated by renunciation, we can then think of how to achieve liberation 
by asking ourselves, ‘Are there any causes for this cyclic existence?’ Once 
we know that cyclic existence cannot exist without causes and conditions, 
we can investigate its true cause. The two main causes are karmic actions 
and mental afflictions or delusions. Of these, the primary cause is mental 
delusions, because it is through delusions that we create negative karma.

To know the form of life that is most suitable to achieving liberation, we 
must consider the topic of the precious human rebirth. It is said that to 
achieve liberation there is no life more suitable or fitting than this human 
life, possessing leisure and endowments as it does. So we must ask ourselves, 
‘Do we possess such a human life?’ When we recognise that we do possess 
such a life, then we know that we have the potential to achieve liberation, at 
least in terms of the form of life in which we are born.

If we talk about what form of life is suitable to achieve the state of buddhahood 
in one single lifetime, then it is none other than the precious human life 
that we possess at this moment. After we have found a suitable life-base, 
what then is the actual path that will lead us to that state of liberation? It is 
none other than the three principal paths: renunciation, bodhicitta, and the 
wisdom realising emptiness. So not only have we achieved the form of life to 
achieve liberation, but at the same time we have met with the opportunity to 
study and follow the right path to liberation.

If we look into our situation clearly, we see that it is a most fortunate situation 
because we have excellent living conditions around us. For us, achieving 
liberation or our desired goal (which can be anything, even just living a happy 
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life) is just a matter of correctly utilising the excellent conditions around us, 
or even just appreciating these conditions. We are so fortunate, especially if 
we compare our good living conditions with those of many others living in 
different parts of the world. There is also the physical health that we enjoy 
in our day-to-day life. As well, there is the inner condition of our mind – the 
amount of knowledge that we possess in our society compared with many 
others in the world.

If we look at our situation from the positive side, we have all the necessary 
conditions to achieve liberation. Therefore, it is important to realise that the 
best way which we can use this most favourable life situation is to practise 
Dharma. It brings more peace and happiness to our life and eliminates or 
minimises our suffering. Whatever goes on in the outside world, if we have 
a clear knowledge of our real situation we will quickly realise that it is a very 
fortunate one and that the practice of Dharma can enhance our happiness. 
When we face difficult troubles we can see how to solve them and minimise 
our problems. In this way we can lead a very steady life with happiness and 
peace.

There are so many people in other parts of the world who undergo so much 
suffering, starvation and torture, and who lack freedom. You do not have to 
think much about this to feel so good about your life. Even to have freedom 
is such a great gift! We have freedom, and such a lot of opportunity to do 
whatever we like – to study, to meditate and to receive teachings.

The Path Leading to Liberation
The suitable path leading to liberation involves examining the root cause of 
cyclic existence, which is the innate conception of grasping at the ‘I’ as being 
inherently existent.

We should meditate in order to recognise this delusion of ignorance, which 
grasps at the ‘I’, or self, in the wrong way. Firstly, try to get some idea of how 
this ignorance gives the wrong notion of the way the ‘I’, or self, exists in 
reality. This is by knowing what sort of picture of the ‘I’, or self, comes into 
the mind. Such a picture appears to our mind as if it were something that 
exists inherently and independently. If we check our experience of this ‘I’, 
it is so vivid and concrete and it arises so spontaneously. This spontaneous 

and innate conception of grasping the ‘I’ as inherently existent is the 
underlying cause of all the mental afflictions or delusions that bring forth 
all the sufferings and problems in our life. We have to realise that we cannot 
completely end our suffering unless we apply the right antidote to this root 
cause of suffering. We can realise this by investigating the immediate source 
of our problems and our suffering in life. This im- mediate cause of why we 
cannot find lasting happiness and satisfaction in life is our unceasing desire 
for more and more things. For example, an immediate cause of discontent 
could be desire for something, or a hostile feeling. These are immediate 
feelings. If we investigate, then we can see that the reason we develop desire, 
for example, is because of our ignorance of reality or ultimate truth. So the 
greater our ignorance, the stronger the mental delusions of desire, hatred 
and so on.

If we apply a specific antidote to a mental delusion (such as desire) by doing 
a specific meditation, then we can successfully reduce desire and find some 
inner peace and satisfaction as a result of reducing that desire. However, 
this inner peace and satisfaction is only temporary; it only lasts a short time. 
Because we have not dealt with the root cause, it is easy to generate desire 
again. In fact, if we do not apply an antidote to the root of ignorance, then we 
must suffer over and over again. If, however, we apply a correct antidote to 
that root cause of ignorance, and so minimise it, then we also automatically 
minimise all other mental delusions, such as desire and so forth. 

Uprooting Ignorance
To uproot that ignorance of grasping at ‘I’ or ‘mine’, our only antidote is 
the wisdom of selflessness or emptiness. This is because ignorance and the 
wisdom realising selflessness directly oppose each other in terms of the way 
in which an object is apprehended. It is said that the wisdom of selflessness 
is the only direct antidote to the ignorant mind.
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When we truly feel some sense 
of disgust for cyclic existence, then 

we can generate renunciation.

It is important to contemplate and explore the impact of ignorance on our 
lives on the basis of our own experience. We need to direct our attention 
within instead of always blaming outer objects as the source of all the 
troubles and difficulties that we undergo in life. This is a different way of 
looking at the actual source of our daily problems. The actual source of our 
problems is not something totally hidden or mysterious to us since our mind 
is something with which we are very familiar indeed.

If we direct our attention inwards and watch our mind continuously we 
can learn a lot about it. In our life we go through periods of joyfulness, 
peacefulness and happiness, as well as periods of misery, chaos and a lot 
of difficulties. In both these situations, if we focus our mind on these outer 
things they distract us. We see them as the source of happiness or suffering.

If we direct the mind inward, we observe its role in our daily experience of 
peace and happiness. When we feel fulfilled and positive, enjoying immense 
peace and relaxation, we hear from others about our obvious enjoyment of a 
good life. If at such times we look inwards, we see a state of mind that is very 
positive.

It has kindness and understanding. On the other hand, when we are in a 
very difficult situation, we see that our mind is occupied by very negative 
thoughts and emotions, such as anger or uncontrolled desire. Knowing 
how our experiences are determined by our mental attitude, what is it then 
that determines that attitude? The root cause is ignorance of the wisdom of 
emptiness. When there is ignorance there will be a stronger sense of ‘I’ and 
‘mine’. With such ignorance it is easier to lose our temper with even a very 
close or intimate friend. The anger is derived from this sense of ‘I’ and ‘mine’ 
that is an ignorant perception in the way ‘I’ and ‘mine’ exist.

Within our own immediate experience, think of a situation where we have 
a very close friend who we hold so dearly to our heart, and for whom we 
would sacrifice everything, even taking on that friend’s discomfort. However, 

if one day that friend does something wrong to us and bruises our sense of ‘I’ 
and ‘mine’, then it is possible to lose our temper and strike out at that friend. 
There is no tolerance for our friend’s actions, and there is resentment. Such 
hostile feelings immediately bring disturbance and the loss of mental peace.

If, however, this sense of ‘I’ and ‘mine’ is reduced, then we will not feel so 
negative about what our friend has done. Rather, we would be more tolerant, 
and even if something wrong were done we would not lose our temper, 
and consequently our inner peace. So it is important to understand that by 
turning the focus of our mind inward, we can see how so many unsatisfactory 
aspects of life are due to this ignorance and sense of ‘I’ and ‘mine’.

The difference between the ignorance of self-grasping and the wisdom of 
selflessness is in their mode of apprehension of the self. As was said before, 
an ignorant mind views the person who performs actions and experiences 
their karmic results as existing independently, without depending upon any 
causes or conditions at all, any cause or conditions collected together, any 
single cause or conditions, or any part of any cause or condition. So as a 
result of ignorance we view the self as existing independently; existing by 
way of its own side, and existing by way of its own self-characteristics.

The wisdom of selflessness cognises the person in a way directly opposite 
to that of the ignorance of self-grasping. The wisdom of selflessness means 
the wisdom that realises that the person lacks or is void of an inherent 
existence, such as existence by way of its own characteristics. It is said that 
having accustomed our mind to this wisdom of selflessness by meditation 
on selflessness, we can eventually totally uproot ignorance, and so attain the 
state of liberation.

The actual realisation of such wisdom might be very difficult, and might 
seem almost impossible to attain in this life. However, any effort that we put 
into trying to realise this wisdom through studying this view of selflessness 
will leave some impression on our mind. This will serve as a cause to bring 
us closer to liberation and further from cyclic existence. It also serves as a 
cause to make progress to liberation after many future lifetimes. As we have 
just learnt, the wisdom of selflessness, in particular the higher training of 
wisdom whereby we gain superior insight into the view of selflessness, is the 
main cause or path to liberation.
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The Three Higher Trainings
To actualise such higher wisdom, which is superior insight, we need to 
engage in the training of higher concentration because unless we overcome 
the subtle internal mental distractions (by higher concentration) we cannot 
actualise this special or superior insight. However, it is said that before 
engaging in the training of higher concentration, one must engage in the 
training of higher moral ethics. This is because subtle internal distractions 
cannot be overcome without first overcoming gross external distractions 
through morality.

It is important to understand that by turning 
the focus of our mind inward, we can see how 

so many unsatisfactory aspects of life are due to 
this ignorance and sense of ‘I’ and ‘mine’.

To cut a tree we need a sharp axe, and to wield the axe we must have a strong 
shoulder and hand. If we do not have a strong shoulder and hand, the tools 
alone cannot chop down the tree, no matter how sharp the axe. Likewise, 
the three higher trainings are indispensable. To cut the tree of ignorance of 
grasping at the ‘I’ we need the sharp axe of wisdom, supported by the firm 
shoulder and hand of concentration. Moral ethics is likened to the body of 
the person. It is the base that supports the hand, shoulder and axe. So it is 
said that morality is the base that supports both concentration and wisdom.

6

Taking Refuge in the Three Jewels

We may wonder why we need a spiritual practice, and how Buddhism can help us 
where other methods may fail. Geshe Doga tells us that the goal of spiritual 
practice is to solve all problems. He explains the purpose of ‘taking refuge’ and 
introduces us to the Triple Gem or the Three Jewels of Refuge. These Three Jewels 
are the Buddha, the Dharma and the Sangha. That is, the historical Buddha, who 
was an ordinary person before enlightenment, the teachings, and the spiritual 
community. Having found the Three Jewels we still have to do something from our 
side, but taking refuge is the foundation on which all things grow.

In one of the Buddha’s sutras it says, ‘Do not commit non-virtue, always 
maintain virtue; control your mind – these are the teachings of the Buddha.’ 
As spiritual practitioners it is our responsibility to follow this advice as much 
as possible. We take on this responsibility or practice in order to improve the 
quality of our mind.

In establishing that the Buddha, Dharma and Sangha are worthy objects 
in which to take refuge, we should know that not only are they completely 
reliable but also that they can offer us ultimate protection.

There are four main points that qualify the Jewel of Buddha as a valid object 
of refuge.

• An enlightened being is free from all fear and suffering.
• A buddha possesses all the skills necessary to release others from the 
source of suffering and fear. However, even possessing all the qualities, 
excellence, qualifications and resources to help others, without love and 
compassion an enlightened being would be of no use. However, this is not 
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the case because a buddha has a third quality.
• A buddha has impartial love towards all beings.
• A buddha is constantly extending help and benefit to others regardless 
of sentient beings’ behaviour. Irrespective of status, a buddha treats all 
beings the same all the time with loving care and true compassionate 
energy.

Bearing these points in mind enables us to appreciate the extensive 
qualifications of a buddha as a true source of refuge.

The Dharma and the Sangha automatically become worthy objects of 
respect and refuge as well. This follows because a buddha is the product 
of Dharma, since in the practice of Dharma, buddhahood is the ultimate 
goal. Once we recognise a buddha’s qualities, our respect and faith grows. 
Consequently, the Dharma also deserves respect because without it the 
state of buddhahood is unattainable. Dharma is an indispensable source 
of refuge. It is extraordinarily profound and extensive so that those who 
genuinely practise the path become objects of faith and refuge as well. Those 
who uphold the Dharma in this way are the Sangha.

Enlightened beings qualify as suitable objects of refuge firstly in terms of 
their freedom from the source of suffering and fear. If those who offer refuge 
are not totally free from fear and confusion themselves, they are limited in 
their ability to help others. For example, someone who is stuck in the mud 
cannot help anyone else who is also floundering in it. The quality of being 
free of fear and suffering does not on its own guarantee a reliable refuge. 
There is no certainty that protection or help will be extended to others. 
Possessing the skills with which to help and guide all beings is therefore 
essential. Take the example of parents and schoolteachers: no matter how 
knowledgeable they are, if parents lack skill in raising children, and teachers 
in educating students, the benefit will be limited.

A buddha’s skill is unique in that it is able to lead us to the ultimate spiritual 
goal of enlightenment. If we study the teachings and life story of the historical 
Buddha, Guru Shakyamuni, we can see his great skill in guiding others.

The Buddha has given various instructions and meditations designed to 
uproot our many delusions. There are appropriate instructions or antidotes 
for those who are, for example, blinded by ignorance or overcome by strong 

pride that hinders spiritual development. Skill is an important factor in 
successful guidance.

Besides the two qualifications of freedom from fear and suffering, and 
possessing perfect skill, a buddha has the essential quality of impartiality. 
Those who hold some beings close and others distant are not completely 
reliable and are therefore not worthy objects in which to take refuge. Being 
free from favouritism, a buddha maintains an equal attitude towards all 
beings.

Regarding a buddha’s impartial compassion, His Holiness the Dalai Lama 
has said, ‘The love of the buddhas for all sentient beings is much more than 
the love sentient beings have for themselves.’ It is clear that if a buddha’s 
love for us is greater than the love and care we have for ourselves, there is no 
doubt that they possess impartial love and compassion.

The fourth quality listed above, which is also indispensable, is to help and 
benefit others irrespective of their behaviour or responses. If the buddhas 
were to love and guide us only when we follow their instructions and wishes 
but not otherwise, then they would not be completely reliable. Trustworthy 
sources of refuge are always ready to help when there is a need. Whether or 
not we make offerings to the buddhas, whether or not we practise Dharma 
or do the right or wrong thing, whether we are happy or angry, a buddha will 
help us. It is said that when we are in trouble and suffering confusion, the 
buddhas show even more love and care.

We study the objects of refuge under five headings:

• The causes by which we seek refuge in the Three Jewels
• Identifying the objects of refuge
• The manner in which we take refuge
• The benefits of taking refuge
• Advice and commitments on taking refuge

The Causes for Seeking Refuge
First are the causes of going for refuge. When we are frightened by the pain 
and misery of cyclic existence, particularly that of the lower realms, we 
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naturally wish to be liberated from it all. It is not merely enough to have the 
wish; we need to discover the way out of suffering, following that which can 
give us protection and point us in the right direction.

The objects of refuge that can offer this protection and guidance are fully 
endowed with all qualities and completely free of all faults, ignorance and 
confusion.

Having found and identified such sources of refuge, we then develop faith in 
them and entrust ourselves to them completely. The causes of taking refuge 
are thereby twofold – fear of cyclic existence and faith in the refuge objects 
that show the way to liberation. Buddha said:

“To know whether an object is gold or not can be determined by testing 
it: cutting, rubbing and so on. In the same way you should use your 
sense of discrimination to test whether what I say is true or false. It is 
wrong to accept my word simply because you have faith in me or 
because you are my followers.”

Utilising our intelligence, we must test the Buddha’s advice before generating 
faith in him. Then we can see whether it is true, relevant or practical. By 
finding that every word spoken by the Buddha in all his teachings is honest 
and true without contradiction or deception, our faith naturally arises. By 
using our wisdom and intelligence to test the Buddha’s teachings we come 
to have faith in his qualities. It is through the teachings that we can see the 
qualities of the Buddha shine forth. 

Identifying the Objects of Refuge
In Buddhism, the ultimate objects of refuge are the Buddha, Dharma and 
Sangha. The Buddha is seen as the fully awakened being who is free of all 
faults and who possesses all excellent qualities. He has the ability to direct 
every being to the state of full enlightenment. By testing the word of the 
Buddha, we can come to appreciate his qualities and perfection.

The true Dharma refers to the spiritual path that is actualised in the 
mental continuum of a superior being, an arya. The true spiritual path is 

the uninterrupted path that directly counteracts delusions and overcomes 
obstructions to omniscience. When all delusions and obstacles are eliminated 
we achieve the truth of cessation.

Those who actualise the spiritual path and gain the truth of cessation achieve 
the Dharma. They are the spiritual community of Sangha. As ordinary beings 
we have not actualised the Dharma in terms of true inner realisations of the 
truth of cessation. For us, however, the equivalent is our practice of virtue. 
The ten virtuous actions of refraining from killing, lying, sexual misconduct 
and so on constitute our refuge object of Dharma. The Sangha are our friends 
and fellow beings who accompany us along the spiritual path, and who are 
our inspiration in making progress.

The motivating force for seeking refuge in the Three Jewels of Buddha, 
Dharma and Sangha is fear and faith. When frightened or insecure we place 
our confidence in that which will provide safety. Without genuine fear of 
cyclic existence there would be no wish to secure protection. Without the 
mind seeking protection, even if we were to say the words, ‘I go for refuge 
to the Buddha, Dharma and Sangha,’ the prayer would be a mere verbal 
exercise. If we genuinely see the need for a safe direction and recognise the 
Three Jewels as perfect guides, faith in them will naturally arise. Only then 
will we be truly taking refuge.

If we have a firm understanding that the Buddha, Dharma and Sangha are 
perfectly qualified to provide a refuge, we can entrust ourselves to them 
completely. For example, suppose we are required to deliver a huge sum of 
money and must pass through an area that is reputed to be full of thieves. 
Aware of potential danger, we would seek security against theft by hiring 
an escort. We would also take care to ensure that the escort was completely 
reliable.

Similarly, before wholeheartedly taking refuge in the Three Jewels, we must 
have a fear of being trapped in cyclic existence. On the strength of this fear 
we need to make a concerted effort to investigate who is qualified to give us 
protection.

Firstly, an object in which we take refuge must have the complete ability to 
free us from fear and from the source of suffering. Secondly, it must be totally 
reliable so that under no circumstance will it ever deceive us.
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It is unwise to seek protection in that which is reliable only some of the 
time. An ultimate refuge object must be reliable forever. In order to reap the 
most benefit, we must have complete faith and trust. To depend on others 
wholeheartedly, we must ensure that they offer us unceasing protection.

Finding the perfect refuge objects is not enough – we still have to do 
something from our own side. Although the Three Jewels are fully qualified 
and have complete ability to protect us from the source of suffering, the 
extent of that protection depends upon us. To recover from a disease we rely 
on a doctor, whose role is like the refuge-object Buddha. The doctor must 
be fully qualified in order to locate the exact problem, and prescribe the 
type of medication and the dosage required. Having received the diagnosis 
and prescription, we must take the responsibility for following instructions. 
Simply having some sort of hope in the doctor or nurses is not enough. 
Practising Dharma is like taking the medication.

Just as a patient needs a doctor, so we need to rely upon a spiritual teacher to 
achieve the ultimate goal. Without such a refuge it is impossible to achieve 
liberation.

As spiritual practitioners it is important that we place our trust and hope 
in the Three Jewels, but this confidence has to be practical. If we simply 
generate faith in these supreme objects but lack confidence in that which 
is taught or implied, there is little benefit in taking refuge in them. Any 
benefit is primarily derived through integrating all that we learn into our 
daily life. If we have faith in the Buddha, it follows that we will have faith in 
the Buddha’s teachings. With this confidence in the Dharma, we will quite 
naturally integrate the teachings into our experience. It is in this way that 
we gain protection from taking refuge in the Buddha and his teachings. Like 
taking medicine when we are ill, this is the real cure.

In our spiritual practice, taking refuge in the Buddha and Dharma is 
essential, but without the Sangha it is also very difficult to make progress. 
When seriously ill, we would not survive without a nurse to care for us and 
administer the correct medication. On another level, should we live with a 
friend who is accustomed to killing and has no respect for the life of others, 
it can become quite difficult for us to preserve our own ethics. In contrast, if 
our friend is also concerned about not harming others, that will inspire us 
to maintain and strengthen our own practice of morality. As a result we will 

receive a good rebirth in the future. In terms of our present life, everything 
we have, such as our form of existence, our material possessions and so on, 
is seen as the result of our past lives’ actions. This present life is the resultant 
time and what we did in the past is the causal time. In this resultant time we 
have obtained a human rebirth because we practised morality in the past. 
By practising generosity in the past, we now as a human have no shortage of 
resources.

In terms of this life, our good rebirth and facilities are the result of practising 
Dharma. As for the future, again everything depends upon our spiritual 
practice. If we take refuge in the Dharma, it is on the basis of having generated 
faith. If we truly believe in the Dharma, we must live according to its law. 
Only then do we receive protection in the true sense.

Dharma also refers to the qualities in our own mind. It is upon this inner 
wealth that we should rely, since it is this that gives us protection. As our 
qualities develop, so too does our protection and inner strength. Eventually 
we are able to liberate ourselves from the chain of negative minds, and from 
the source of cyclic existence. It is clear that this aspect of Dharma refers 
not to something outside ourself, such as within the mental continuum of 
someone else. Dharma, in this context, specifically refers to the qualities 
within our own mind. Even if we have faith in the Buddha and Sangha, if 
we do not nurture these qualities it will be impossible for us to achieve the 
ultimate spiritual goal.

Dharma itself does not have an innate power or energy to liberate us from 
cyclic existence. When we are very ill, it is not our doctor or nurse but the act 
of taking the medicine that actually cures the disease. If we refuse to take the 
prescribed medicine, who is to blame? We cannot blame the doctor, the nurse 
or the medicine. Failing to improve the quality of life for ourself and others 
is not due to a fault in our teacher, the teachings or our spiritual friends. 
Rather, it is a result of not integrating the Dharma into our life. We cannot 
develop our mind and generate realisations unless we take the responsibility 
and make an effort to put the teachings into practice.

In short, of the three objects of refuge, the Dharma is the one that directly 
gives protection. Protection comes from the qualities within our own mental 
continuum. In seeking refuge we need faith in those qualities.
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The Manner in Which We Take Refuge
Having identified the Three Jewels as objects of refuge and placed complete 
trust in them, we then examine the manner of seeking refuge. This involves 
the way in which we relate to the refuge objects. We revere the Buddha as 
the perfect teacher who shows the path leading to the ultimate spiritual 
goal. The Dharma is seen as the true spiritual path that counteracts delusion 
and overcomes obstacles to the attainment of buddhahood. The Sangha is 
the community of spiritual friends who are living examples inspiring and 
encouraging us to progress along the path to enlightenment.

The Benefits of Taking Refuge
Many benefits ensue from taking refuge. The first of these is becoming a true 
Buddhist. It is the pure and genuine sense of that differentiates the Buddhist 
from the non-Buddhist. Taking refuge is like the ground or foundation upon 
which all things grow. It is the base upon which we can grow or progress 
spiritually. Without it there is no foundation for taking other Buddhist vows 
that contribute to our development.

Taking refuge in the holy objects with strong faith gives us enormous 
protection in daily life. We may be very sick or even close to death, and 
nothing helps – the medicine, the doctor’s advice and everything else fails 
to work – but on the strength of taking refuge in the superior beings we can 
receive some sort of blessing and support. This is not a case of blind faith, but 
by believing and trusting in the Three Jewels we benefit in this way.

It is said that, if we live in accordance with the instructions of the Triple 
Gem, we need not worry no matter what difficulties arise. With true faith 
in the objects of refuge we can face any problem without concern, and all 
our temporary and ultimate wishes will be fulfilled. In turn, this enhances 
our faith and confidence and generates a pride in following the Three 
Jewels. Maintaining this confidence gives us the impetus to achieve our 
goals. Finally, by taking refuge in the Triple Gem we can quickly attain our 
highest potential. By always receiving favourable conditions for our spiritual 
progress over a number of lifetimes, we achieve higher and higher states of 
development. In this way we quickly reach buddhahood.

Advice and Commitments on Taking Refuge
Traditionally, after taking refuge in the Three Jewels, we receive instructions 
on the practices we are to adopt. Having taken refuge in the Buddha it is 
proper that we show respect and make offerings, even if it is to an image of 
the Buddha in the form of paintings or statues. We should see these images 
as living buddhas who are showing us the path to enlightenment. Also, we 
should refrain from seeking ultimate refuge in any object that is not a fully 
qualified buddha.

By taking refuge in the Triple Gem we can 
quickly attain our highest potential.

The attitude to be adopted with respect to the Dharma is total respect for 
even the image of the Dharma – that is, the scriptural text. Even a single 
word of the scriptures is worthy of respect and should be seen as a means of 
leading all beings to everlasting happiness. Of the Three Jewels, the Dharma 
is the one that gives direct protection.

Of the many Dharmas or teachings, the practice of refraining from harming 
others is the principal one. It is the essence of all that the Buddha taught. As 
the key instruction of the Three Jewels we adopt it as the root or foundation 
of our practice. With this as the heart of our practice we branch out and 
engage in other meditations and so on. If we are absentminded about this 
core practice, however, there is not much benefit derived from any other 
training. Without a strong foundation in morality it is difficult to advance 
along the path. Success in the practice of Buddhism is achieved only on the 
basis of not harming others.

The instruction we need to practise regarding Sangha is to honour and 
respect even relative Sangha, such as an ordinary monk or nun, who is to 
be seen as a true spiritual friend. We are also instructed to abandon evil 
friends. This means to refrain from imitating the behaviour of those whom 
we accompany whose conduct is contrary to the Dharma.

There is no contradiction between the advice to abandon evil friends and 
that of having a kind heart towards all sentient beings. The former refers 
to refraining from adopting negative habits while still maintaining a good 
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relationship with friends. For instance, we can have a close friendship with 
an alcoholic without having to indulge in alcohol ourselves.

If for the sake of friendship we imitate the unwholesome actions of others, 
we hinder pure spiritual progress. It is unusual to meet someone who is 
perfect and without fault. Whoever we befriend will have both positive and 
negative character traits. It is therefore important that we guard against evil 
influences while taking every opportunity to acquaint ourselves with our 
friends’ good qualities. In retrospect, we will be able to see that since meeting 
different people we have learnt a lot and also experienced many good things. 
In this way we can rejoice in our friends and ourself. On the other hand, if 
we only manage to pick up our friends’ negative habits, in the future we will 
be full of regrets. It is useful to always keep this in mind.

Why Should We Practise Dharma?
Spiritual practice is essential if we want to overcome the problems and 
difficulties we face in life. By investigating the source of our unhappiness we 
can see that it arises from our own state of mind, and that by changing our 
thoughts we can dispel any sense of unease. The practice of Dharma is the 
means to change our state of mind and transform our ways of thinking.

The first thing is to recognise our aim in turning to the Dharma. Before 
beginning a Dharma practice we need to establish our motivation. If we 
do not lay the base with a good motivation, it is very easy to lose interest in 
our practice and meet with interferences. These obstacles can be difficult to 
overcome. When engaging in meditation, for example, we should first sit for 
some time and try to establish the right frame of mind. At least then there will 
be less chance of obstacles occurring. Also, if they do arise we can overcome 
them more easily. Motivation is very important for successful meditation.

In order to attune ourselves with a good motivation we first sit in whatever 
meditation posture we find most relaxing and suitable. Turning our attention 
inside, we try to let go of any distractions or mental agitation. Our whole 
attention must be focused inside so that no part of the mind follows external 
objects.

Examine the mind and see what kind of object is appearing to it. If there is 

an interest in meaningless affairs or mindless activities, we should clearly 
identify those distractions. Identify them as the cause of all the suffering, 
confusion and problems we have experienced not only in this life but also in 
the many previous lives until now.

Whether we want them or not, these negative minds still abide within us. 
While we continue to be influenced by them, we cannot prevent future 
suffering, nor can we take advantage of the wonderful human life we have 
now. Therefore, in order to utilise fully this precious life and avoid problems 
and unhappiness, we should resolve never to allow any negative mind to 
control us or influence our actions.

Having established this strong determination we focus the mind on the 
breath. We visualise with the outgoing breath that the negative minds 
together with their root- source leave the body in the form of black smoke. 
As we breathe in we imagine receiving the blessings of all the enlightened 
beings, noble and sublime. Gradually we will become calm and relaxed.

We should then consider the situation of ourselves and other sentient beings. 
We can see that as long as we have lived in cyclic existence, bound to the 
wheel of life, there has been unending suffering of various types. With this 
thought we should generate a strong wish to go beyond cyclic existence, and 
abandon clinging to it.

Turning our attention to the plight of other beings we can see how they 
also are trapped in this prison-like existence. Life after life they constantly 
experience the three types of suffering. Over many lifetimes they have 
supported us with kindness and care, so it is self-centred only to think of 
liberating ourselves; the thought of abandoning all other beings is very 
narrow-minded.

We should motivate ourselves to practise the Dharma, whether it be listening 
to the teachings or meditating, for the purpose of liberating all sentient 
beings.

When we meditate we can personally witness change taking place in the 
mind. Comparing our mind with how it was before brings to light the mind’s 
flexible nature. The fact that the mind is not rigid or fixed proves that the 
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negative attitudes, which cause so much confusion and unease, can be 
removed from our mental continuum. The change that takes place very 
much depends upon the objects that occupy the mind.

When we become familiar with certain objects or ways of thinking, they 
become part of our mind and a dominant influence. The type of mind 
that manifests within us depends upon the objects we allow to occupy our 
mind, so if we have many negative thoughts it is because we have become 
accustomed to dwelling on objects that disturb us. By making an effort to 
switch from these objects we can transform this state of mind or way of 
thinking, according to our needs or desires.

It is wrong to think that there is no use practising Dharma because our 
negative mind is too strong or because it has been with us for so long. If we 
think it is impossible to eliminate the negative mind we will never get rid 
of our delusions. The mind is very flexible, and negative ways of thinking 
are not of the nature of mind. They can be removed because they are not 
inherent in the nature of mind.

Our aim when meditating should be to eradicate the selfish mind. This 
mind is the original cause of all confusion and pain experienced in life: not 
only this life, but all lives since beginningless time. Unless we challenge and 
remove this inner enemy we will never find the ultimate solution for any of 
our problems. Through meditation we can achieve lasting happiness and 
tranquillity, but this is only possible if we uproot the self-cherishing attitude. 
By putting every effort into our spiritual practice we can achieve a degree 
of mental discipline. This will bring more tranquillity and happiness for 
ourselves and those around us.

Meditation can be very straightforward. By focusing the mind inwards we 
can observe the faults affecting our state of mind. It will become clear that it 
is not external objects that dominate or control our mind – it is our mind that 
pursues those objects. With discipline, the mind’s agitation can be checked.

Generally, outer objects appear to have some influence over the mind. They 
seem to determine our well-being. If we habitually chase after externals, our 
mind changes accordingly, resulting in constant agitation and uneasiness. 
As it is our own mind that is responsible for this confusion, the solution is 
obvious. We need to deal with unwanted emotions by using our ability to 

discipline the mind. A primary factor, however, is generating enough courage 
and effort to do this.

Normally we neglect our wisdom and intelligence. As soon as it occurs 
to us to do something, we do it without examining the consequences. If 
problems ensue we regret our actions immediately, but it is then too late. 
With wisdom we know what to do and what not to do. Wisdom also helps us 
cultivate patience by giving us the foresight to endure hardship or loss now 
in order to prevent greater pain in the future. If benefit or profit lies ahead, 
the immediate misfortune can appear quite acceptable.

In the study of Dharma we cultivate wisdom and an open mind. To understand 
the Dharma fully we need to contemplate its meaning again and again. Since 
we are looking for inner realisation, mere contemplation is also not enough. 
We need to meditate repeatedly on the subject of contemplation. We should 
listen to and study the teachings and then contemplate and meditate on 
them. Only in this way will we gain experiential insight. 

The Meaning of Dharma
The literal meaning of Dharma is to ‘hold’ or ‘protect’. Dharma protects us 
from following the wrong path or going in the wrong direction, and it shields 
us from dangers. We can begin to understand the meaning of Dharma when 
we work on our mind and try to transform our thoughts. We can then see 
how useful it is in freeing us from suffering and unwanted experiences. The 
purpose of Dharma can be to obtain a better rebirth in the future, or to gain 
liberation from worldly existence, or to achieve the omniscient state of full 
enlightenment. Such aspirations, however, may be beyond our perception 
or understanding, and therefore it might be hard to acknowledge these as 
benefits of Dharma. Instead, if we consider the benefits within the context 
of this life they are very obvious. In Dharma the emphasis is placed on the 
mind. Through practising Dharma we are utilising the potential of our own 
mind. This is our best guidance.

Usually, when something appears to be nice on the surface, we are 
attracted to it without any consideration. We can easily become attached 
to temporary or superficial pleasures which in the long run may bring us 
tremendous suffering. For this reason it is necessary to use our intelligence 



126 127CONTENTS CONTENTS

Taking Refuge in the Three JewelsInner Peace and Happiness

and discrimination. For example, if there is some object that appeals to us, 
we should not only consider the temporary enjoyment we can expect from 
it. We should carefully look at the long-term prospects and see whether we 
would gain or lose by pursuing it. By utilising our mind we can avoid being 
trapped. Through checking what lies beneath the outer appearance we do 
not become victims of our own decisions or actions.

Sometimes we are plagued by certain thoughts or emotions. Initially, upon 
contact with an object, something attractive or appealing may stand out. 
Desire for the object can consequently arise and the more we think about 
it the stronger the desire becomes. This would be okay if no harm ensued. 
Attachment, however, can cause uneasiness, which hinders and distracts us 
from doing other things. There is no benefit in having it.

We should understand that through meditation we have the means to 
eliminate negative thoughts. With the practice of mind-training we can 
replace negative states of mind with positive ones. Once, when I was teaching 
on the subject of patience and how to practise it, a student told me that for 
the last three years he had been tormented by hatred and anger. A lot of 
resentment had built up inside him towards his friends and many others. 
He told me that when he came out of that teaching he felt all these emotions 
were gone. It was as if he had removed something – the hatred, resentment 
and so on – from his mind. I mention this to show the power of Dharma 
in transforming our thoughts and changing our attitudes. Dharma is very 
beneficial in solving day-to-day problems and for maintaining happiness 
throughout life.

In most cases, the suffering we experience is unnecessary. It is created by 
our own mind. It is almost as if our mind purposefully goes and collects all 
the causes and conditions of unhappiness. Just as the mind can create the 
conditions of misery, however, it can also create the causes and conditions of 
happiness, harmony and peace. 

The Goal of Dharma
The goal of spiritual practice is to solve all problems. In Buddhism there are 
three objects of refuge that serve as guides to help us solve life’s problems. 
Firstly, there is the Buddha, or the fully enlightened being who, as a perfectly 

qualified teacher, shows us the path. Secondly, there is the Dharma, which is 
the Buddha’s word to be put into practice. Thirdly, the Sangha, or the spiritual 
community, serve as the friends that inspire and help us to practise Dharma.

Of the three refuge objects, Dharma is regarded as the most important. 
Dharma is the actual refuge and refers to the manifestation of our inner 
potential. When this potential ripens we become the actual refuge and are 
then our own protection. By listening to the Buddha’s teaching and engaging 
in its practice we can eradicate negative attitudes. This leads to wholesome, 
positive minds that are the actual Dharma. The other two objects of refuge – 
the Buddha and the Sangha – are seen as factors assisting the realisation of 
the Dharma.

A principal belief, unique to Buddhism, is that the capacity and potential 
to eliminate suffering and achieve happiness lies within our own mind. 
All beings have this potential. The ability or power of one being, however, 
cannot directly solve the suffering of another. It is necessary for all of us to 
practise individually and achieve our own realisations.

Despite the potential of the mind to solve problems, we also need to rely 
on help from others. A teacher helps us to understand how to use our own 
potential. For this reason we seek refuge in an ‘Awakened One’ such as the 
historical Buddha, whose role is that of a teacher. His instructions introduce 
us to our inner potential. When we practise the Dharma we need friends 
to prevent us from losing heart or taking the wrong path. The Sangha 
community provides this spiritual support. There is no protection or security 
in life unless we put the Buddha’s teachings into practice. This is the real 
refuge. Utilising our potential and developing our own qualities releases us 
from suffering and establishes a life of peace and happiness.

The buddhas are aware that all sentient beings have diverse interests and 
spiritual predispositions. For this reason, they give many different types of 
teachings and meditations to suit the needs of every being. As the buddhas 
have experienced the realms of suffering and confusion themselves, they 
know our problems and their causes very precisely.

The historical Buddha achieved the state of omniscience by eliminating, 
layer by layer, all negativities and faults of body and mind, and attaining all 
qualities. It is when all faults are eliminated and all qualities perfected that 
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enlightenment is achieved. The fact that the Buddha was once like us gives 
us hope and encouragement.

Suppose the Buddha had always been enlightened, inherently, since 
beginningless time. Doubt would arise about the path that he has shown 
us because we might not trust the Buddha’s understanding of our problems 
and their solutions. That, however, is not the case. It is like someone standing 
as prime minister of a country where the position is fixed forever. Nobody 
would ever make an effort to try to become the prime minister. Since it is 
not fixed, however, we know that through personal achievement, experience 
and so on there is no reason why we could not also become prime minister. 
In the same way, as Buddhists, we see the example of the Buddha and the 
possibility of achieving enlightenment ourselves. If we practise Dharma, life 
after life, we can also become a fully enlightened being.

When we practise the Dharma we  
need friends to prevent us from losing 

heart or taking the wrong path.

ACHIEVING LASTING HAPPINESS

In terms of our mental and physical circumstances we have every opportunity 
and freedom to practise Dharma. We also have the full potential to achieve 
our spiritual goal.

Depending on our particular interests and abilities, in various ways we are 
always trying to find satisfaction and to eliminate problems.

Despite all the time and effort we expend, however, we have not yet reached 
a state of complete enjoyment. Our disappointment in this often causes us to 
feel that we are lacking in some way. In reflecting upon all we have done until 
now, we see that while we might have used our abilities as much as possible, 
we have not achieved our desired goals. We may wonder whether we lack the 
necessary conditions to achieve a better life.

The reason we lack happiness is that we are not creating the right conditions 

to experience it. Most of us realise that materialism is not the means of 
achieving lasting happiness. Understanding that happiness does not come 
simply from the material world is a major belief common to all religions. 
Through spiritual practice we learn how happiness is created and misery 
eliminated. We recognise that working on our own mind is the main means 
for achieving happiness. Working on our mind is the practice of Dharma.

It is said that by practising Dharma we will obtain a better rebirth in the 
future and ultimately liberate ourselves from all realms of suffering. Even 
if the well-being of future lives seems far away at present, there are still 
immediate benefits we receive from practising Dharma. In this life the many 
problems we face cannot be solved without Dharma. Take, for example, the 
problems of loneliness. The Buddha said, ‘The end of meeting is parting.’ 
As this is the case, trying to solve loneliness by outwardly seeking a friend 
cannot ultimately be successful, no matter how much effort we exert. By 
practising Dharma we can find hope and guidance within us. This inner 
friend gives us the support and direction we need.

I am sometimes asked whether I experienced this problem of loneliness 
when leaving all my friends behind in India, in order to teach in Australia. 
People find it hard to believe that since coming here I have not felt homesick 
for the East. For me there is no anguish because I feel complete, in this place 
or anywhere.

It seems that mental problems are often far more serious than physical 
ones. Here, we can see the benefit of practising Dharma; it results in fewer 
problems and less pain. Practising Dharma is the only solution because all 
attempts to try and seek refuge by external and material means – friends and 
so on – simply do not work. What actually works is acquiring knowledge and 
a better understanding about life and the future. Possessing clarity greatly 
relieves us of many unnecessary worries.

There are many situations where people who live together dispute and fight 
among themselves and never find any satisfaction. They might think of 
separating from their partner or friends to live alone, but if they do this, other 
problems occur and then they want to live with someone again. Without 
transforming our attitudes with Dharma, trying to solve problems is a waste 
of time. Furthermore, we often face unnecessary ‘problems’ that are only 
created by the mind. If we do not change the mind and make improvements 
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we cannot free ourselves from this sort of dissatisfaction.

By practising Dharma we can find hope and 
guidance within us. This inner friend gives 

us the support and direction we need.

When our knowledge of the Dharma develops, we can be more self-sufficient 
in directing our future and solving our own problems. This self-reliance is 
the best way to improve our life. Before making decisions or undertaking 
actions, our understanding of Dharma can shed some light on the matter in 
terms of the advantages and disadvantages of taking a particular direction. 
From this point of view one master said, ‘Of all friends, the knowledge of 
Dharma or the friend within is the best.’ We sometimes refer to Dharma 
knowledge as a friend because like a friend it gives advice. This knowledge 
gives us direction on the best way to conduct our life and an idea of how to 
solve problems. It is an excellent friend because it is always with us despite 
adverse conditions and regardless of our mood. Since Dharma insight is with 
us at all times it is a very worthwhile object on which to rely.

External friends are very fickle. When things are going well in terms of 
our wealth, profession, physical appearance and so on, it seems that there 
are many people around showing the gesture of friendship. When we are 
depressed, however, and life is on a downward slide, let alone acquiring new 
friends, even those who are supposed to be very close can turn around and 
treat us strangely.

Basically, relationships are not reliable. If we look back to past experiences 
we might see how relationships with other people have changed. Friends 
became enemies, strangers became friends, and so on. This is impermanence.

With our inner friend, the Dharma, we can improve life and make it more 
stable by following the spiritual path and taking the right direction.

7

Penetrating Reality

Emptiness (‘shunyata’ in Sanskrit) is an important concept in Buddhism. It relates 
to the true nature of reality, and the way in which things exist. Specifically, it is 
the lack of inherent independent existence of all phenomena. It can be a difficult 
concept to grasp, but it helps if we have some understanding of the wisdom of 
emptiness.

We need to examine how we exist, what constitutes the ‘self’ and the nature of our 
own existence. Once we understand this we can see the error of believing that 
everything has a concrete existence. Geshe Doga uses the text Entering the 
Middle Way by Chandrakirti to explain this system. He briefly discusses the 
meaning of emptiness, and the reason for developing an understanding of it.

The Importance of Wisdom and Method
The subject of this chapter is wisdom knowledge, which is as important as 
the skill of method in achieving the state of buddhahood. Wisdom refers 
to the supreme wisdom of realising emptiness, and method refers to the 
supreme method of bodhicitta. Chandrakirti said, in Entering the Middle Way:

“On vast wide-spreading wings of both 
The conventional and the real 
The king goose flies on at the centre point 
In the formation 
Of the other geese, all beings, spurred by 
The wind of virtue, 
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Reaching to the farthest shore of the ocean 
Of victors’ qualities

We should know the reason we have to employ both method and wisdom 
and also why employing one of them is not enough. I often tell others that 
to be successful in anything we do, we must depend upon both our skill and 
our knowledge, and not just one of them.

Dharma and the Three Scopes of Practice
I will present the view of emptiness briefly and in a way that is easy to 
understand. I hope that you will get some idea about the meaning of the 
wisdom realising emptiness and its opposite conception that grasps at the 
inherently existent self of a person or phenomena.

I have a lot to say about emptiness, as I studied it for four years. During that 
four-year period I worked so painstakingly that I didn’t worry whether I had 
enough to eat, drink or wear. However, I’m here to benefit others as much as 
possible, and certainly not to show off how much I know. I will teach what 
I think is truly relevant and beneficial to others. If you practise Dharma, it 
must benefit you. How the Dharma benefits you is something you need to 
think about. What does it mean when we say the noble Dharma? Where is 
that Dharma? You should check to see whether it is in you or outside you. 
Dharma and refuge need to be understood within the context of the mind.

Generally speaking, Dharma means ‘that which holds its own identity’. 
From this point of view, everything is Dharma. For instance, the colour blue 
is Dharma because it holds its own identity, in the sense that when you look 
at it you will naturally have a thought that recognises it is a blue colour. This 
is because the colour blue maintains its own distinct identity that isolates 
it from being not blue in colour. However, the colour blue is not a noble 
Dharma. The term ‘noble Dharma’ in Tibetan is dhampay-cho; dhampa 
means phag-pa, a verb meaning ‘to be freed or liberated’. So, when we talk 
about the noble Dharma, we are talking about something that is to be freed 
or liberated. What is to be freed? The mind is to be freed. From where is it to 
be freed? It is to be freed from the hold or dominance of the misconception 
of self-grasping. By what means is it to be freed? It is to be freed by the force 
or means of the wisdom realising emptiness.

Dharma can also mean transforming 
the negative or harmful states of mind 

into positive or beneficial states of mind.

On a more subtle level, Dharma means that which holds or protects sentient 
beings from falling off the cliff into the suffering of ill rebirths. Furthermore, 
Dharma also means correcting or transforming the mind. Dharma can also 
mean transforming the negative or harmful states of mind into positive or 
beneficial states of mind; for example, transforming the conception of self-
grasping – which imprisons sentient beings in samsara – into the wisdom of 
emptiness which leads them to nirvana.

Let me briefly explain moreabout the meaning of Dharma in terms of 
transforming the mind in the context of the three mental scopes of lam-rim 
(the stages of the path to enlightenment). Firstly, when we follow the stages 
of the small path by taking refuge in the Triple Gem, practising the law of 
karma and applying the four forces of purification, the most essential practice 
is generating the thought of seeking a better life in the future. This is because 
thoughts directed towards a future life transcend thoughts concerning this 
life, particularly thoughts of craving for wealth and sensual pleasure, as 
these bring a great deal of problems and dissatisfaction to us in this life.

If we want our life to be beneficial and meaningful, we must take our Dharma 
practice seriously – to our heart, not just to our mouth – and we must apply 
it to calming our mind. Of course, we are not saying here that wealth and 
pleasure are not useful. They can act as an aid to our life. What I am saying 
is that mentally craving for wealth and pleasure must be stopped, because 
these thoughts make us feel restless and discontented, no matter what we do 
or achieve in our life.

By following the stages of the small path, we are not concerned with 
minimising our wealth and pleasures. Rather, we are concerned with 
minimising our inward craving for them by generating the thought that 
aspires to achieve a higher purpose in our life. Through minimising craving 
and desire, we find ourselves more at rest than before. From the materialistic 
point of view, wealth brings happiness and without it there is no happiness. 
However, even with this view we must still overcome the craving to be 
satisfied by wealth. If wealth doesn’t bring us satisfaction, then what use is 
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there in having it? Craving doesn’t let us rest. Instead, it brings discontented 
thoughts, anxiety and frustration, and makes us unhappy and confused. If 
we apply the small path to our mind, then it directly challenges the thoughts 
that are overly concerned with this life.

Here we are talking about how to lessen desire and achieve contentment. 
Do less desire and more contentment mean giving away all our belongings 
to others and owning fewer possessions? Will this mean we have less desire 
and more contentment? No. The answer is we must practise Dharma and 
reduce or eradicate the mind that craves or clings on to things. Dharma is the 
true refuge for us, because it saves us from suffering now and in the future. 
However, the true Dharma or true refuge is found within our own mind, and 
if we nurture and develop this we will achieve lasting peace and happiness. 
Those who follow the middle scope of lam-rim not only overcome craving 
for this life’s wealth and pleasures, but also overcome craving for anything 
in samsara. They engage in the practice of the threefold training and seek 
liberation from samsara.

The followers of the great scope of lam-rim generate bodhicitta and overcome 
the self-cherishing mind, aspiring instead to the state of buddhahood.

How to Prevent Problems
The reason we study the wisdom of emptiness is to uproot the conception 
of self-grasping at the person as being inherently existent. This conception 
sits deep down within us and serves as the root cause or generator of all our 
problems. Desire, hatred, jealousy, pride and the egotistic mind all originate 
from it. This conception is called the beginning ignorance – not in the sense 
of ignorance having its beginning moment, but in the sense of its being the 
first of the twelve links, a mechanism by which the whole of samsara moves 
around and around endlessly.

The direct and only antidote is the wisdom of emptiness, because this 
conception cannot be destroyed unless its perception or apprehension is 
proven to be wrong. The more we understand that this conception is the main 
cause propelling us without any choice around samsara, suffering endlessly, 
the more we will know the important role that the wisdom of emptiness plays 
in our development. The amount of harm the conception of a self causes us 

is enormous but we don’t realise this. Unless we prevent the inner causes of 
our problems, it is very hard to avoid the outer causes. However, if we shield 
our mind, nothing can harm us. The famous bodhisattva, Shantideva, in his 
A Guide to the Bodhisattva’s Way of Life, says:

“Where would I possibly find enough leather 
With which to cover the surface of the Earth? 
But (wearing) leather just on the soles of my shoes 
Is equivalent to covering the Earth with it.”

What matters to us most are our own feelings, attitudes and way of thinking. 
We should control our life ourselves and make the optimum use of our self- 
potential, our own skill and our knowledge. Having done this, if we think 
we have enough wealth and everything in our life is fine, then we should 
just be happy and contented. Why should we be bothered by other people’s 
opinions and comments? Furthermore, we don’t need others to approve 
of our lifestyle and belongings before we can be happy. Conversely, using 
wealth to show off or compete with others can cause many unnecessary 
problems, such as disharmony in relationships, because it encourages other 
people to feel jealous and competitive towards us. Besides, it is not easy to be 
rich enough to compete and show off to others. Sometimes people have good 
living conditions, but to annoy their partners, they say, ‘I want this because 
he or she has one.’ We should be content with what we have. For example, 
if we have a car and house we are happy with and they suit our purpose, 
then we don’t need to look for more of these, because looking for more or 
better things only drags us through unending problems. As followers of the 
Dharma, it is especially important for us to think in this manner, because 
according to Dharma, happiness comes from the mind and not from material 
objects. We need to ensure that our Dharma practice benefits our life. In 
practising Dharma, we should think of benefiting ourselves, not only in this 
lifetime, but also in future lives. The actual practice of Dharma occurs within 
our own daily thought processes. Take the example of two people witnessing 
someone stealing food. The first person thinks, ‘Oh, what a shame! Stealing 
will bring misery, and for him in the long run this has no gain. I won’t commit 
such an action.’ This way of thinking accords with Dharma. However, the 
second person thinks, ‘He is earning his living in an easy way; I should also 
do the same, so I won’t need to starve!’ This is not the way of Dharma.
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The actual practice of Dharma occurs 
within our own daily thought processes.

Above all, the conception grasping at the person as an inherently existent 
self is the root cause of all troubles. We shall come back to this subject later, 
but now I will briefly explain this conception of a self. We should look for it 
within ourselves, trying to experience and recognise it. Deep down within 
us, we instinctively generate the thought of ‘I, I, I’, ‘mine, mine, mine’, and as 
this thought becomes stronger, all our troubles start. The conception of a self 
is a view that holds ‘I’ and ‘mine’ as inherently existing – existing by way of 
its own character. Although it can be distinguished from the self-cherishing 
mind, in the teachings on thought transformation, the faults of the two are 
mentioned together to imply their close relationship.

When experiencing a deep sense of ‘I’ or ‘mine’, the conception of a self has 
the notion that ‘I’ or ‘mine’ are independent and self-existent. On the other 
hand, the self-cherishing mind has a strong sense of treasuring that ‘I’ or 
has an attachment to that ‘I’, and has an attitude that will not forsake its self-
interest. The antidote to self- cherishing is bodhicitta, and the antidote to the 
conception of a self is the wisdom of emptiness.

Maintaining Faith in Our Dharma Practice
Basically, we practise Dharma to transform our mind and our life inwardly. 
When we practise Dharma, the fundamental cause for our success is 
maintaining a firm belief and conviction in our practice, regardless of what 
others say and think.

We should always think positively about our practice and see it as something 
that fills our life with meaning. If we maintain our faith unwaveringly, then 
nothing can interfere with our practice, and one day we will surely reap the 
benefits. Let me tell you about an event from my life to help confirm this. 
During the fifth year of my seven-year stay at Sera Monastery in Tibet, I 
heard that one of my closest cousins from my hometown had come to Lhasa 
and opened a shop. As he used to be very close to me I went to visit him, 
but as soon as he saw me, he said, ‘Oh, you look horrible! You don’t have to 
live in such miserable conditions. Have you gone mad? Come on, I’ll pay for 

your trip back home. Leave for your home quickly!’ The very sight of me 
shocked my cousin, because I looked very skinny, unhealthy and poor, with 
no proper robes to wear. Back at my home town, my whole family were living 
in comfortable houses. As they all had enough to eat, drink and wear, he 
could not understand why I chose to live in the monastery, where I was alone 
and the living conditions were very poor. He really thought I had become a 
lunatic!

Although I was quite disappointed to hear this from him, I didn’t take any 
notice of his remarks, let alone believe what he said. He could have helped 
me a bit if he had given me some money straight away so I could buy some 
food and clothes, but he didn’t. All he said was, ‘Go home quickly, I’ll pay for 
it!’ After that meeting, I didn’t bother to see him again. The whole problem 
was he didn’t see my inner appearance. Despite the pitiful living conditions, 
I was very happy with my life and with what I was doing at the time. I was 
studying Dharma, which I thought was the best thing anybody could do in 
this life, and I considered myself to be a very fortunate being. The one thing 
that concerned me at the time was that I always knew my mother was very 
worried about me.

Now, if I look back and think about what had protected me from getting into 
trouble, and what enabled me to complete my training in the monastery, it 
was my firm faith and conviction in Dharma. If I had listened to the advice 
of my cousin and returned to my home town, where would I be now? Most 
probably in Tibet, and under the fist of the Chinese Communists. This was 
some time between 1955 and 1956. Similarly, if you have read the life story 
of the great ascetic Milarepa, it says that at one stage the whole town called 
him an insane person. But who was insane and who was not insane, and 
who enjoyed more mental peace and a greater sense of joy and happiness? 
We should be our own guides. To achieve this, we should learn as much as 
possible about the true way to build self-trust and to realise our self-potential.

It is not important what other people say or do not say. If we look at ourselves 
and we are happy, this is all we need. It doesn’t matter how we dress and 
appear to other people. In fact, there are many people who outwardly live a 
very happy, problem-free lifestyle, but when we look into their inner life we 
find they are not free of problems at all. They actually have more problems 
and more misery than many other common people who live in very simple 
houses with simple food, simple drinks and simple clothes. Therefore, we 
cannot judge whether there is happiness or not on the basis of external living 
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conditions. The happiness we all seek lies within us.

The Differences Between the Conception of a Self and 
Self-Cherishing
As mentioned before, the conception of a self and the self-cherishing mind 
are different, but their faults are described in the teachings of thought 
transformation together. We know there is a strong and continuous sense 
of ego, a sense of ‘I’ or ‘me’ within us, and with the conception of a self we 
grasp at that ‘I’ or ‘me’ as if it is an inherently existent self, or a self-supported 
existence, not dependent upon any other objects. With the self-cherishing 
mind, we feel a very strong sense of self-importance that we hold above all 
other things.

As a result, we don’t want to accept any loss. We only want gain and we don’t 
want to forsake our self-interest. However, we can’t be in a win–win situation 
all the time. The conception of a self is the source of all our delusions and 
problems.

The Root Cause of Samsara
How does the conception of a self serve as the root cause of samsara? We 
are born in samsara due to the karmic actions we create under the force or 
motivation of delusions such as desire and hatred. The conception of a self is 
the source of all delusions. Therefore, all our karmic actions and their results 
derive from it as well. The point is that first we generate the conception with 
a thought of ‘I’ and we hold on to the ‘I’ with a strong attachment. Then we 
generate an attachment to ‘my’ or ‘mine’ and crave after things, believing they 
are a true means of securing happiness for the ‘I’. We are attached to things 
that we see as a perfect source of happiness, and we don’t see anything wrong 
with our attachment. Along with this attachment we generate hatred towards 
anything that interferes with our happiness. Consequently, attachment and 
hatred never let us rest, but drive us to perform all sorts of karmic actions. 
While we think these actions will protect our friends and defeat our enemies, 
instead they only serve to imprison us in samsara.

This explains the source of samsara, and if we don’t want to talk about 

samsara and karma in terms of life before and after, it also explains the 
source of our karma in this life. Actually, our body is the product of karma 
created in previous lives, but we employ it to do various actions now, because 
of our attachment to ‘I’ or ‘mine’ and our belongings. Our attachment or 
craving, which identifies external objects as the source of our happiness, is 
what really does not let us rest. However, without the conception of a self and 
attachment to ourselves, attachment to others will not arise.

To fully appreciate the benefits of the topic that we are dealing with, we must 
relate it to our innermost experience in the centre of our heart. Otherwise, 
if we simply talk about the conception of selflessness and delusions, with 
some people saying, ‘Yes it’s this,’ and others saying, ‘No, it’s this,’ then our 
discussion will become just another argument. Nevertheless, we may leave 
some imprint on our mind that will make us more familiar with these topics 
in the future. Our main task is to defeat or uproot the conception of a self 
by realising the selflessness or emptiness of the ultimate reality. A very 
important part of this task is to recognise that within the centre of our heart 
lies the conception of a self. When someone abuses us or calls us by a very 
insulting word, we get hurt and deep down we feel, ‘I can’t accept this; I can’t 
take this.’ At that time, if we observe how the ‘I’ that says, ‘I can’t take this’ 
exists, we will see that it seems to exist independent from its own side. We 
should also observe in what way it influences our mental continuum; as it 
gradually makes its independent, self- sufficient status stronger, it really has 
a negative influence on us.

In general, we should be aware of how the mind in- fluences our mental 
continuum or personality. We should recognise what type of actions our 
different thoughts influence us to perform. When our thoughts influence 
us to do positive actions, this is wonderful. But when they influence us to 
do negative actions, then knowing their detrimental effects is an advantage 
for us in terms of aiding our efforts to gradually eradicate them. We can 
all understand this in our minds. In the same way, we can understand the 
negative influence the conception of a self has over our mental continuum. 
Knowing that this conception won’t go away of its own accord, we need 
to apply an antidote to it. The antidote we need to apply is the wisdom of 
selflessness. If we don’t do this, there is nothing else we can do to oppose this 
conception. Meditating on loving-kindness can help us cultivate a good heart, 
but it cannot uproot the conception of a self, which is the root of samsara. 
If we resort to the wisdom of selflessness, we can completely destroy the 
conception of a self. Aryadeva says, in his Four Hundred Verses:
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“As the tactile sense (pervades) the body confusion is present in them all, 
by overcoming confusion one will also overcome all disturbing 
emotions.”

In other words, all the bodily sense organs, such as the eye and the ear, 
depend upon the body; likewise, the conception of a self is the base or the 
root of all delusions. So, if we eliminate that conception, we eliminate all our 
delusions completely, making it impossible for them to arise again.

If we think over the subject sincerely, we will know that regardless of whether 
we recognise the conception of a self or not, all our problems begin by holding 
onto an inherently existent ‘I’: ‘I like this. I don’t like that. I like this, but I 
don’t like that.’ As a result of holding onto ‘I’ as inherently existent, whatever 
we do or achieve won’t bring peace and happiness, but instead will bring 
more delusions and chaos to our life. For instance, when we obtain some 
inner knowledge and outer wealth, we generate pride, attachment, jealousy 
or competitiveness; but when we fail or face even one minor problem, we 
become upset and despondent very quickly. In this way, we will learn about 
the shortcomings of the conception of a self and its role in spinning us around 
samsara. With regard to the observed object, the conception of a self can be 
divided into two: the conception of a self of a person and the conception of a 
self of phenomena.

As mentioned earlier, the wisdom of selflessness is the antidote in the sense 
that through this wisdom we will learn that the conception of a self is a wrong 
view. To realise the wisdom of selflessness, we need to know the conception 
of a self well. We need to know how its apprehension of the object is wrong. 
If we fight against the enemy ‘conception of a self ’, armed with the weapon 
of the wisdom of selflessness, we can be sure that we will win in the end. If 
the view held by the conception of a self is true and aligns with reality, we 
will never win, but because it is wrong the victory will be ours.

In short, the mode of existence of the ‘self ’ viewed by the conception of a self 
is the self-negated in the view of selflessness, or what emptiness is empty 
of. The wisdom realising selflessness is the antidote to the conception of a 
self. Therefore, it is also an antidote to all delusions. I recommend you read 
the section called ‘Special Insight’, in Liberation in the Palm of Your Hand, by 
Kyabje Pabongka Rinpoche.

The Wisdom Realising Selflessness 
Chandrakirti’s Madhyamakavatara, Entering the Middle Way says:

“Homage to that compassion for migrators who are 
Powerless like a bucket travelling in a well. 
Through initially adhering to a self, an ‘I’, 
And then generating attachment for things, 
‘This is mine.’”

Initially there arises, with a deep thought of ‘I’, a view of the transitory 
collection; an instinctive conception of a self which views ‘I’ and ‘mine’ 
as inherently existent. From this view, an attachment to ‘I’ and then an 
attachment to ‘mine’ arises. Influenced by this attachment to ‘I’ and ‘mine’, 
we accumulate karmas which have propelled us around the cycle of samsara 
since beginningless time.

Basically, the reason it is very difficult for our mind to rest is that it is filled 
with many disturbing thoughts. We need to work out the best skills and 
knowledge to eliminate those unruly thoughts. The point is, if we don’t calm 
our mind then our life will pass in such a strange way that we won’t even 
be able to describe it ourselves. It would seem that we have everything we 
need to be happy and to avoid suffering. But for some reason, finding time 
to honestly say, ‘I’m happy’ is rare or short lasting. At the same time, if we 
think, ‘Are our problems real problems?’ then we can see they are not real. 
However, if we can’t say we are living a happy or an unhappy life, does this 
mean we are living our lives in a state of equanimity, free of ups and downs 
and free of pain or pleasure? This is also not the case. We should think about 
the precise cause behind our living such a strange, unpredictable life, one 
in which we are always rushing and cannot find any time for peace and 
satisfaction; where we have no clear sense of direction or purpose to our life, 
and only confusion. The cause is the lack of calmness and control over our 
own mind, and to get rid of this we should practise meditation. Meditating 
on the wisdom realising selflessness is supreme, because it is the ultimate 
antidote to the conception of a self, which serves as the root of all agitated 
states of mind.

In general, whatever meditation we choose to do or how often we choose to 
do it, the most important thing is to see the rubbish within us, to clean it up 
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and plant the crop of Dharma. Then we will be able to walk by ourselves on 
the right path, practising tolerance when we are required to, and practising 
loving-kindness whenever it is necessary. Meditation can really shape us into 
good human beings, and bring a tremendous sense of peace and happiness 
to life. We will also find that meditation is the most effective and reliable 
means of subduing our problems and correcting our life.

Although we can turn to others for help, they are not in a position to truly 
help us because they have their own problems and very busy lives. Our own 
situation and that of others is similar to two people who are both caught in 
a quagmire – neither person has the ability to rescue themself or the other. 
We must stand on our own two feet. Whatever we choose to do, whether 
it is spiritual or worldly, we must not blame others when we are facing 
problems, or expect them to solve the situation. Rather, we should confront 
our problems ourselves, with courage and self-determination.

We practise meditation to enrich ourselves with more inner strength and 
more inner peace and happiness so we can fulfil our needs by being less 
dependent upon outer conditions. On the other hand, if we rely upon external 
sources for our happiness and have no inner happiness, then because 
our happiness depends upon outer conditions, we lose it very quickly. As 
the famous teacher Nagarjuna said, ‘We can have the inner happiness of 
Dharma whenever we want, because it is up to us and not dependent upon 
outer conditions.’

Meditating on the wisdom realising selflessness 
is supreme, because it is the ultimate antidote 

to the conception of a self, which serves as 
the root of all agitated states of mind.

Happiness derived from the sensual world is difficult to obtain and easy to 
lose, because we have no control over it. As things external to us are governed 
by their own causes and conditions, we can never be sure of what changes 
might occur next. As things external to us can change very quickly, if we 
depend upon them for our well-being then we constantly go up and down 
with them. If we depend upon outer sources for happiness, it is like living on 
a set of scales, with happiness on one side and suffering on the other: when 

outer things smile, we smile; but when they frown, we frown. In this way, 
it is impossible to maintain any stability and direction within ourselves. If, 
however, we develop an inner focus and calm our mind, we find that the most 
important thing we all want, and the thing that gives us unfailing protection, 
is right here within us.

If we have an outward focus, we may think something external will give us 
happiness, but it is only there for some of the time. Most of the time the 
external thing we depend on for happiness is not there to give us what 
we want. Likewise, the object of our faith and trust is also external and is 
therefore unreliable, because it is not there when we need it and it is there 
when we don’t.

If we practise Dharma and enrich our mind with more positive qualities, 
then we will always be at peace and in harmony, because the mind that 
accompanies us will always be calm and strong. With Dharma practice, 
we live happily and die happily. After all, when we die we have to leave all 
external things behind us, such as wealth, close friends and even our own 
body. So imagine how bad we will feel at that time if we have always placed 
our faith and trust in external objects, and if we don’t have anything within 
our mind to guide and support us.

The Two Types of Selflessness
Having discussed the practice that we need to do now and the importance of 
gaining insight into the wisdom of selflessness, I shall now try to present the 
view of selflessness in a way that will suit as a guideline for your meditation 
on emptiness. First of all, we should know that there are two types of 
selflessness:

• the selflessness of a person
• the selflessness of other phenomena.

The highest of all Buddhist schools of thought (Prasangika, or 
Consequentialists) asserts that the two selflessnesses are different in terms 
of the order of realising them, in that the selflessness of a person is easier to 
realise than the selflessness of phenomena. However, this does not mean the 
selflessness of a person is more gross than the selflessness of phenomena, 
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because there is no difference between the two selflessnesses in terms of 
their grossness or subtlety.

The reason for differentiating between the two selflessnesses, in terms of 
gross and subtle, concerns the object of negation, and in this respect both 
selflessnesses are the same. The object of negation for both of them is an 
inherent existence or self-existence, the absence of which, based on a person, 
is the selflessness of a person, and the absence of which, based on other 
phenomena, is the selflessness of phenomena.

In terms of the order in which these two selflessnesses are taught, it is 
more suitable to teach the selflessness of a person before the selflessness 
of phenomena because the selflessness of a person is easier to realise. 
Furthermore, in terms of the order in which these two conceptions are 
generated, we generate the conception of a self of phenomena first, and, 
based on this, we then generate the conception of a self of a person. The 
reason for this is that the conception of a self of a person cannot be eliminated 
without eliminating the conception of a self of phenomena. Regarding this, 
Nagarjuna says in his Precious Garland of Advice for the King:

“As long as a conception of the aggregates exists, 
So long therefore does a conception of ‘I’ exist. 
Further, when the conception of ‘I’ exists,  
There is action; from that further there is birth.”

Although there is much other reasoning used to present the view of 
selflessness, I will present this view through the reasoning of the Four Points 
of Analysis:

• identifying the object of negation
• ascertaining the pervasion
• realising that the self is not truly the same as its bases of imputation
• realising that the self is not truly different from its bases of imputation.

Of the four key points, the first one is the most important. To quote from A 
Guide to the Bodhisattva’s Way of Life, Shantideva says, ‘Without identifying 
the object to be investigated, the negation of it cannot be realised.’ 

Realising selflessness or emptiness is not just having a sense of nothingness, 
or a sense of the emptiness of any kind of object. It requires a very precise 
understanding of what emptiness is empty of, or what ‘self ’ is selfless. In 
other words, we have to identify the object of negation, which is the self of a 
person or the self of phenomena, before realising selflessness. In the context 
of the object of negation, the ‘self ’ refers to the mode of existence of an object 
from its own side, by itself, or by way of its own characteristic, an inherent 
existence or a true existence. Therefore, when we talk about ‘selflessness’ we 
have to find out exactly what ‘self ’ we are refuting. Are we refuting something 
that is an existence or a non-existence? In fact, we are refuting the ‘self ’ 
which is a non-existence, but its appearance and the way the conception 
of a self is apprehended is as though it has a concrete existence. Therefore, 
when searching for the ultimate view of selflessness, first we have to identify 
the ‘self ’ that is the negated object. Then we must employ a whole series of 
reasoning to reach a point of absolute certainty that such a ‘self ’ does not 
exist. If we refute a person r any phenomenon, instead of refuting the ‘self ’ 
that is the object of negation, we will fall into the extreme of nihilism

How to Pursue the Space-like Meditative Equipoise – The 
Meditation Session 
I am now going to explain the first key point that establishes the correct 
view of selflessness from the viewpoint of meditative experience. Of the two 
selves, we will focus our discussion on the selflessness of a person.

To begin the meditation, you should relax your body and adopt the sitting 
posture with the seven features of Vairochana Buddha. Get rid of all distracting 
thoughts and inwardly stabilise the mind. Go for refuge to the Three Jewels 
from the depths of your heart. Then generate compassion towards all kind 
mother and father sentient beings by observing the suffering they experience 
through being chained to samsara by the conception of a self. Cultivate a 
genuine and strong thought that, ‘I must free all beings from samsara.’ 
Knowing that we cannot rescue other beings unless we have attained the 
state of buddhahood ourselves, generate bodhicitta: an altruistic mind 
wishing to achieve buddhahood for the sake of all beings. In this way, make 
sure that your motivation to meditate on emptiness is to attain buddhahood 
for the benefit of all beings.
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At this point, you can include the practice of Guru Yoga. After making 
offerings and so forth, you should fervently request the guru for his blessings 
so that all your wishes are fulfilled. You can pray:

“May all my thoughts accord with the Dharma; may my Dharma 
practice be successful; may I never generate an evil thought even for a 
second; may I generate a pure bodhicitta mind through the force of love 
and compassion. Specifically, may I realise the supreme wisdom of 
selflessness that cuts through the root of the conception of a self, together 
with its seed and latencies.

“Please Guru Buddha, bless me!”

IDENTIFYING THE OBJECT OF NEGATION: FINDING THE SELF 

Generate the strong intention to investigate how the ‘I’ appears to the innate 
sense of ‘I’. (This is an innate conception of a self of a person.) Then let that 
sense of ‘I’ arise in your mind. If it does not arise, you should condition it 
to arise. One method you can use to encourage it to arise is to enter into a 
deep state of equanimity. Holding no object, let the mind flow naturally. Your 
mind remains very at ease but alert, all the gross thoughts leave, and the 
mind becomes more and more refined.

Sometimes in this meditation the thought of ‘I’ arises and we can recognise 
it. His Holiness the Fourteenth Dalai Lama said that this meditation of 
equanimity is also very effective in identifying consciousness, or the nature 
of mind. As we sit in this state of equanimity, our consciousness may appear 
to us very clear and aware of all things.

An innate sense of ‘I’ is always within us, even when we sleep and dream, 
although in certain circumstances it can appear more vividly than others. 
Investigating the vivid sense of ‘I’ is a helpful way to identify the ‘I’ that is 
the object of negation. The point is that we must recognise the difference 
between the relative self or relative ‘I’ – which is the base or transitory 
collection upon which the false self is imputed – and the illusion of this 
innate sense of ‘I’, which does not exist. Under normal circumstances, our 
experience of these two is mixed together, so it is difficult to recognise them 
separately. To make any progress, we have to relate the whole exercise to 

our own experience. It is not enough to identify theoretically the self to be 
negated and thus approach the concept of selflessness as an intellectual 
subject. Based on our own experience, we must identify the appearance of 
an inherent ‘I’ without confusing it with the relative ‘I’, then investigate it 
well before coming to some conclusion about whether it actually exists or 
whether it is just a mental elaboration of the conception of a self. Now, let us 
observe some experiences to clarify the subject matter.

When someone calls your name, you think, ‘Oh, he is calling me!’ The ‘I’ 
being called is the relatively existent ‘I’, the experience of which becomes 
mixed with your conception of the inherently existent ‘I’. The relatively 
existent ‘I’ is the ‘I’ that creates karma and experiences pain and pleasure, 
and this ‘I’ should not be refuted when seeking the correct view.

However, when someone accuses you of being a thief you will think, ‘Wait 
a minute, I’m not a thief. I have not stolen anything. I am innocent. I cannot 
tolerate this.’ At this moment, you have a different sense of ‘I’ and the ‘I’ 
which you are thinking of is the ‘I’ that appears to exist inherently, which 
is apprehended by the conception of a self of a person. This is the object 
of negation. In this situation, the ‘I’ appears to have a very concrete and 
independent existence of its own.

Similarly, if you are at risk of falling off a steep cliff, for example, you will 
experience a shock that ‘I am going to fall down,’ and you will experience 
a very independent ‘I’ – an ‘I’ that is qualified with the same inherent mode 
of existence. Even though your body is also at risk of falling off the cliff, you 
don’t feel that ‘my body is going to fall down,’ only the ‘I’ that seems to exist 
independently from the mind and the body. In this way, if we use any extreme 
situation of joy or sorrow where we experience a stronger sense of ‘I’, it will 
be very effective in helping us to identify the object of negation. This is how 
we condition the innate sense of ‘I’ to appear clearly in our mind.

In short, having recognised the innate sense of ‘I’ within us, then without 
being distracted by any other object, we should investigate with another 
part of our mind how the ‘I’ appears to exist. What we will find, then, is 
that the ‘I’ exists either from the side of the collected aggregates and not as 
merely designated by the mind, or that the ‘I’ exists independently, without 
depending upon any part or the collection of causes and conditions.
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To make any progress, we have to relate to 
the whole exercise to experience. It is not 
enough to identify theoretically the self to 
be negated and thus approach the concept 

of selflessness as an intellectual subject.

This ‘I’, which is characterised with an inherent or true existence, does 
not exist. We call the mind that grasps at this ‘I’ an innate sense of ‘I’, the 
conception of a self of a person; the self-grasping of a person; the view of a 
transitory collection. It is also known by many other terms. In contrast, the 
mind that realises the absence of this inherently existent ‘I’ is the realisation 
of emptiness or selflessness. Nonetheless, it is not easy to realise emptiness, 
because it is not easy to identify the object of negation.

As emphasised earlier, we must identify the negated object within the context 
of our own experience, and simply talking about it is not sufficient.

For instance, if we have to arrest a thief, first we must identify him well, and 
then go and look for him; it is not sufficient simply to say that the thief is 
wearing a white cloth. Sometimes when studying the view of emptiness, 
students in the monastery were given a teaching break for a month or two 
and instructed to go out to look for the self. Some students would actually 
travel around all over the place and upon returning from their trip would 
report that they could not find the self! This is just a bit of a joke, but the 
implication of what I am saying here is that we must put what we learn 
about Dharma into practice, and not just regard our study as another form 
of intellectual stimulation.

In short, when we engage in meditation we should be relaxed and we should 
take our time and try to identify the negated object as clearly as possible. 
Having identified well the ‘I’ to be negated, we then raise the questions, 
‘Where is it? What is it? How does it exist? Does it exist at all?’

The ‘I’ cannot exist outside of the aggregates, can it? One reason for this would 
be that the sense of ‘I’ does not arise from any outside objects. However, if it 
exists within the aggregates, then it must exist either as one with or different 

from the aggregates. There is no other way possible. As we investigate and 
analyse further and further, through the reasoning of it not being the same or 
different from its bases of imputation, we can eliminate all the possible ways 
in which the ‘I’ can exist until we reach a state of vacuity in our mind, which 
indicates it does not exist at all. We should then just stay in that meditative 
state of vacuity with contentment. At this point, we are warned not to let any 
conceptual thoughts or ideas arise; for instance, we should not think, ‘This 
is the state of emptiness.’

ASCERTAINING THE PERVASION: UNDERSTANDING THE ALTERNATIVES

The implication of the term ‘pervasion’ is that if the ‘I’ does not truly exist 
as one with or different from the aggregates, then it cannot truly exist at 
all. Generally, if something exists it must exist either as one or many. This 
represents the full set of possibilities. Therefore, if the ‘I’ truly exists, then it 
must be either the same as the aggregates or different from them.

Now, we should place the ‘I’ which we have identified as the ‘I’ apprehended 
by an innate conception of a self of a person at the back of our mind. If after 
thoroughly investigating it we are absolutely certain that it is unfindable, 
then we are realising emptiness. It is like investigating a pot, for example, 
with an idea of how it is supposed to look in the back of our mind. We ask 
ourself, ‘Is the neck of the pot a pot? Is the bottom of the pot a pot? What 
part is the pot?’ We cannot find the pot when we look for it. Let’s also say, 
for example, that we have lost a cow, and there are only two directions it 
could have gone. Since we know our cow and where to look for it, we must 
go and look in those areas. If we can’t find it, we can say with certainty that 
we couldn’t find it.

In reality, what we refer to as ‘I’, me or self is something that is designated 
on any of the five aggregates which are: form, feeling, discrimination, 
compositional factors and consciousness. If that ‘I’ is the ‘I’ that is 
apprehended by an innate sense of ‘I’ or the conception of a self within us, 
then it must exist truly, independently and inherently. If it exists truly, then it 
must be either truly one with or truly different from its bases of designation, 
that is, the aggregates. After applying all the reasons, if we conclude that this 
truly existent ‘I’ is not one with or different from the aggregates, then we will 
have a very definite knowledge that it does not exist. This is the meaning of 
realising selflessness through ascertaining the pervasion.
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THE SELF IS NOT TRULY THE SAME AS ITS BASES OF IMPUTATION

When we try to realise that the ‘I’ does not truly exist as one with or different 
from its bases of designation, the aggregates, we need to know all the 
logical fallacies that will otherwise occur. Under this point of analysis, we 
will specifically focus on the fallacies that arise if the ‘I’ is truly one with 
its bases of designation – the aggregates. Once again, we must identify the 
‘I’; the object of negation in our mind; the ‘I’ that exists independently and 
inherently. If this ‘I’ truly exists as one object, then it must exist as one with the 
aggregates that are its bases of designation. Now, if the ‘I’ and the aggregates 
are truly one, they cannot be two different things objectively or subjectively, 
in the sense of existing as different objects and being perceptible as different 
objects. However, the fact is, when we say ‘I’, ‘me’, or ‘my aggregates’, we are 
viewing ‘I’ and the aggregates separately. Yet if we affirm that ‘I’ truly exists 
as one, it must be truly one with the aggregates. Saying that something is 
true means there is no difference between the way it exists and the way it 
is perceived by the mind. If there is such a difference, then the object is not 
true but false. Therefore, if we affirm that ‘I’ and the aggregates upon which 
‘I’ is designated truly and inherently exist as one, we cannot avoid the many 
logical fallacies that arise in the face of this proposition.

I shall point out some of these fallacies. Firstly, there is no point asserting 
the view that the self exists apart from the aggregates, because when we 
say ‘I’ it would have to sound like ‘aggregates’ or when we say ‘aggregates’ 
it would have to sound like ‘I’. Similarly, when we say ‘my aggregates’, it 
would (ridiculously) be the same as saying ‘I’s I’, ‘my my’, or ‘the aggregates’ 
aggregates’. All these ridiculous statements make sense from the point of 
view of ‘I’ and ‘aggregates’ being one object, because the idea of one means 
one in terminology and thought.

Secondly, it would not be the case that the self is one who takes, and the 
aggregates are what is taken – or in other words, the ‘self ’ refers to the person 
who takes a future life, and the aggregates are what is taken in the future 
life. The argument here is that if the self or ‘I’ (which is like the possessor) 
and the aggregates (which are what is possessed) are one, then we contradict 
all the ideas that view subject and object as different entities. For instance, 
possessor and possession, taker and taken, and so forth.

Thirdly, to quote from Chandrakirti, in his Entering the Middle Way, ‘If the 
aggregates were the self, it follows that, as they are many, the self too would 

be multiple.’ If the self and aggregates are one thing, then it would either 
be the case that just as there are five aggregates, there should also be five 
selves, or just as there is only one self, so there should only be one aggregate. 
We can also find many other contradictions. For example, cremating the 
body means the end of the self; or because ‘I’ goes to a future life, the body 
must also go with it; or if the body never goes to a future life then ‘I’, ‘me’, or 
oneself never goes to a future life, which in turn means the discontinuation 
of the self.

In short, knowing all the absurd and ridiculous conclusions we will come to 
if the ‘I’ (self ) truly exists as one with the aggregates will help us become very 
certain that the ‘I’ does not truly exist as one with its bases of imputation.

THE SELF IS NOT TRULY DIFFERENT FROM ITS BASES OF IMPUTATION

Now, we have to focus on why the ‘I’ does not exist as truly different from the 
designated aggregates, and what types of fallacies will result from assuming 
that ‘I’ exists as truly different from the aggregates. From the knowledge we 
gain through ascertaining the pervasion, we will firmly understand that if 
the ‘I’ truly exists, then it must exist as truly the same or different from its 
bases of imputation.

We have already seen the fallacies that arise from asserting that the ‘I’ is truly 
the same as its bases of imputation. Therefore, having eliminated the view 
that believes the truly existent ‘I’ exists as one or the same as the aggregates, 
there is now only one possible way remaining for that ‘I’ to truly exist. This 
is the ‘I’ existing as truly different from its bases of imputation. However, the 
‘I’ does not exist as truly different from the aggregates. Why? Because, if we 
say it does exist that way, then again even to our common sense, absurdities 
will arise.

Actually, saying that the ‘I’ or the self exists inherently or truly without 
depending upon any other object implies that the self is different from 
the aggregates. Something being truly different means that it is a totally 
separate entity, independent and unrelated to any other objects. Therefore, 
if the ‘I’ is truly different from the five aggregates, it would be an unrelated, 
independent object. In other words, the ‘I’ and the aggregates would be two 
separate things that are unrelated and different from each other. To illustrate 
this point, it is useful to make an analogy here using a group of different 
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animals, for example, a cow, a goat and a sheep. If the ‘I’ and the aggregates 
are truly different, then just as isolating the goat and the sheep from the 
group will leave the cow behind, similarly eliminating all the aggregates 
such as form, feeling and so on should leave the ‘I’ behind. The fact that 
the cow can be identified separately is because its existence is unrelated to, 
or not dependent upon, the existence of the goat and the sheep. Likewise, if 
the ‘I’ truly exists independently and is different from the aggregates, then 
apart from the aggregates, we should be able to find and clearly identify 
something that is the ‘I’. If such an ‘I’ or self exists that is unrelated and totally 
independent from the aggregates, then we would have to conclude, absurdly, 
that I, or we, do not experience birth, death, sickness and old age, for these 
are the processes of change experienced by the aggregates, but not ourselves.

We would also have to maintain the assertion that we could identify ourself 
with a thought of ‘I’ or me, even if our aggregates are not present or do not 
exist; or we have to say that when our aggregates are inflicted with harm, we 
are not harmed. For example, if someone hit our body, we can’t say that he 
hit me. In this way, the assumption that the ‘I’ truly and inherently exists as 
different from its bases of imputation has many explicit contradictions, and 
even ridiculously opposes our common sense. Therefore, we conclude with 
definite knowledge that the ‘I’ also does not exist as truly different from the 
aggregates.

The Four Points of Analysis – What Do They Mean for Us?
By meditating properly on the first point – ascertaining the object of negation 
– we can clearly identify the ‘I’ that exists inherently and truly to the innate 
sense of ‘I’, or the conception of a self of a person. Then, with mindfulness, 
we should hold that ‘I’, qualified with an inherent existence, right at the back 
of our mind, without losing it.

The next point – ascertaining the pervasion – requires us to make sure that if 
that ‘I’ exists, it must either exist as truly the same as or truly different from 
the aggregates. Finally, after applying all the reasons why the ‘I’ does not 
exist – as either truly the same as, or different from, the aggregates – then 
suddenly this ‘I’, which up until now has had such a concrete existence, as 
though you could see it with your eyes and feel it with your hands, does not 
exist, and some sense of vacuity arises within you. This is an indication of 
finding the middle way or realising emptiness.

It is said, when realising emptiness for the first time, that those who are dull-
minded and not familiar with emp- tiness experience some kind of fright and 
shock. Jetsun Sherab Senge, a prominent lama, was known to have realised 
emptiness by following all the instructions of Lama Tsong Khapa. It is said 
that when he first realised emptiness, he experienced a shocking sense of 
falling down. The realisation of emptiness possesses two features, in terms 
of appearance and ascertainment. ‘Appearance’ means what appears in the 
mind is vacuity or just emptiness. ‘Ascertainment’ means that what we know 
or ascertain is the absence of an inherent existence, or the absence of the 
object of negation.

When we realise emptiness, we should stop investigating and searching. At 
that time, it is important to exert our mindfulness and maintain the continuity 
of our focus on emptiness by sitting in meditative equipoise. However, we 
need to master the skill of conducting this meditation. We need to know all 
the faults that can arise when performing this meditation, such as losing our 
clarity or losing the mode of apprehension on the meditation object.

The next stage of practice on the wisdom realising selflessness concerns the 
post-meditation period; specifically, how to pursue the attitude that things 
are like an illusion when not in meditative absorption.

You can read about this next stage from the classic and authentic texts on the 
subject. This has just been a brief discussion, but perhaps you have learnt 
something about the meaning of emptiness. In daily life, try to develop this 
understanding and your experience of this subject by continuing to study 
and practise meditation.

The realisation of emptiness possesses 
two features, in terms of appearance 

and ascertainment.

Overall, everyone wants happiness and goodness. All beings have the right 
to experience goodness and happiness. Therefore, we must see that the 
main reason for attending spiritual teachings and doing this meditation is 
so we can learn how to integrate our knowledge of Dharma into our life. 
Putting the Dharma into practice will improve our life, and will make our 
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actions more helpful and beneficial to others. Integrating the teachings into 
our daily life means that progress will be made through developing a good 
heart towards others, and increasing our patience and self-control. This is 
the way to make our short life meaningful, and the way to achieve personal 
satisfaction. However, no matter how short our life is, it is everyone’s right 
to be happy and to enjoy peace, and we can all gain enormous benefits, for 
this life and future lives, by constantly integrating what we learn through 
meditation into our actions of body, speech and mind.

8

The Wish-fulfilling Jewel

This chapter is one of the regular weekly teachings Geshe Doga has given. He 
presents the graduated path to enlightenment and takes us sequentially through 
the stages of the path, explaining how very fortunate we are to have a precious 
human life and to have the opportunity to study and practise. We can work 
towards enlightenment by integrating our spiritual practice in our daily lives and 
by generating compassion towards others with the aim of bringing them greater 
happiness. In these ways we can make our lives more meaningful.

This human rebirth with the eight freedoms and ten endowments is like 
a wish-fulfilling jewel: it has a very great potential but it also disintegrates 
very quickly. As the precious human rebirth is over in an instant, just like the 
lightning in the sky we shouldn’t let it go to waste. We should try to take the 
essence.

If we practise the various meditations gradually and sequentially then we 
will gain a very good understanding of the graduated path. So sequential and 
gradual practice of the various meditations is very important. In that way our 
mental continuum will become purified and developed.

Lama Tsong Khapa said, ‘This precious human rebirth is superior to the 
wish-fulfilling gem.’ So when we meditate on it we also have to reflect on the 
great potential of that precious human rebirth.

Actually, the precious human body has greater potential than a wish-fulfilling 
jewel, which will only be able to give us what we wish in this lifetime. It will 
only be able to fulfil our very short transitory desires, giving us a very short 
happiness in this life. However, on the basis of the precious human body, 
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we can not only attain happiness in the next life, but also create the causes 
for happiness in the life after that, not to mention the happiness of future 
lives. By having a precious human body, we can attain liberation from cyclic 
existence and completely liberate ourself from taking rebirth again. We can 
even attain complete enlightenment.

So the potential of the precious human body is far superior to the potential 
of the wish-fulfilling gem. By reflecting on the great potential of the precious 
human body, our attachment to the meaningless activities of the small 
purpose of this life should lessen. We should become less and less attracted 
towards the activities of this life, which are quite purposeless and essenceless.

By reflecting on the great potential of the precious human body, we will 
come to understand that we have the potential to attain both happiness 
and enlightenment. This meditation should generate a very strong self- 
confidence in our potential to be able to practise the Dharma. Once we 
recognise that we have this potential, it becomes necessary that we actually 
practise the Dharma.

Since everybody wants happiness rather than suffering, everybody has to 
create the causes for happiness and stop creating the causes for suffering. 
We recognise our potential to be able to do so by recognising that we have a 
precious human body, and it then becomes necessary to practise the Dharma.

Once we have reflected on and understood the great potential of the precious 
human body, and also the difficulty of attaining such a precious body, it’s still 
possible for a procrastinating and lazy attitude to arise within our mind. We 
might still have the idea that it is possible to practise the Dharma a bit later. 
In order to overcome that, we reflect on the precious human body being just 
like a flash of lightning in the sky. It’s over in a mere instant. By reflecting 
on the impermanence of the precious human body, we can overcome the 
thought that, ‘It’s good enough to practise the Dharma a bit later on.’

We have to relate this meditation on the precious human body to our own 
situation, and reflect upon whether at the present time we are creating the 
causes and con- ducive conditions to again attain a precious human body 
in a future life. So we analyse our present life and check whether we are 
keeping our pure morality, which is one of the causes to attain a precious 
human body. Are we practising generosity, which is another cause to attain 

a precious human body? Both of these practices need to be combined with 
prayers to attain a precious human body. In our present life, how much do 
we practise these three conditions so as to attain a precious human body 
again? If we are honest, we will find it is probably quite difficult to say to 
ourself that we are practising all of these three conditions perfectly.

If we do this meditation, a great urgency should arise in our mind; there 
will be a very great wish of wanting to create those three conditions to attain 
another precious human life in the future. Even though we have a good 
situation now, we want to make sure that in future lives we again have a good 
situation. So by practising this meditation on the precious human rebirth 
and impermanence, this type of motivation should arise within our mind.

By reflecting on the difficulty of finding a precious human rebirth, and by 
reflecting on its impermanence and how it disintegrates so very easily, then 
we should first generate the motivation of wanting to practise the Dharma, 
and then of wanting to practise the Dharma right now. So by reflecting on the 
impermanence of the precious human body, we will generate the motivation 
of wanting to practise the Dharma right now.

This basis with endowments is very easily destroyed and lost. As I said before, 
it is as impermanent as a flash of lightning in the sky. By reflecting on this fact 
we abandon attachment to the activities of this life. We shouldn’t be overly 
engaged in the activities of this life. By reflecting on the impermanence of 
the precious human rebirth we will be able to lessen that attachment and 
become less and less involved with the activities of this life. Right at that very 
moment we start to practise the Dharma.

We also practise those practices associated with going for refuge. These 
practices are, in particular, watching our karma, abandoning non-virtuous 
karma, and practising the ten virtuous actions which are refraining from: 
killing, stealing, engaging in sexual misconduct, lying, using divisive speech, 
using harsh speech, engaging in idle gossip, having covetous thoughts, 
having harmful intent and holding wrong views. By practising the ten 
virtuous actions we close the door to the lower realms, and create the causes 
for higher rebirth.

Even if we again take rebirth in a higher realm in the next life, there is no 
freedom there as we are still within cyclic existence. There’s no guarantee 
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about how all of our future lives will work out. In fact, it is very unlikely that 
they will all be in the higher realms. Also, by reflecting on the general and 
particular sufferings of all the samsaric realms, we generate renunciation 
towards cyclic existence.

In this way, by remembering the first noble truth of suffering, we then 
recognise that what binds us to this situation is the root of self-grasping. 
Because of self-grasping, delusions and karma are created, and from them 
cyclic existence is generated, so we then generate renunciation to self-
grasping. Once we understand self-grasping, we understand that it can be 
opposed with the wisdom realising selflessness.

When we look for a way out of our situation, we understand not only that 
we are able to free ourself from cyclic existence, but also that the method 
to do so is the wisdom realising selflessness. For this one has to train in the 
higher training of wisdom. However, the higher training of wisdom depends 
upon the higher training of concentration, which in turn depends upon the 
higher training of morality. The very basic thing we have to do in order to 
free ourself from cyclic existence is to practise the three higher trainings of 
ethics, concentration and wisdom. By practising the three higher trainings 
we are able to attain nirvana.

Reflecting further, we realise that even though we might attain nirvana for 
ourself, that is in itself quite unsatisfactory. All the sentient beings that have 
shown us great kindness over and over again over many lifetimes as well 
as in this life would still be suffering. So remembering their kindness, and 
generating loving-kindness and great compassion for them, we determine 
to take upon ourself the responsibility to free from their suffering all the 
sentient beings who have been kind to us in the past, and to establish them 
in happiness.

Having made this determination, and realising that at present, even though 
we have a very good motivation, our potential hasn’t yet been developed, we 
realise that in order to be able to fulfil what we have set out to do and free 
other sentient beings from their suffering, we have to become an enlightened 
being. If we reflect again and again over the years in such a manner, using the 
various meditations in their correct sequence, then definitely some change 
will happen in our mind, and we will be able to generate the motivation of 
bodhicitta. This is very beneficial for our mind.

If we meditate in the traditional way as has just been explained, then we 
will definitely generate some special qualities in our mind. First, we reflect 
upon the precious human rebirth and then mentally go through all the 
different points up to enlightenment. Then, having reached the point of 
enlightenment, we can do the meditation in the reverse order, going back 
from enlightenment down through the various points to the beginning of 
the precious human rebirth. Meditating on these topics in both sequential 
and reverse order will be extremely beneficial for our mind.

Integrating Dharma Practice into Our Lives
The reason we are so destitute of both realisations and the benefit of 
meditation is not that we don’t know how to practise, but that we don’t 
practise. The fault lies not in our lack of knowledge about the different 
meditations, but in our lack of practice.

In order to receive the benefit of the different meditations, we have to practise 
those meditations and apply the Dharma to our life. From our mouths the 
words ‘all sentient beings’ are often uttered, but then in our day-to-day life 
we harbour various resentments and aversions to different people. That is 
a very sorry situation. The Buddha said, ‘Giving harm to others definitely 
doesn’t become Dharma; Dharma practice is cherishing others.’

So we have to integrate our Dharma practice into our daily life. Also, every 
day we have to meditate a little. By having a long-term view, by meditating 
just a little every day, then over a long time period something will definitely 
happen. We have to have a long-term aim and take the long view. So it 
becomes important to understand that our happiness and suffering depend 
upon ourself. We are the creators of our own happiness and suffering; we 
generate the causes to experience happiness, or to experience suffering.

It’s up to us.

 



160 161CONTENTS CONTENTS

Glossary

Glossary
aggregates: The five aggregates are: form, feeling, discrimination, 
compositional factors and consciousness.

arya: A superior being, one who has attained direct perception of the ultimate 
truth of emptiness.

attachment: Attachment is a mental factor that projects an over-exaggerated 
perception of attractiveness upon objects and then clings onto the ‘attractive’ 
objects wishing to possess them.

Atisha: An eleventh century Indian Buddhist monk, who revived Buddhism 
in Tibet. A prolific writer and renowned teacher, he composed The Lamp for 
the Path to Enlightenment, the original prototype for the lam-rim teachings.

bodhicitta: (Bodhi means enlightenment, citta means mind, therefore the 
‘mind of enlightenment’.) The wish to become enlightened for the benefit of 
all sentient beings.

bodhisattva: Someone who possesses the compassionate motivation of 
bodhicitta, and devotes their life towards the achievement of enlightenment 
for the sake of all beings by practising the six perfections of giving, ethics, 
patience, enthusiastic effort, mental stabilisation and wisdom.

Buddha: The first of the Three Jewels of refuge. A buddha is a fully 
enlightened being. The historical Buddha was Prince Siddhartha Gautama 
or Buddha Shakyamuni, who lived in India six hundred years BCE.

buddhahood: The state of full enlightenment, wherein all negative aspects 
of mind and body are transcended and compassion, wisdom, power and 
spiritual qualities are fully developed.

Chandrakirti: Author of Entering the Middle Way, a commentary on 
Nagarjuna’s text on emptiness.

cyclic existence: The beginningless, recurring cycle of death and rebirth 
controlled by delusion and karma (see samsara).

delusion: A mental factor that disturbs a person’s peace and control of 
his or her mind. The three root delusions are ignorance, attachment and 
hatred, and from these many other delusions arise, such as jealousy, pride, 
competitiveness and so on.

Dharma: The spiritual teachings of the Buddha. The second of the Three 
Jewels of refuge.

emptiness: (Shunyata in Sanskrit.) The wisdom of realising the true nature 
of all reality, empty of inherent existence. A basic foundation of Buddhist 
philosophy.

enlightenment: The fully awakened, realised and omniscient mind, pure 
and cleared of all obscurations. In Buddhism every being is capable of 
evolving to such an enlightened state by gradually transforming their mind.

four forces: The force of regret, the force of applying all antidotes, the force 
of refraining from the misdeed and the force of the base. These four forces 
act together to counteract the results of all the negative actions we have 
committed.

Four Noble Truths: The Buddha’s first teaching at Varanasi was the Four 
Noble Truths, which is the foundation of Buddhist thought and practice; the 
truths of suffering, the origin of suffering, the cessation of suffering and the 
path to the cessation of suffering.

geshe: (‘Spiritual friend’ in Tibetan.) A teacher who has completed formal 
training and attained the Geshe Degree. The study primarily concentrates 
on: Madhyamika, the philosophy of the Middle Way; Prajnaparamita, 
the perfection of wisdom, Pramana, logic and epistemology; Abidharma, 
metaphysics; and Vinaya, the monastic code of ethics, and usually takes 
about twenty years.

Geshe Chekawa: A twelfth century teacher, he composed the Seven Point 
Thought Transformation teachings on lojong or mind training.
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Geshe Langri Tangpa: An eleventh century teacher, he composed the Eight 
Verses of Thought Transformation, which gave rise to the practice known as 
lojong.

gom: The Tibetan word for meditation, meaning ‘becoming familiar with’.

Guru Yoga: The fundamental tantric practice whereby one’s guru is seen as 
identical to the deity and the Buddha, and to the nature of one’s own mind.

A Guide to the Bodhisattva’s Way of Life: (Bodhicharyavatara in Sanskrit.) 
Literally An Entry into the Activities of Enlightenment. Composed in the eighth 
century by Shantideva it became an instant classic of Mahayana Buddhism. 
Shantideva inspires the reader to cultivate each of the six perfections.

ignorance: (Ma-rig-pa in Tibetan, which literally means not knowing or not 
understanding.) It refers to a mental factor that obscures and confuses our 
mind from seeing the way in which things truly exist.

jealousy: A mental factor lacking peace and comfort due to an attitude that 
cannot bear to see other beings happy and successful.

karma: (Literally ‘action’ or ‘deed’ in Sanskrit.) It is the law of cause and 
effect, of actions having consequences for oneself and others.

lama: Tibetan equivalent of the Sanskrit term guru; someone who can be 
trusted as a spiritual friend and guide, and who can show the pure path to 
enlightenment.

Lama Tsong Khapa: A fourteenth century teacher, writer, and one of Tibet’s 
great philosophers. He founded the Gelugpa tradition of Tibetan Buddhism.

lam-rim: The graduated path to enlightenment; the Tibetan term for ‘the 
stages on the path to enlightenment’.

The lam-rim encompasses the essential meaning of the Buddha’s 
teachings presented in a step-by-step and easy to understand way, to 
suit the development and ability of the reader’s mind.

Liberation in the Palm of Your Hand: A text composed by Pabongka Rinpoche, 
based on lam-rim teachings given in 1921, transcribed and edited by Trijang 
Rinpoche, the junior tutor to His Holiness the Dalai Lama.

lojong: see thought transformation.

Mahayana: The ‘Great Vehicle’. This system of Buddhism promotes reaching 
the goal of enlightenment not just to achieve enlightenment for oneself but in 
order to rescue all other beings from suffering. Mahayana Buddhism spread 
from India to China, Tibet, Japan, Korea, Mongolia, Bhutan and Vietnam.

mantra: Literally ‘that which protects the mind’. The recitation of syllables 
associated with a deity or practice.

meditation: Becoming familiar with different states of mind, using 
various techniques, such as breathing, visualisation and single-pointed 
concentration. A method to subdue, clear and train the mind.

Middle Way: (Madhyamika in Sanskrit.) The most influential of the four 
major philosophical schools of Indian Buddhism based on the Perfection of 
Wisdom Sutras of Buddha Shakyamuni and founded by Nagarjuna.

Nagarjuna: A second century CE Indian scholar, who was the founder of the 
Madhyamika school of Buddhist philosophy and of the lineage of teachings 
on emptiness.

nirvana: The state of freedom from all suffering, delusions and karma, called 
‘the liberation from samsara’ in the Tibetan tradition.

Pabongka Rinpoche: author of Liberation in the Palm of Your Hand.

rebirth: The continuum of aspects of the mind after death, which seek 
embodiment again according to the karma accumulated in past lives.

refuge: The door to the Dharma path. Buddhists take refuge in the 
Three Jewels, having faith that they will lead them out of suffering and to 
enlightenment.
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renunciation: The thought of definite release from the cycle of existence, 
aspiring to the state of liberation.

samsara: Cyclic existence, the wheel of continuous death and rebirth.

Sangha: The Buddhist spiritual community, or ordained monks and nuns. 
The third of the Three Jewels of refuge.

sentient being: Any living being with consciousness that is not free of gross 
and subtle ignorance.

seven features of Vairochana Buddha: The meditation posture of Vairochana 
Buddha has seven features as follows: 1. seated with legs crossed or in the 
lotus position; 2. two hands placed in the gesture of meditative absorption 
with elbows bent and a little out from the side of the body and the right 
hand resting on the left hand with tips of the thumbs touching at about the 
level of the navel; 3. the back is straight, with a straight spine; 4. the mouth is 
slightly open with the teeth and lips in the natural position, not clenched or 
too loose; 5. the tip of the tongue is touching the roof of the mouth just above 
the front teeth, so that the mouth does not dry out or run with saliva; 6. the 
head should be bent gently forward so that the chin is slightly tucked in, the 
eyes are half closed and focussed on the tip of the nose; 7. the shoulders are 
level with each other.

Shantideva: The eighth century Indian scholar who composed A Guide 
to the Bodhisattva’s Way of Life. He surprised his fellow monks when, after 
years of apparently just sleeping and eating, he was called upon to justify his 
existence and he began to chant A Guide to the Bodhisattva’s Way of Life.

suffering: The First Noble Truth, discussed in Chapter Four. 

Three Jewels: The Buddha, Dharma and Sangha; the objects of refuge, also 
referred to as the Triple Gem.

thought transformation: Lojong or training the mind comprises techniques 
to subdue the mind, reduce self-cherishing thoughts and learn to cherish 
others instead.

wisdom: (Also wisdom-knowledge, wisdom-intelligence.) Insight into the 
nature of reality.
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