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A SELECTIVE INTRODUCTION TO
EMPTINESS

Homage to the discriminative wisdom thoroughly probing

the phenomena.

In his Way of the Bodhisattva, the master Santideva says:

The sage has taught all those branches of
teachings

For the sake of promoting the wisdom.

Every dharma that the Buddha taught was done so for the
sake of generating the wisdom understanding emptiness so
that it could eradicate all the faults and miseries of
sentient beings. Therefore, we should not simplistically
equate emptiness with nothingness, rather we must
comprehend well what emptiness is. This comprehension,

in turn, depends on understanding well what the object of
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negation of emptiness is.

Regarding what emptiness is, chapter 24 of Tsongkhapa’s
Exposition of “Treatise on the Middle Way” quotes a sutra

and moves on to explicate its meaning in the following:

A sutra says, ‘That which is born from causes is
not [independently] born,” etc. This suggests that
anything that is contingent upon conditions is
devoid of the nature of being self-sustaining and

is therefore empty in nature.

Regarding the object of negation of emptiness, chapter 1 of
Tsongkhapa’s Exposition of “Treatise on the Middle Way”

says:

Instead of seeing both the cause and the effect
respectively, to be the generator and the
generated by sheer virtue of being designated so,
if one grasps at the objects of those designations to
be the generator and the generated, respectively,
by way of their intrinsic nature, then that is

grasping at the object of negation.
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Likewise, Tsongkhapa’s Essence of True FEloguence:
Distinguishing the Provisional and the Definitive Meaning

says:

If you ask, what is it that is being negated that
amounts to being not established by convention?
If the base upon which the designation of a person
takes place exists by way of its own characteristics
then that base would have existed intrinsically, not
by the force of subjective convention. And that is

what is being negated.

I presume, their meaning is adequately clear regarding what

constitutes the object of negation of emptiness.

Regarding the notion of being generated by virtue of
being designated or by virtue of being established by
conceptual thought, Exposition of the Way of the
Bodhisattva [by Gyaltshab Je, one of Tsongkhapa’s two
chief disciples] says:

Aren’t the feelings of pain and pleasure established

by virtue of being clung to and imputed by
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conceptual thought? They are, because the same
food or drink would be imputed to cause both pain

and pleasure.

Now, one might wonder how to determine the object of
negation. On this, Tsongkhapa’s Great Treatise on the

Stages of the Path to Enlightenment says:

The grasping at the lifelike-appearing reflection [in
the mirror] as existing intrinsically is a grasping
at true existence, and the fact that we have such a
grasping within our continuum is experientially
established. However, the reason the reflection [in
the mirror] is feasible to be a supporting example
for conveying the lack of inherent existence is
because it [the reflection] is devoid of the nature
it appears to have. The fact of its being devoid of
the nature it appears to have, is also established
experientially. That is the reason why it has been
upheld as an example in this. If the fact of ‘being
devoid of the nature something appears to have’

1s cognitively established on phenomena such as
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the sprout, then one would have cognized the lack
of intrinsic existence of those phenomena. This is

how they are different from the reflection, etc.

I think the above quotation is clear in its deliberations. The
reason for those differences between the example and the
exemplified is, I assume, because of the fact that the notion
of something existing or not inherently, or existing or not as
it appears can be teased out into two respective levels, one

gross and the other subtle.

The claim that the reflection being grasped as intrinsically
existent and that such grasping exists within our continuum
is experientially established applies equally to phenomena
such as the sprouts and others. I think a very convenient
way of picturing this is captured in chapter 24 of Tsong-
khapa’s Exposition of “Treatise on the Middle Way” where

it says:

That it has a self-sustaining nature is not feasible

because it must exist interdependently.

Examples such as a diseased person requiring an escort,
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the rainbow colors, and cloud formations lacking in self-
sustaining capacity is known to ordinary beings. Similarly,
persons, buildings, etc. are also not self-sustaining although
they appear to us as existing that way and we carry such
grasping within our continuum just as we carry attachment
and hatred within us. Pointing at them through words and
descriptions will alert us to their existence within us, and
that is what is being referred to as recognizing them

experientially, I think.

Theoretically speaking, the two, i.e. the existence of the
base [any object] and its status of being existent inherently
or established in a self-sustaining way, are feasible to be
teased out on the base of an example even before the object
of negation has been refuted. However, it is taught that the
actual action of teasing them out on a base [any object] is
only possible in the wake of having cognized the thesis, i.e.
emptiness and not before that. So, there is the need for fully

appreciating this distinction as well.

When someone speaks of, say a tree to be not self-sustaining,
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we do not take it to mean that the tree is totally non-
existent. Rather, we tend to understand that to imply
that the tree exists dependently. Likewise, when some-
one speaks of the tree to exist in dependence upon others,
we understand that to imply its non-self-sustaining way of
existence, in that the self-sustaining way of existence is
being refuted. This seems to lend itself to the notion that
emptiness and dependent origination adequately inform
each other. Instead, if we were to take the fact of a thing
becoming nothing upon disassembling into its parts, on the
one hand, and the fact of the thing coming into being upon
assembling its parts together, on the other hand, to point
to the notion of how emptiness and dependent origination
inform each other, then this seems to be too easy to be a

correct reading of that statement.

Clinging to a notion of self-sustaining selfhood or aggregate
generates the eight worldly concerns, in that when one
receives praise and so forth, a sense of self-importance or
arrogance or obsessive attachment, etc. seem to grow in

oneself to the point of overlooking other beings. Whereas
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when one is subjected to blame and so forth, one seems
to fall deep into a state of disappointment, sadness, and
depression, and from within that state of mental disturbance
and instability, one dwells in frustration and anger towards
others. This is something verified by our own experience,
and from this it becomes quite evident how the clinging is at
the root of all these faults. Knowing this, it is incumbent on

us to make efforts to avoid that with all our ability.

In refuting such a notion of self-sustainability, the primary
form of argument used is something known as [the reasoning
of] non-observation of the pervader. You may ask, how does
this work? In his Lamp Dispelling the Darkness: A Guide to
the View, Khedrup Gelek Palsang [another of the two chief
disciples of Tsongkhapa] writes:

If one meditates thinking that “I” am empty of
inherent existence because if “I” were to exist
inherently “I” would have to be found either in-
side or outside the body, or in the upper, lower,
or middle part of the body, and since “I” am not

found in any of these, therefore, “I” must lack
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inherent existence. This is utterly incorrect. This
is because, the proper way of analyzing how “I”
should exist if “I” were to exist inherently is this:
It 1s decidedly established that anything that exists
must exist either as one or numerous. Likewise, if
anything does exist truly it must exist either as truly
one or truly numerous, and that if something does
not exist in either way, then it cannot exist truly
[at all]. Hence, just as the [reasoning of] “one or
numerous” leads to determining the lack of true
existence, likewise one should undertake a probe
in such a way that one should be able to decided-
ly establish that if something were to exist it must
exist in either of the two ways. And then through
pursuing the probe if one does not find it existing
in either way, one would be in a position to decid-
edly establish its non-existence. On the other hand,
if something is not required to be existing in either
of the ways even if it were to be existing inherently,

then by merely finding it not existing in those ways,
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Immediately following that, Khedrup Je continues to say:

one cannot decidedly determine that it does not

exist inherently.

If “T” exists inherently, it does not require to be
existing either inside or outside the body, or in the
upper or lower or middle part of the body. That is
because, if “I”” exists inherently it has to exist either
inherently one with or inherently separate from
one’s body, and if it exists inherently one with the
body, then it has to be indistinctively one with the
body, with no differences whatsoever. However,
to say that if the “I” exists as inherently one with
the body, it should exist within some parts of the
body is untenable. Likewise, if it exists inherently
separate from the body, then it has to be distinct
from and unrelated to the body. However, to say
that if the “I” exists as inherently separate from
the body, it should exist within some parts of the
body is utterly untenable.
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In this way, the text explains clearly and extensively and,
I presume, the meaning is adequately understandable. This
is, for example, like saying that if there were to be a rabbit’s
horn, it would have to be found on its head and not on its

legs or hands and so forth.

The above is backed up by Chandrakirti in his Entering the
Middle Way where he says, “Because of the multiplicity, the
person too would be numerous,” and Tsongkhapa makes it
adequately clear while addressing the above root line in his
Thorough Exposition of “Entering the Middle Way” when

he says:

This line of consequence [reductio ad absurdum]
is leveled not against just the claim of something
being numerous, while being of one entity among
themselves. Rather, it is leveled against the claim
that the person and its aggregates are one without
any differences whatsoever. Of course, no one
would subscribe to such a position to start with. At
the same time, the person and its aggregates being

of one entity yet separate from each other and
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among themselves is generally not a contradictory
position to hold. However, if one subscribes to the
position of their being truly existent [i.e. intrinsi-
cally existent], then accepting their being of one
entity could be philosophically incumbent to
accepting the consequence of their being
indistinctively one. And thereafter, the same could
be done in terms of the person being numerous,
and its five aggregates being indistinctly one [with

each other].

As to why it 1s that, if the person and her body were to exist
truly [1.e. intrinsically existent], they would have to exist
as truly one or truly separate (in relation to the other). It is
because such a status of existence would have no room for
any inconsistency in any time and space, rather it would
have been totally predictable and truly objective. Thus,
when they appear to a consciousness, they [the person and
her body] would have to maintain an un-fluctuating
appearance. That means, just as ordinarily a person and her

body appear as inseparably one to a perceptual consciousness,
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likewise they would also have to appear as singularly one
to a conceptual thought (unable to generate separate
conceptual images of them whatsoever and whenever) and
be unitarily one. Also, just as ordinarily a person and her
body could be conceived of differently by a conceptual
thought, likewise they would also have to appear as
distinctly different from each other to a perceptual
consciousness and exist that way. This, as I understand, is

the reason behind that.

This is spelled out eloquently by Tsongkhapa in his Great
Treatise on the Stages of the Path to Enlightenment where
he says:
Failing to reach such [knowledge of both
appearances and emptiness], some mistake the
meaning of statements in certain authoritative texts
that demonstrate the absence of inherent existence
via rational analysis of whether pots and such are
one with or different from their parts. Analyzing
whether something such as a pot is any of'its

parts—such as its lip or neck—they do not find it to
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be any of those; this leads them to a sense of cer-
tainty that, “There is no pot here.” Then, applying
the same analysis to the analyzer, they become
certain that, “There is also no analyzer here.”
They then wonder, “If the analyzer is not to be
found, then who is it that knows that pots and such
do not exist?” So, they say, “[ Things] are neither
existent nor nonexistent.” If the false certainty
brought on by this sort of counterfeit reasoning
were considered a case of finding the [Madhya-
maka] view, then [gaining that view] would seem

to be the easiest thing in the world.

Maybe the above point comes across even more succinctly
in the following quote from Tsongkhpa’s Short Treatise on

the Stages of the Path to Enlightenment:

When, without correctly ascertaining the object
of negation, as mentioned earlier, you carry out
a reasoned analysis by disassembling the object,
you first think, “It is not there.” Then, as you also

see the analyzer [yourself] in that same way, there
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1S no one even to ascertain that non-existence. So,
with no way to determine what something is or is
not, it begins to seem that what appears has become
vague and indistinct. This comes about based upon
reason refuting everything, without distinguishing
inherent existence and its absence, from mere
existence and its absence. Thus, this sort of
emptiness is an emptiness that destroys dependent
arising. Therefore, illusoriness [as we use the term]
definitely does not refer to the rising of a vague,
indistinct appearance brought on by this kind of

realization.

Likewise, in both the Short and Great Treatises on the
Stages of the Path to Enlightenment by Tsongkhapa, one
finds the same point emphasized with additional light shed

on the process of finding the view correctly, when they say:

Therefore, upon reasoned analysis, one concludes,
“[Phenomena] such as persons and so forth, lack
even the slightest instance of existence on those

objects [imagined to be] existing through their
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essence.” On that basis, it is not difficult simply
to have these appearances seem vague and
indistinct. That [sort of experience] comes to
everyone who aspires to [an understanding of]
Madhyamika tenets and hears a little of the
teaching that shows how things lack inherent
nature. Still, it is difficult to develop certainty
about both (1) the complete refutation of the
nature of existence from their own essence and
(2) the presentation of those very persons who
lack intrinsic nature as accumulators of karma,
experiencers of the effects [of karma], and so
forth. It scarcely happens that someone combines
the capacities to posit both, so it is exceedingly

difficult to find the Madhyamaka view.

As to what to make of these statements from the Short and
Great Treatises on the Stages of the Path to Enlightenment,
it is very difficult to fathom fully. However, I can only
think of the following: Judging from the lines, “Failing

to reach such [knowledge of both appearances and
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emptiness], some mistake the meaning of statements in
certain authoritative texts that demonstrate the absence of
intrinsic existence via rational analysis of whether pots and
such are one with, or different from their parts,” and the

3

lines that further say, “... then [gaining that view] would
seem to be the easiest thing in the world,” both of which
appear in the Great Treatise on the Stages of the Path to
Enlightenment, and the lines, “When, without correctly
ascertaining the object of negation, as mentioned earlier,
you carry out a reasoned analysis by disassembling the
object, you first think, ‘It is not there’...” as stated in the
Short Treatise on the Stages of the Path to Enlightenment,
and then looking at the common statement that appears in
both of these treatises, “Therefore, upon reasoned analysis,
one concludes, “[Phenomena] such as persons and so
forth, lack even the slightest instance of existence on those
objects [imagined to be] existing through their essence, ...”"
it seems that all these above statements from the treatises

relate to people like me [the author of this article] who may

have a general admiration for the concept of emptiness and
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has also sporadically heard about the difference between
existence and existence from an object’s own side, yet all
of this boiling down to a mere verbal distinction without
the accompaniment of any actual understanding, and thus
making mistakes when engaging in the analysis of
emptiness without having developed a proper understanding

of the object of negation.

Besides, I have encountered many who would interpret
the above statements to refer to those who have found the
Madhyamika view though yet to complete the analysis
of that view. However, the statements themselves clearly
state that that way of understanding is not difficult to
arrive at while at same time stating that the Madhyamaka
view is exceedingly difficult to find. Thus, which way the
statements are pointing is adequately understandable, it

appears.

In summary, when one engages in the ultimate search for
the basis of imputation of the chariot, one must look for

ways by which the chariot might exist in a self-sustaining
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manner or from its own side, and not for chariot upon the
chariot. This is captured in chapter 3 of Tsongkhapa’s
Exposition of “Treatise on the Middle Way” where it says:

The reasoned analysis is carried out in searching
upon the eyes, etc. whether they possess any
nature of existence from their own essence, and not

merely whether they exist or not.

Also, Tsongkhapa’s Thorough Exposition of “Entering the
Middle Way” says:

If one employs the reasoning used in probing the
ultimate reality to probe conventional reality, one
should know that it will undermine all the conven-

tions of the world.
Also, the same text says:

It has been warned numerous times that one cannot

subject conventions to ultimate analysis.

So, it is understandable from the above sources. Likewise,
in commenting on a related line from Chandrakirti’s

Entering the Middle Way that runs, “The constituents of a
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continuum are distinct from each other in relation to that
[continuum]”, Tsongkhapa’s Thorough Exposition of
“Entering the Middle Way” explains it by using the
example of a pot “in that a pot serves as an appropriator
in relation to its constituent parts.” So, it is never about
searching for a chariot on a chariot by being not content
with the actual sight of it. Such an attempt might be made
by someone bracing to analyze in contravention of the
conventionality of the world. Obviously, not even an

ordinary herdsman would make such a claim.

Some may wonder that if that is the case, then how should
one understand the following lines in Chandrakirti’s

Entering the Middle Way:

That [i.e. the chariot] is not existent in the seven-

fold ways,

Neither in the ultimate nor in the conventional
sense.
As well as the corresponding explanation offered in

Tsongkhapa’s Thorough Exposition of “Entering the
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Middle Way where he says:

The chariot is not be found to exist when the base
of its imputation is to be searched for in the seven-
fold ways, either in the ultimate sense or the

relative sense.

That is suggesting that the imputed object, i.e. the chariot
cannot be found when searched for on its base of
imputation, either in the ultimate as well as in the relative
sense. However, what it does not suggest is that the mode
of analyzing it in the relative sense is the same as analyzing

in the ultimate sense.

That is asserted well in Santideva’s Way of the Bodhisattva
when it says:
The perceptions of seeing and hearing
Are not the objects being repudiated here,
The object of abandonment here is the grasping at
true existence

Which is the cause of the sufferings.

Likewise, in expanding on the above lines, Gyaltshab Je’s
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Exposition of the Way of the Bodhisattva explains:

The eye consciousness that sees [visual objects],
ear consciousness that hears [sounds], and mental
consciousness that cognizes [its objects] are not
being repudiated in the relative sense, nor are they
required to be repudiated because just the
existence of them does not generate suffering.
Even the arhats possess those in the relative sense.
Nor can they be repudiated, for if they must be
repudiated it would have to be carried out by
scriptural authority and by reasoning in which
case the scriptural authority and reason would
themselves suffer the same fate. Besides, if they
are repudiated, it would incur consequence of
falling into the extreme of nihilism. Therefore,
here it is the grasping at true existence of those
objects that is to be abandoned, for it causes the

sufferings and is the root of samsara.

Thus, the implication is quite clear. In short, arriving at an

understanding of the view of the Madhyamika school must
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happen by way of finding the absence of inherent existence
of, say chariot in the wake of searching for an inherently
existent chariot on a chariot as the base. Not aware of this,
someone may conventionally search for a chariot on a
chariot in the fashion indicated above and not finding it,
assume that, that was the meaning of the chariot being
devoid of intrinsic existence. This is not a case of arriving
at an understanding of the view, and it appears that is what
1s being communicated by the above citation. In particular,
analyzing for the chariot either among its parts, or outside
and inside the parts thereof with the assumption that if it
was to exist inherently, it must be in a position to be
established as such is explained as a case of pushing for a
nihilistic concept of emptiness that overturns the norms of
conventionality. Besides, it would be a case of employing
ultimate analysis upon the norms of conventionality, and
thus, not appropriate. This becomes clearly understandable

from the above observations.

Also, some may wonder that if that is the case, then how

should one understand the following lines in Nagarjuna’s
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Precious Garland of Middle Way:

A person is not earth, not water,
Not fire, not wind, not space,
Not consciousness, and not all of them.

What else is a person other than these?

Just as a person does not exist absolutely
Because it is a conglomeration of the six elements,

Likewise, each individual element does not exist

absolutely
Because they are each a conglomeration.
Also, how should one understand the following lines from
the nineth chapter of Santideva’s Way of the Bodhisattva:
The body is neither the feet nor the calves.
Nor is a body the thighs or the hips.
The belly or the back is not a body.

Neither is a body the chest or the arms...
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And, how about the following excerpts from Chandrakirti’s
Entering the Middle Way:

How can a chariot be said to be [intrinsically existent],
When sevenfold reasoning has discounted it?

Finding nothing, yogis enter into ultimate reality

with ease, too.

Thus, in this [Prasangika system], existence is to be

understood accordingly.

To these queries, | want to bring our attention to the context
in Entering the Middle Way where it says, “Because of the
multiplicity, the person too would be numerous, ...” and to
its corresponding commentary by Tsongkhapa cited above.
Likewise, Gyaltshab Je’s Exposition of the Way of the
Bodhisattva explains:
If a joint is divided into its different parts and
examined, one won’t find anything existing
inherently, nor does one find anything existing
inherently if those parts are in turn divided into

their parts and examined accordingly.
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The same text goes on to say:

What is being explained here is the same as that
which appears in Precious Garland where it
refutes the six foundational components being the

person.

All these above quotes from the reliable sources appear to
point to the fact that if, say the person or the bodily joints
were to exist inherently, then they must exist absolutely or
truly, in which case they must exist as indistinctly one

without any differences whatsoever with their parts.

Besides, chapter 22 of Tsongkhapa’s Exposition of
“Treatise on the Middle Way” says:

Similar to [a person, for instance, let’s say]
Devdatta possessing ears or livestock, Tathagata
too, possess aggregates, but not intrinsically
because he does not possess them either as
inherently one [with them] or inherently different
[from them]. The latter three dimensions [of the

five-fold analysis] can be subsumed under the first
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two of the dimensions, but in consideration of the
modes of apprehension of the innate identity-view,
here [chapter 22nd] and the 10th [chapter] we find

all the five dimensions spelled out.

Thus, it is adequately clear to understand accordingly.
Now, one may wonder how one should understand the fact
that, of the two types of ultimate mode of existence that the
scriptures spoke of, one is ascribed to the mode of, say a pot
and so forth existing in the face of a meditative equipoise or
an analytical wisdom on the stages of study, contemplation,
or meditation. The fact that existing in the face of an
analytical wisdom is mentioned as existing that way must
be understood as a mere case of borrowing the semantics.
Apprehending something such as a pot to be existent in the
face of such an analytical wisdom may amount to
apprehending it to be findable upon analysis by an
analytical wisdom examining the ultimate, but that still
cannot amount to a full-fledged grasping at true existence.
Related to this, one will find Tsongkhapa’s Thorough
Exposition of “Entering the Middle Way” saying that “the
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first of the [two] apprehensions of existence is not an innate
grasping at true existence.” That is because, if that were to
be a grasping at true existence, then the object of fixation
of that [apprehension] and the object of fixation of innate
grasping at true existence must amount to one and the same
thing, and the states of emptiness in the wake of negating
those objects of fixation must also amount to the exact same

thing. This is how I understand that statement.

If you ask, how this is different from the way Vaibhashikas
posit a pot as relative truth. There when they hit a golden
pot to see what they might find, it is definitely not a case
of subjecting the pot to scrutiny to see if it is findable or
not as a self-sustaining pot. Rather, it is a case of searching
through the parts of the pot into its sub-particle components
and seeing if any of those still stand the test of being gold
and a pot. And when it is found that they are still gold but
not pot, they then announce the gold part, which served
as the substantial material, as an ultimate truth and the pot
part as a relative truth. So, this is an entirely different test

they put it through and is totally different from the above
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analyses.

To summarize the above points, chapter 18 of Tsongkhapa’s

Exposition of “Treatise on the Middle Way” says:

In this way, if “I” existed intrinsically, then “I”” and
the aggregates would have to exist either as one
or separate by virtue of their own characteristics.
When one sees that both of these possibilities are
logically untenable, one would then generate a
conviction that “I” does not exist intrinsically
even at the slightest. That is when one would have
generated the view understanding the absence of
intrinsic existence on the object of the innate

identity-view.

This and other confirmations give rise to a deep and humble
appreciation of the meaning of the previous declaration of
Khedrup Rinpoche. I fervently pray and hope that I may

gain fuller appreciation of the meaning before long.

Written by Geshe Palden Drakpa at the age of eighty-nine on the 1st of
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June 2021 as a personal memo as well as with the hope that it might be

of some benefit to some of my peers. May All Be Auspicious!

Translated by Geshe Dadul Namgyal with editing assistance from

Martha Leslie Baker. June 2021, Atlanta, GA, USA.
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THE SOOTHING RAYS OF MOONLIGHT:

Loving-kindness and Compassion,

the Foundations for Genuine Peace and Happiness

The great Indian Buddhist master, Acharya Chandrakirti

says in his Madhyamakavatara:

Compassion alone is seen as the seed

Of a Victor’s rich harvest, as water that nourishes it,
And as the ripened fruit that is the source of long
enjoyment.

Therefore, at the start [ praise compassion.

Thus, concerning the Buddha’s rich-harvest-like excellent
qualities, loving-kindness and compassion are like the fresh
seeds that are indispensable at the beginning in giving birth
to the yet un-born sprout-like initial qualities. In the middle,
they are like the nourishing water that is poured repeatedly

over the plant-like qualities of the six far-reaching practices
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such as generosity to grow fuller. In the end, they are like
the fully-ripened-fruit-like nectar of teachings of the
Victor’s rich harvest that is ready for the disciples to enjoy
for a long time to come. It is in those senses that the
author so respectfully offers the praise to loving-kindness
and compassion at the outset of the text. Likewise, it 1s
fitting for us to make concerted efforts to give birth to
loving-kindness and compassion with a similar energy of
appreciation, conviction, and aspiration as that of the

author.

Therefore, in this journey of cultivating loving-kindness
and compassion, it is imperative that we first correctly
identify these qualities. Let’s deal with these in terms of
their (a) nature, (b) classifications, (c) causes giving
rise to them, (d) the measure of giving birth to them,
(e) supportive reasoning [for the possibility of developing
them infinitely], (f) modes of cultivation, and (g) the

steps of cultivating familiarization with them.

As for their nature, great compassion is a deep-felt natural
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wish for all the sentient beings to be completely free from
all shortcomings and faults. Whereas, great loving-kindness
is similarly a deeply felt natural wish for all sentient beings
to be everlastingly adorned with joy and happiness. The
only difference between the two qualities is that while one
aspires for the shortcomings and faults to be done away
with, the other aspires for prosperity and wellbeing to be

met with.

As for the different forms they come in, great compassion
is presented in three forms: a compassion observing [just]
the sentient beings, a compassion observing their imper-
manence [as well], and finally, a compassion observing
their [intrinsically] unobservable [nature as well]. The
distinction among them is made on the basis of whether
[an individual’s] great compassion is directly informed by
an insight into the impermanent nature of things, or an
insight into the absence of inherent existence nature of
phenomena, or none of the above two. [An individual’s]
great compassion that is not directly informed by either of

the above insights is the first type of great compassion, i.e.
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the great compassion observing [just] the sentient beings.
A great compassion, though not directly informed by
an insight into the absence of inherent existence of things,
but is nonetheless directly informed by an insight into the
impermanent nature of things is the second type of great
compassion, i.e. the great compassion observing imperma-
nence [has transience as its object]. [An individual’s] great
compassion that is directly informed by an insight into the
absence of inherent existence of things is the third type of
great compassion, i.e. the great compassion observing the
unobservable [devoid of reference]. Thus, this distinction
can also be understood respectively as follows: the first is
an attitude that merely wishes all sentient beings to be free
from the dukkha of samsara, whereas the second is an
attitude that wishes sentient beings to [also] be free from
the dukkha that occurs due to the distortion of seeing
impermanent things as permanent. The last is an attitude
that wishes sentient beings to [also] be free from the
dukkha that occurs due to the distortion of seeing

non-inherently existing things as inherently existing.
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The same criteria of classification are applicable to

loving-kindness.

Let’s now look at the causes giving birth to them. 1f you
wonder what might be the main unique causes giving
birth to great compassion, it is (1) the recognition of all
sentient beings as [having been] one’s mother, father, or
benefactors (anyone who’s shown us the kindness of
having benefited us in some way); (2) remembrance of
their kindness as mothers, fathers or benefactors, (3) the
mind aspiring to repay their kindness, and (4) cherishing
love [that sees all sentient beings as pleasing no matter
what]. Since [according to Buddhist world view,] there is
no beginning to our births, i.e. all sentient beings excluding
none, there is not a single sentient being that has not been
one’s mother similar to the one from this life. When they
were our mothers, to the extent they were capable of pro-
viding, they always cared for us with all benefits, care, and
gave us protection from all harms and dangers, and they,
themselves, experienced so many hardships and sacrificed

their own comforts in order to provide us with their care
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and protection. They even sacrificed their lives for us when
we were steeped in sorrow and bereft of joy. They have
tried all means available to place us in happiness and free
us from sufferings. These reflections naturally lead to the
mind aspiring to repay their kindness. However, we need to

repeatedly familiarize ourselves with these above causes.

In particular, compassion is said to be generated from the
cherishing-love that holds all sentient beings dear and
precious. That is, one must hold all of our kind mother
sentient beings dear and precious for they have showered
us with extreme kindness when we were in sorrowful and
wretched conditions. Today, when they are in a similarly
wretched and poor condition, it is befitting to repay their
kindness for they are all the ones who have been kind to us.
Thus, the above are the modes of thinking that we should
train ourselves in and help generate compassion for them.
Again, the same approach can be applied in cultivating
loving-kindness. [For those who are uncomfortable
contemplating life after life, they can ponder on our

conditions of dependence and connections with each other
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across time and space in the present lifetime].

Now, as to the measure of giving birth to them. In general,
when one trains in these attitudes, (1) there is a time when
one must resort to mimicking others and generate
superficial attitudes, faking them while one does not have
an uncontrived, sincere one. (2) Then, there is a time when
one begins to feel them occasionally from the depth of one’s
heart and even manages to generate sincere ones. However,
one may still fall short of possessing stable experiences
of them. (3) With continued training this way, one may
eventually possess uncontrived, stable experiences. This
way, one could speak of these three stages of training in
these attitudes. Of them, the first one does not even qualify
as a [mind of] compassion. The second is a contrived,
superficial [mind of] great compassion, though not a
genuine one. An actual or a fully characterized one arises
only at the third stage. That is the stage when it is no
longer dependent on any efforts; rather it arises naturally
and spontaneously. That’s how the scriptures explain [the

process].
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Now, the supportive reasoning [for the possibility of
developing them infinitely]. 1f you wonder what supporting
rationale one might have for training in them to the point of
spontaneity and naturalness, Acharya Shantideva says the

following in his Bodhicharyavatara:

Not becoming easier upon practice,

There is no such thing anywhere.

Likewise, the great sage-logician, Acharya Dharmakirti

says in his Pramanavartika:

Compassion and others that one generates in mind
through familiarization
Will eventually develop to a natural, spontaneous

level.

So, the rationale behind the possibility of generating
genuine compassion and loving-kindness through
familiarization is elaborately captured in the context of
deliberations such as the above in those texts. To summarize

this whole concept in a syllogism form is as follows:

Subject: Consider the contrived compassion [or loving-
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kindness] that wishes all sentient beings to be free from

sufferings [or wishes them to be adorned with happiness];

Predicate: 1t 1s possible to develop it to a natural, spontane-
ous level if one persists in familiarizing with it through the

proper elements and process of practice;

Reason: Because it 1s a natural quality or property of mind
to possess a stable basis and have the tendency of not
requiring to depend on repeated efforts on the already

familiarized aspects.
Example: 1Like the mental quality of attachment.

Thus, the veritableness of the above claim is established

through valid reasoning such as the above.

Now, the modes of cultivating compassion and loving-
kindness. In the case of cultivating clarity of the object of
meditation such as with selflessness, one primarily resorts
to placement meditation. However, in the case of engaging
in meditation which involves augmenting the strength of an

attitude such as in the context of meditating on compassion,
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one primarily resorts to analytical meditation. That, too, in
contexts such as this, one engages in repeated reasoning
along the line of how all sentient beings have served as

one’s kind parents for innumerable times, etc.

Finally, as for the steps of familiarization to be undertaken.
In the case of beginners, they have to first begin cultivating
compassion and loving-kindness to their parents, relatives,
friends, etc. that have been kind to them, generating the
heartfelt attitude wishing them to be free from all short-
comings and faults, and wishing them to be adorned with all
prosperities and well-being. Next, they should move on to
strangers in the immediate neighborhood, those who have
neither benefitted nor harmed oneself. Thereafter, gradually
move on to one’s enemies who have done small, middling,
and great harm to oneself. Finally, direct one’s focus on all
sentient beings of the three realms who are swept away by
their afflictions and karmic actions, and wish them, from
the depth of one’s hearts, to be free from all shortcomings
and faults, and to be adorned with all prosperities and

well-being. This way, try to familiarize oneself with the
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means of generating great compassion and great

loving-kindness towards all sentient beings.

With sincere prayers that we may be successful in
generating such genuine attitudes of compassion and

loving-kindness towards all sentient beings.
Written by Geshe Palden Drakpa on August 03, 2011.

Translated from its Tibetan original into English by Geshe Dadul
Namgyal with editing assistance from Martha Leslie Baker in March

2019.
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