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2. THE FOUR NOBLE TRUTHS

THE TEACHINGS of Shakyamuni Buddha are categorized into three
groups. These are called the three turnings of the wheel of dharma. It is
from the three turnings that the three main types of Buddhism originated;
these traditions are referred to as the three vehicles. The first turning of the
wheel of dharma is generally summed up by the four noble truths and the
commentaries surrounding them.

It is from the first turning that the earliest schools of Buddhism derive
their fundamental guiding philosophies and practices of personal libera-
tion. It was this emphasis upon self-redemption which led later schools of
Buddhism to pejoratively refer to the earlier tradition as the Hinayana, the
“lesser” vehicle. In the second turning of the wheel of dharma, the seeds
were sown for the Mahayana tradition with its subtle philosophies and
active practices of compassion. In Mahayana, which means “greater vehicle,”
the mission of liberation has been broadened as being for the benefit of all
sentient beings. In the third turning of the wheel of dharma, the Buddha
gave teachings that lead to the most rapid path to liberation, encapsulated
by the Vajrayana or Mantrayana tradition.

There is sometimes a mistake made in the way that students perceive the
three turnings and the subsequent three traditions that spring from those
three sets of teachings. Students tend to assume that they should simply
choose which of the three turnings most appeals to them and then study
those teachings and apply those practices.

Unfortunately, the second assumption that quickly follows is that the
first turning and its practices are lower, lesser, and for those with poor facul-
ties for study and practice. Therefore, the second turning is then considered
intermediate and the third advanced and by far the superior. The conclu-
sion is quickly drawn that the student should have nothing to do with
the first two sets of teachings and skip immediately to the third, thereby
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fast-tracking his path to enlightenment. However, this view does not serve
the potential dharma student very well at all.

The view that is most correct and that will best provide for the student’s
education and practice is a view of personal liberation as the essential foun-
dation that must be laid if any further progress is to be made using teachings
from either of the other two vchicles.

Attempting to make progress within the Mahayana or Vajrayana vehicles
without study, contemplation, and practice within the framework of the
first turning is like trying to build the walls and roof of a house without
first creating some sort of foundation for the rest of that house to stand on:
the walls and roof will stand and protect us from the elements only at first.

Over time, the ground below can move, hard wind and rains will come,
and eventually shifts will occur that will cause the entire house to collapse.
A properly built house always begins with a foundation. The ground must
be leveled, and, if it is not firm, a foundation must be created from rocks or
concrete. Students should be encouraged to view the so-called Hinayana
as a foundation made of indestructible materials. When the foundation is
strong, it can withstand the challenges that come during practice of the
other two yanas.

No matter how storms might damage the roof and walls, so long as the
foundation remains intact, repair and rebuilding can always be done. As we
have already stated, the earliest schools are based on the first turning of
the wheel of dharma. This first set of the Buddha’s teachings is known as the

four noble truths, which are as follows:

1. The truth of suffering

2. The truth of the cause of suffering

3. The truth of the cessation of suffering
4. The truth of the path out of suffering

When students study, contemplate, and meditate on the four noble
truths, they reach a point of profound realization and a depth of certainty
that creates the indestructible foundation upon which all other aspects of
their practice are buile.

1. THE TRUTH OF SUFFERING

Although most sentient beings are unaware of it from moment to moment,
they are almost always mired in suffering of some form or another. There
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are sufferings related to material wealth, physical health, and psychological
and emotional fluctuations. In fact, many of the things that we believe are
sources of happiness for us actually only serve to perpetuate our suffering,

The most obvious example of suffering in the human realm is that of
physical suffering. Many people are sick, disfigured, maimed, and in pain. It
is easy for us to see these types of suffering and say to ourselves, “I am lucky!
I don’t have any of those types of suffering!” However, as human beings we
all suffer the experiences of birth, old age, sickness, and death. We may not
be dealing with the direct experience of suffering that those four occasions
inspire every day of our lives. However, we spend a significant amount of
time living in fear of experiences of physical suffering.

We spend even more time and energy either entertaining suffering or
attempting to avoid it. Entertaining suffering means that we give physical
suffering time and energy. We can do this by attempting to recuperate from
sickness, going to the doctor, resting, taking medicine, helping a sick person
who is near or dear to us to get well, dealing with that person’s death, etc.
Also, we can spend much time in the gym, or spend money on preventative
measures and even plastic surgery to try to slow down or stop sickness, old
age, and death.

There is great suffering in relation to material wants and needs. Again, it
is easy to look at the poorest people in the world and see their suffering as
they starve to death or suffer from exposure to the elements because they
have no shelter. We see this and feel as though we are not suffering because
we, unlike them, have the basic necessities of life. However, even when we
have our necessities met, we then suffer from the fear that we might lose
those most basic means of survival. Also, we may suffer from desire because
we want more exquisite and luxurious things, whether they are needed or
not. This type of suffering is limitless because no matter how much we have,
the craving for more never ceases.

The more we have, the more habitual the craving becomes, so that we
become even more desirous the more we accumulate. This type of suffering
becomes even worse because the more we wish to accumulate, the more we
fear losing what we have already accumulated. This particular cycle of suf-
fering is easily recognized in many of the richest yet most unhappy people
in the world today.

Traditionally, all suffering fits into one of three categories. First, there is
what is referred to as the suffering of suffering itself, which is what we experi-

ence when our mind encounters anything that it would prefer to avoid as
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well as those sufferings that no one has ever escaped: birth, sickness, old age,
and death. Second, there is the suffering of change, which is what we endure
any time we experience loss or even the fear of loss of something to which
we are atrached. Third, there are the inberent sufferings, which refer to the
basic dissatisfaction pervading all forms of life because of conditioned
states, the five skandhas which underlie our clinging and form our future
sufferings.

It is important for us to recognize that on its face this type of worldview,
one that accepts that we are surrounded by suffering every moment of our
lives, seems dark and depressing. However, just because it poses us difhculey
in the form of a very uncomfortable truth does not make it any less valid. In
fact, how would it be possible for us to ever find a solution to this kind of
problem if we weren’t aware that it existed? So, although unpleasant at first,
when we realize the truth of this view, and even use our intense conviction
in that truth to fuel our practice of buddha dharma, then what seems like a
negative view is actually quite useful to us, and therefore a reason to rejoice
that we have found the dharma.

In most instances, upon hearing this truth explained, students with even
the slightest intellectual faculties are quick to concede the logic of this
worldview as though it were obvious. However, when they leave a teach-
ing on this first noble truth they immediately resume a life of grasping,
attachment, aversion, and all the sufferings that stem from such life choices.
Mere mundane knowledge is not the deep conviction necessary to slow our
habitual momentum enough to change course and embark on a path away
from suffering and toward liberation.

We must have a certainty in the first noble truth that causes us to place
dharma practice above all other priorities. The ancient texts say that “We
must practice as if our hair is on fire.” This may seem odd, but if we see
the inevitability of particular outcomes from continuing our mundane
approaches to finding happiness, it begins to make more sense. Because of
the certainty of the sufferings inherent in samsara, and also the certainty
of our own eventual death, we should view our current situation as though
our hair were literally on fire and that the only way to put the fire out is to
practice dharma. This should give us an idea of the degree of urgency with
which we should practice.

This sense of urgency is fine for us to talk about and it may give us an
idea of how important dharma practice is. It may even give us the desire to
have this kind of urgency. Unfortunately, many of us are addicted to samsara
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more surely than the worst alcoholic or drug addict is bound to their habit:
we may understand that our addiction is the cause of all of our problems; we
may understand that the solution is to remove the source of the addiction
from our lives; but that does not mean that we actually want to give up our
addiction. It is therefore quite unlikely that we will succeed in removing the
addiction. Worst of all, it is almost impossible that we will one day conquer
the very root of the addiction itself. Fortunately, dharma practice possesses
that very possibility.

To dig out the very root of our attachment to the pleasures of samsara, we
must practice contemplative meditation. We can begin by simply sitting on
our meditation cushion and thinking of all the things that have caused us
suffering in the past or even present. In this way we contemplate the suffer-
ing of suffering itself. We can also sit and contemplate all of the things that
we have been attached to and then lost, or those things that we possessed
and enjoyed only to find that they required maintenance or other costs that
caused us suffering. In this way we contemplate the suffering of change.

We should also sometimes sit and try to think of all the times that we
and others have suffered as a result of birth, old age, sickness, and death. In
the same way, we should sit and try to think of anyone we know who has
managed to completely escape those four sufferings. It is in this way that we
contemplate the inherent sufferings. During these sessions of contemplative
meditation on the first noble truth, we must not allow ourselves to become
dark or depressed by our growing certainty in the inescapable and inevitable
nature of suffering in the realm of samsara.

Rather, we should rejoice in the realization that we are finally seeing
clearly enough to see our problems for what they really are. Without a clear
understanding of our problems there can be no solution. The path of per-
sonal liberation not only provides us with a clear view of the sources of suf-
fering, it also gives us the solution. However, we must continue on through
the other three noble truths in order to learn how to apply that solution to
suffering, so that we may be liberated from the bondage of samsara forever.

2. THE TRUTH OF THE CAUSE OF SUFFERING

Once the fact that suffering exists has been recognized, we then need to find
the root cause of suffering. The sages say that the origin of suffering must
be removed by its root, totally and completely, in order to liberate oneself
from the ocean of suffering. If we are unaware of the precise root cause of our



20 — STILLNESS, INSIGHT, AND EMPTINESS

suffering, we attempt to alleviate our suffering by simply working to remove
the most obvious and gross sources of our unhappiness.

There are many analogies that we can use to demonstrate how futile such
a process can be. In one sense, it is like a doctor who only treats the symp-
toms of a disease but never attempts to find a cure so the symptoms keep
returning, The ordinary person experiences the diseases of desire, attach-
ment, and ignorance as the symptoms of anxiety, stress, anger, sickness, and
loneliness. Trying to avoid the suffering of the symptoms without dealing
with the root cause will only yield temporary results at best. The root sick-
ness still remains.

Another way to think of this second truth, the need to find the root cause
of our suffering, is that it is like weeding a lawn: trying to remove weeds
from your lawn by simply cutting the grass is terribly ineffective. In a way
it does work, because from a distance the lawn looks uniformly green. But
upon only slightly closer inspection, it becomes obvious that the lawn is not
uniformly healthy. Only one day later, it is even more obvious because the
weeds have grown up much taller than the grass. At this point, the energy
spent on mowing is clearly wasted unless we apply some other approach.
The weeds will quickly grow back because the roots are still there. Everyone
knows that we must use special techniques, such as pulling them out by the
roots or spraying them with weed killer, in order to truly remove them. We
must treat our suffering in the same manner. We must dig out or kill the very
root from which our sufferings grow.

Yet another way for us to realize just how ridiculous are the mundane,
symptom-relief approaches to suffering is to simply think of our relation-
ship to our shoes and the ground upon which we walk. Imagine what life
would be like if we spent our entire lifetime with no protection whatsoever
for our feet—no shoes, no socks. We would suffer almost constantly from
cold, soreness, and injuries. It would be impossible to protect our feet by
completely covering the surface of the earth and everything on the carth
with padding and leather so that our feet do not get hurt, uncomfortable,
or cold. This would be like trying to put shoes on the world.

We know that putting shoes on the world is not just ridiculous but impos-
sible, so instead we put shoes on our feet. However, when we attempt to sur-
round ourselves with only the things that make us happy and never allow
ourselves to come near those things that seem to cause our suffering, it is just
like trying to put shoes on the world. Rather than attempting to distance
ourselves from the superficial causes of suffering, we must instead protect

THE FOUR NOBLE TRUTHS — 21

ourselves from suffering by addressing its root causes, which are the three
poisons of desire, attachment, and aversion. When we cleanse ourselves of
the three poisons, we can experience anything that the world has to offer
and still not experience suffering. In this way, we can say that addressing the
cause of suffering is like putting shoes on our feet so that no matter where
we walk our feet are always happy!

Itis important to say a few things about karma at this point. Many prac-
titioners think that they must simply purify themselves of all past nega-
tive karma so that they no longer have to experience the negative effects of
that karma. Where the ignorant notion of the inherent existence of the self
remains, there suffering will also remain. As soon as we believe in a real and
existent self, we immediately also create a false duality of “I” which then nat-
urally must compete with everything else in the world that we see as “other.”

This false duality is the very source of our desire, attachment, and aver-
sion. We then think, speak, and act in ways thar are rooted in those three
poisons. These unvirtuous thoughts, words, and actions in turn create even
more negative karma. So, as fast as we purify ourselves of karma, we replace
it just as quickly, locking us into the cycle of life that defines samsara. There-
fore, again, although we can try to avoid suffering by avoiding the superficial
causes completely, this just tends to reinforce the delusion of self which, over
time, only creates more suffering than if we had not acted to avoid suffering
to begin with.

Just as with the first noble truth, this can seem very dark and depressing
upon first analysis. But as we explained about the first noble truth, we can-
not truly find a way to peace and nirvana until we fully realize the causes of
suffering. Only when we know the precise cause of our suffering can we then
apply whatever measures are necessary for both short-term relief from that
suffering and long-term solutions that enable us to permanently remove the
cause itself and be frec of all suffering forever.

3. THE TRUTH OF THE CESSATION OF SUFFERING

When we initially hear the first two noble truths, we may think that this
fundamental and foundational worldview as advocated by the Buddhists is
terribly dark. However, there is no way we can find a solution that ends our
suffering without first knowing that we are suffering in the sense explained
by the first noble truth. Even then, we still cannot find that solution unless
we also know what the root cause of that suffering is; otherwise, we are just
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treating symptoms instead of applying a cure, as explained by the second
noble truch. Therefore, once we are truly convinced of these first two noble
truths, we are then ready to hear a third, that there is a solution that ends
all suffering completely and forever. We call this fact the third noble truth,
the cessation of suffering.

The previous section on the second truth described how to find the root
of our suffering and explained that the root of suffering is always the igno-
rance that creates the false duality of “I” and “other.” This ignorant view
then pollutes our minds with the three poisons of desire, attachment, and
aversion. When we take a good hard look at our suffering, the important
thing for us to focus upon at this point is not how dark and painful life in
samsara truly is. Rather, our focus now needs to shift to the fact that, if we
have discovered the root causes and conditions to any phenomenon of suf-
fering that arises, we are also on the brink of a solution. All we need to do
is remove the causes and conditions that allow any phenomenon to appear,
and it will no longer have a support for its apparent existence. If we remove
the root cause of the experience of suffering, then cessation becomes not
just possible; rather, the suffering must disappear because there is no longer
a cause for it.

It is important for the student to understand that this solution, although
surely effective, is gradual. When we first realize that we must completely
cleanse ourselves of all ignorance, as well as the desire, attachment, and aver-
sion that ignorance inspires, we may feel that although we now have a solu-
tion, it is a solution that seems almost impossible to execute because of the
breadth and depth of its scope. It is best to simply focus on beginning some
practice, no matter how small or elementary.

If that practice is then maintained consistently for even a short amount
of time such as a month or more, students should begin to see at least small
improvements not only in their ability to practice but also in the quality of
their daily lives, meaning how much they suffer and how skillfully they han-
dle that suffering. These improvements allow students to see more benefit in
practice and to gain even more benefit from continued practice. However,
in the earliest stages, it is also incredibly important for any improvements a
student notices to be recognized as reasons to have greater faith and confi-
dence in the dharma in general and in this third noble truth, the cessation of
suffering, in particular. It is easier to see that it is indeed possible to remove
the roots of suffering and find cessation when we begin dharma practice and
almost immediately begin to suffer less.
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It is also easier to believe confidently in the cessation of suffering if we
look to the examples of the many beings throughout history who have
reached the ultimate goal of liberation from their own suffering. When we
have doubts about our own practice and its ability to lead us to the cessation
of suffering, we should spend some time in contemplation of all those sages
that came before us. They were once ignorant, just like us.

They experienced desire, attachment, and aversion, just like us. They
began a practice, just like us. However, unlike us, they cleansed themselves
of their ignorance and thus found cessation of their suffering. Therefore, if
we stay with our practice long enough, just like they did, we too may find
cessation of our suffering. When we look up to the historical figures that
attained the goal for which we have only begun to strive, it helps to energize
ourselves and our practice so that we have the diligence and perseverance to
continue on the path in the face of obstacles.

4. THE TRUTH OF THE PATH

The fourth noble truth is the truth of the path. We have identified the first
three truths and have a firm grasp of the fact that suffering exists, that suf-
fering has a cause, and that it is possible for suffering to cease if we eliminate
thar cause. The fourth noble truth explains that there is a specific solution,
a particular method that we can use to eliminate the root cause of our suf-

fering so that we may become completely free from the bondage of samsara.

That method is known as the noble eightfold path.
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3. THE NOBLE EIGHTFOLD PATH

N THE FIRST turning of the wheel of dharma, Shakyamuni Buddha laid
Iout the solution to the problem of suffering very clearly in a program
of practice known as the noble eightfold path. The eightfold path teaches
us that we should spend our lives engaging our body, speech, and mind in
rigorous and diligent practice of the following:

. Right view

. Right thought

. Right speech

. Right action

. Right livelihood

. Right effort

. Right mindfulness

. Right concentration
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These may seem very general or esoteric, but with just a small amount of
commentary on each of the eight components of the path, we get avery clear
idea of what we should do to accomplish the ultimate goal of liberation.

1. RiGHT VIEW

Right view, also called right understanding, is the ability to understand the
nature of things exactly as they are, without delusion or distortion. If we
hold wrong views, thus misunderstanding the nature of reality, then our
thoughts, speech, and actions issue forth from this misunderstanding. This
in turn brings unhappiness and suffering. If we cultivate the right view
of reality then our thoughts, speech, and actions are born from this right
understanding. This brings happiness and freedom from suffering.
Imposing our self-centered desires, needs, expectations, or fears onto our
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perception or experience of life comes from wrong understanding. This is
most easily seen when we are satisfied or happy when things go our way but
are angry, sad, or otherwise unsettled when they do not. When our view of
reality comes to us filtered through our own selfishness, our perception of
reality is colored in ways that leave us deluded and confused. This results
in actions of body, speech, and mind that cause pain and suffering because
they flow from our own self-cherishing. However, when we have a correct
perception of reality, one that recognizes the interdependent nature of all
beings’ happiness, our actions flow instead from a view that is altruistic at
its core. This results in actions that are fundamentally rooted in loving-
kindness and compassion, allowing us to find true and lasting freedom from
pain and suffering.

With right understanding we correctly perceive the truth of interdepen-
dent origination, that all phenomena are both empty of inherent existence
and impermanent. We realize that lasting happiness and satisfaction do not
come from any temporary external phenomena but rather from learning to
recognize the very nature of our own mind and thus discovering our own
innate potential, our own inherent basic goodness.

Additionally, when we have right view, we have faith and confidence in
the karmic law of cause and effect. We understand that wholesome, life-
affirming actions bring benefit to all beings, and we possess the certainty
that unwholesome, negative actions bring suffering and dissatisfaction.
Right understanding requires our full comprehension of the four noble
truths, which explain the nature of reality.

Right view is crucial to the practice of the noble eightfold path because it
is the foundation for the practice. Although there are seven other parts to the
cightfold path, they each depend upon the first, right view. Without right
view, we cannot see what is correct and apply that knowledge as we travel
the rest of the path. A practitioner must have the correct view in order to
escape from conditioned existence, known as samsara. Without right view,
the practitioner is like a blind man who has been abandoned in the middle
of the desert and left to find his own way out. Just so, if we do not have
right view, then we have no ability to recognize what is right thought, right
speech, and so forth.

2. RiIGHT THOUGHT

Right thought, also referred to as right intention, means that our thoughts,
feelings, and desires are in complete harmony with the correct perception

A AT

THE NOBLE EIGHTFOLD PATH — 27

of reality that we develop through our practice of right view. When our
thoughts are informed by a correct view of reality, they are in accordance
with the way reality actually functions. When we practice right thought,
our thoughts and intentions are free from selfish desire, hostility, and cru-
elty. Right thought means that our thinking, attitude, and motivations are
aligned with love, kindness, compassion, wisdom, and harmlessness.

Also, we unconditionally extend this altruistic mindset, these noble
qualities, to all living beings. Like right view, right thought is also directly
related to other aspects of the eightfold path such as right speech and right
action. The way we think directly influences our speech and actions. There-
fore, our misunderstanding of reality causes wrong thinking, which gives
rise to unvirtuous speech and actions which in turn cause harm. This results
not only in pain and suffering, but also in the creation of more and more
negative karma.

The phenomenal world, as we perceive it, is the fruition of our individual
karma. Karma is cause and effect, it is the result of action, and action origi-
nates from thoughts. Therefore, right thought deserves much mindfulness
and awareness, because our thoughts set off chains of events that eventu-
ally create every aspect of our experience of reality during this lifetime. As
dharma practitioners, we strive to dedicate our body, speech, and mind to
the dharma path; however, our body and speech are ruled by the mind,
which makes right thought extremely important.

By analogy, mind could be considered the king, and body and speech
his subjects; if the king is confused and gives orders to his subjects that are
negative in nature, then the subjects’ actions to carry out these orders would
have negative results and therefore create negative karma. In contrast, if the
king has right thought, then his directions to his subordinates will result
in their acting in a way that is positive, bringing benefit to themselves and
others. Thus, it is important that our mind has the clarity and awareness to
govern the body and speech, directing them toward positive action and the
creation of positive karma.

3. RIGHT SPEECH

Right speech is the ability to speak truthfully and without causing harm.
Right speech comes naturally from right thought, since our speech is a
direct expression of our thoughts. In the context of Buddhist ethics and the
practice of those ethics as taught by Shakyamuni Buddha in the eightfold

path, right speech is extremely important. This is because the words we use
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to express our thoughts can either bring benefit or harm to ourselves and
others, thereby creating positive or negative karma. Therefore, practitioners
must choose their words with extreme care. The Buddha taught four specific
methods by which we can regulate our speech for the benefit of ourselves
and others.

First, we should always speak words of honesty, meaning simply that we
always give voice to the truth. Right speech means that we do not lie or
slander, for speaking in those ways creates resentment, conflict, division,
and disharmony among others.

Second, we should always use words of kindness, meaning that we avoid
saying things that bring negativity, harm, and dissention. Our speech should
never be cruel or hurtful to others. Qur words should not create hatred,
misunderstanding, or suffering.

Third, we must cultivate the practice of always using words of nurturing
and mutual respect. These are words and ways of speaking that bring peace,
harmony, and comfort. We should always refrain from speaking in ways that
are harsh, rude, impolite, abusive, or malicious.

Finally, we must always use words that are worthy, meaning to speak what
is useful and valuable for each moment. We must reduce our involvement
in things such as slander and gossip that do nothing but distract us and
waste our time and energy. We refrain from idle, useless, or foolish talk. In
this way, we cultivate the ability to speak the truth skillfully; we learn to use
words that are friendly, gentle, benevolent, and meaningful while still being
honest, forthright, and truthful.

Right speech means speaking kindly and wisely at the right time and
place. When we are not able to speak in ways that are beneficial, useful,
kind, or uplifting, we may consider the wisdom of abiding in noble silence.
Through right speech we cultivate ethical conduct and personal integrity,
the essential foundations of the path.

4, RIGHT ACTION

Right action, or right conduct, means that our behavior is ethical, honor-
able, and responsible. Like right speech, right action also comes naturally
from right thought, since our actions are a direct expression of our thoughts.
Our conduct, being in accord with right thought, will always be consistent
with compassion, generosity, and nonviolence. We abstain from unwhole-
some behavior such as destroying life (killing), taking what is not given
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(stealing), or engaging in sexual misconduct. The Buddha taught that to
follow the path of right action is simple: do no harm. Unwholesome actions
lead us toward states of mind that are increasingly negative, whereas whole-
some actions lead to positive states of mind. To have wholesome behavior,
we must adopt the ten wholesome actions and abandon the ten unvirtuous
behaviors. To do this at the physical level, to practice the ten wholesome
actions of the body, is easily summed up in the following three simple parts.

Respect life

Abstain from harming sentient beings, especially from takingife, including
suicide. We should certainly refrain from doing harm intentionally; how-
ever, through cultivating our own wisdom and mindfulness, we can learn
to refrain from doing harm as a result of negligence. We should cultivate
an attitude of respect and value for all living beings, and demonstrate this
attitude by nurturing and protecting life wherever and whenever we have
the opportunity.

Do not steal

Earn all that you have and abstain from taking what is not given. This
includes acquiring the possessions of others through fraud, deceitfulness,
or dishonesty. Rather, we cultivate our compassion through actions of gen-
crosity, giving wherever and whenever we see others in need of our material
assistance.

Control desire

Do not take part in sexual misconduct by being overcome by your desire.
Conduct all sexual relationships using kindness, compassion, and respect
rather than allowing your behavior to harm another being. If you are an
extremely advanced practitioner, then you may take ordination and become
a monk or nun, one who follows the rules and regulations of the Vinaya
Sutra. If you are an ordinary practitioner, desire may be controlled by fol-
lowing the lay precepts. The precept for lay practitioners regarding sexual
conduct states that sexual relationships should always be monogamous in
nature, requiring honesty and faithfulness at all times for the duration of
the relationship.
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5. RI1GHT LIVELIHOOD

Right livelihood requires that we earn our living in an honorable and life-
affirming way, free from deceit or dishonesty. When we earn our living in
a righteous way, our wealth is gained legally and peacefully, in a manner
that avoids bringing harm to others and ourselves. We should not earn
our livelihood in any way that involves harm, cruelty, or injustice to either
human beings or animals, nor do we support those who harm other beings.
Specifically, dharma practitioners should avoid dealing in weapons, raising
animals for slaughter, or selling intoxicants such as alcohol or drugs. As a
true dharma practitioner, we cherish all living beings and support and assist
all life in general. Our main practice is to embrace our interconnectedness
with all sentient beings.

Therefore, right livelihood means that we should engage in work and
projects that create positive results, or positive karma, in both the short term
and the long term. These activities should benefit not only us but also the
community at large, whether we're talking about our own neighborhood
or the entire planet. To be in accord with right livelihood means to live in
harmony and unity with all life on the planet. Furthermore, we must live
not just to satisfy our own personal desires but also to compassionately serve
the welfare of all beings. By living in accordance with the standards of right
livelihood, we greatly enhance our progression on the path toward the ulti-
mate goal of liberation. Even small improvements in right livelihood during
one lifetime are considered great progress for many lives to come; they are
like drops of water that accumulate over time to eventually form an ocean.

6. RiGHT EFFORT

Right effort is the wholchearted, diligent, and energetic endeavor to train
our mind and heart. We are to renounce or transform negative feelings,
thoughts, and other unwholesome states of mind. We are to abandon those
negativities that have arisen in our awareness. In addition, we are to develop

and maintain positive, loving, virtuous, and wholesome states of mind and
heart. Right effort means we avoid being carried away by distractions and
desires. We are to develop steady perseverance, making a firm and unshak-
able resolve to practice the dharma. We endeavor to express love, compas-
sion, wisdom, and virtue in our thoughts, speech, and actions.
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Right effort could be seen as a prerequisite for making substantial gains
in the areas outlined by the other principles of the eightfold path. Without
enthusiastic effort, whether right or wrong, nothing can be accomplished.
For the creation of positive karma this effort must be righteous, because
misguided effort will cause harm and therefore the creation of more nega-
tive karma. Discipline and joyous diligence in the application of right effort
is the key to persevering on the path. The decision to take up the path to
liberation must be firm and always executed with right effort. However,
we should not be distressed by the thought that a new practitioner must
perfect right effort before making gains in any other areas of the path. At
first, any effort is good effort, and then, as the practitioner uses that effort
to progress in positive ways, her ability to improve the quantity and quality
of effort will also improve.

If we truly want to awaken and attain liberation from suffering, we must
practice with enthusiastic effort and joyous diligence. By this we mean that
we do not practice the buddha dharma only because we feel an obligation
to ourselves or others to do so; and we certainly do not practice because we
fear that if we didn’t, we would be punished in some way. Rather, we prac-
tice with joyful enthusiasm because we are excited by the positive outcomes
of our dharma practice. In this way, rather than draining us of energy and
leaving us feeling resentful or angry about the time and energy it requires,
our practice instead uplifts and energizes us more and more as we put more
effort into it. It is at this point that our ordinary efforts truly become right
effort.

7. RIGHT MINDFULNESS

Right mindfulness, or right attention, means being attentive, mindful, and
aware at all times. We should be mindful of our bodily actions, sensations,
and feelings; mindful of our speech; even mindful of the activity of the
mind itself. Right mindfulness means giving our full attention to that which
is positive, life affirming, and beneficial to other beings. We are also to be
mindful to stay clear of that which is negative, harmful, or destructive.

To actually practice right mindfulness, we must cultivate those states of
mind conducive to our spiritual progress. In accord with right mindful-
ness, our awareness is where it should be, completely attentive to what is
happening within us and around us in the present moment. We see things
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as they are, without distortion. When attention is scattered or deluded,
our thoughts, speech, or actions may become careless, which in turn causes
harm to others or ourselves.

In these situations we can practice right mindfulness by embracing our
own negative karma as being the painful consequences of our actions. We
maintain mindful awareness of the fact that these painful effects are, in
fact, creations of our own previous actions, that we are merely reaping what
we ourselves have sown and therefore have no reason to feel victimized or
persecuted. As we practice right mindfulness, we are steady, open, aware,
present, insightful, and serene in attitude; we think, speak, and act with
loving-kindness, compassion, and wisdom. Practicing right mindfulness
enables us not only to cease the accumulation of negative karma but also
to begin to purify the negative karma from our previous ways of negative
living, Practicing right mindfulness helps us to accumulate positive karma,
the merit from which will only help us to move further and more quickly
along our dharma path.

Mindfulness requires that we always remain present in each moment,
that we maintain awareness at all times. Meditation trains us to cultivate
mindfulness so that we may achieve transcendent awareness and eventu-
ally completely overcome the pain and suffering of samsara. Mindfulness
should be practiced not only during seated meditation but also in all other
activities in our lives, whether we are walking, eating, working, or sleeping.
In order to bring every aspect of our daily lives to our dharma path, we
must cultivate perfect mindfulness and awareness. When every action of
body, speech, and mind is directed toward the practice of dharma in every
moment, whether awake or asleep, then we have achieved the perfection of
right mindfulness.

It was taught by the Buddha that mindfulness allows us to control the
four frames of reference to achieve great understanding. These four frames
of reference are the physical body, our emotional feelings, our ordinary
thoughts, and our mental attributes.

Body

Focusing attention on our physical being can help us direct the mind away
from the distractions of the world. By focusing on our breath, our constitu-
ent body parts, our movements, our actions, or simply the fact of our physi-
cal existence, we can experience calmness and clarity.
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Emotions

Paying attention to our feelings, such as sensations or emotions, and observ-
ing them arising and ceasing in our mind allows us to realize that they are
dependently arisen phenomena and are therefore lacking inherent exis-
tence. This means that they are neither permanent nor solid nor real. When
we misinterpret afflictive emotions as being anything other than illusory, we
become overly identified with the sensations they produce. We tend to say
things like “I am angry,” or “I am sad,” when, in truth, we are merely experi-
encing a moment of anger or sadness. The anger or sadness does not really
define who we are at our core, which is actually basic goodness or buddha
nature. Understanding the illusory nature of our emotions helps us to break
our habits of clinging to those feelings so that we no longer define ourselves
by these temporary, afflictive emotions.

Thoughts

Just as we can observe our feelings arising and ceasing, so can we observe
our thoughts in much the same way. When we turn the mind inward, so
that it looks upon itself, we begin to sce that observed and observer are
inseparable, and gradually we become able to realize the very nature of our
own minds. The mind itself is nondual. There are not thoughts that are
separate from the mind itself, nor are there thoughts that the mind “has” as
though it possessed them as separate entities. The mind and the thoughts
are inseparable, like the ocean and the waves on its surface. The waves are
simply an expression of the current state of the ocean, whether calm or tur-
bulent. The waves themselves do not change the nature of the ocean itself.
Just so, thoughts are merely an expression of the current state of our mind.
Thoughts are both temporary and illusory and thus belie the true nature of
our own minds. When our practice brings us to a point where we are able
to transcend the dual conception of our minds, we are then able to over-
come the ignorance that fosters the wrong view that also separates “I” from
“other,” creating that false duality which is the root of all suffering.

Mental attributes

Although our thoughts and feelings are dependently arisen phenomena,
from the ultimate perspective, the mind within which they arise is itself
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also lacking inherent existence. However, it does have three specific attri-
butes that can be identified. These will be explained in greater depth in later
chapters but will be touched upon briefly here. First, because the mind lacks
inherent existence, its nature is emptiness, meaning that it has limitless pos-
sibility for transformation in the arising and ceasing of phenomena. Second,
because it arises from emptiness, its nature is also unobstructed spacious-
ness, meaning that it knows no barriers or boundaries. The third nature of
mind is that of luminous clarity. Since mind appears, and phenomena such
as thoughts and feelings arise within it and can be observed, we experience
a variety of activity just as we observe rainbows that arise and dissipate in
the sky. The luminous clarity can be thought of as being a light that allows
us to see what is in the room. Without the luminous quality of the mind
we would not be able to observe phenomena as they arise, nor could we
perceive the space within which they arise; however, since we can observe
them, we are able to learn to differentiate right from wrong and overcome
the negative karma we have accumulated since beginningless time. If we
come to know these attributes of our own mind through meditation, we
begin to know the minds and hearts of all other sentient beings as well. This
is the mindfulness that leads to transcendent awareness.

8. RiIGHT CONCENTRATION

Right concentration, also called right meditation, is the means for train-
ing and centering the mind. Through right concentration we bring our
mind, ordinarily restless and agitated, into a state of calm and tranquility.
When regular meditation practice results in the cultivation of one-pointed
concentration, a mental state of unwavering attentiveness, this is what we
mean by right concentration. By training the mind in right concentration,
we extinguish the fire of the delusional, self-centered afflictive emotions. It
is essential that, ultimately, we learn to completely let go of these afflictive
emotions, because their destructive thinking rules our untrained mind and
results in actions that create pain, suffering, and more negative karma.

Through this practice of right meditation, we develop serenity and men-
tal discipline as well as emotional stability. We also gain insight into the true
nature of reality by practicing meditation.

We need to constantly remind ourselves that we are practicing right con-
centration. We are ceaselessly bombarded by the winds of desire that push
us toward samsaric activity, bringing us more dissatisfaction and suffering.
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Our skillful focus will help us to stand firm and direct our mind toward
right concentration, which brings us peacefulness and tranquility. Single-
minded concentration helps us to recognize not only when we have fallen
off our path, but also why we have fallen.

Through this practice, eventually we even come to recognize when we are
about to fall. At these times, we are then able to self-correct by continuing to
practice right concentration and following the dharma path without hesita-
tion or doubt. Therefore, we move beyond having to fall and learn from our
missteps and instead avoid making mistakes altogether. It is through this
practice of constantly developing our meditative skill through right concen-
tration that directs us toward the path of liberation and moves us more and
more rapidly toward enlightenment and nirvana. Right concentration leads
us through the various stages of meditation into a perfect state of equanim-
ity that is completely free of attachment, aversion, or indifference; it is in
this state that we come to experience a new degree of satisfaction, joyfulness,
and tranquility that stems from realization of the perfect purity of our own
mind, and gradually we gain attainment of the highest wisdom that is the
unity with our own basic goodness.

Right concentration is a fully engaged means of training the mind and
heart to be completely present and open in each moment, without cutting
ourselves off from others or escaping the responsibilities of life. Through
right concentration we also cultivate mental discipline: without discipline
we cannot truly realize right concentration, and without right concentra-
tion we cannot attain the ultimate improvement of wisdom. When we do
attain this ultimate perfection of our own wisdom, we have mastered the
practice of an essential aspect of the noble eightfold path.

Sarva mangalam!




