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Much ado about nothing.
William Shakespeare

“O young lady, who gave you this self-confidence of yours?”

“The Elder himself imparted it to me, because this self-confidence of mine
would not have arisen if the Elder had not questioned me.”

From T he Siitra of the Prophecy of the Young Lady Excellent Moon

Breathe the form of Madhyamaka—open sky
Feel the sound of Madhyamaka—roaring silence
Open up to the touch of Madhyamaka—Ietting go
Be thrilled by the taste of Madhyamaka—equality’s variety
Get soaked within the scent of Madhyamaka—freedom innate

Resistance is liberation
No point in fighting
You are all surrounded by yourself

Give up the surroundings
Don’t defend your
headquarters

And conquer the
citadel

of

self-surrender
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Foreword

Entering the Way of the Bodhisattva is one of the most influential and inspiring
texts in Buddhist history. Renowned for its poetry, it presents some of the most
profound teachings of the Buddhist philosophical tradition in a lucid and sim-
ple style, combining the view of emptiness with direct instructions for contem-
plative practices of compassion.

The author of the Bodhicaryivatira, as the text is titled in its original Sanskrit,
is Santideva, a great eighth-century Indian master from Nalanda University.'
The treatise is a very practical guide for those aspiring to actualize the practices
of the six paramitas, or perfections: generosity, discipline, patience, exertion,
meditation, and superior knowledge or prajaa.

Buddhist practitioners in India and Tibet have expounded, studied, and
practiced the Bodhicaryavatira in an unbroken tradition until today. Over the
centuries, great Buddhist masters of India and Tibet composed numerous com-
mentaries and instructions on the text. Many masters not only wrote about this
famous book, but also continuously taught this text to their students. One such
master is the most renowned wandering hermit Patrul Rinpoche, who taught
this text at Dzogchen Shri Singha Shedra of the Dzogchen Monastery, and later
at his retreat area in the Dzachu region of eastern Tibet. Indeed, this text
addresses timeless issues, which are of critical importance to anyone who is seri-
ously engaged in spiritual pursuits, and contemporary masters continue to write
about it and teach it to their students.

The Bodhicaryavatdra is presented in ten main topics or chapters: 1) Benefits
of Bodhicitta; 2)Purification; 3) Embracing Bodhicitta; 4) Awareness; 5) Vigi-
lance; 6) Patience; 7) Perseverance; 8) Meditation; 9) Wisdom (prajfia); and 10)
Dedication.

The exposition of the Madhyamaka, or the Middle Way philosophy, in the
ninth chapter is one of the classic presentations of this profound view and forms
the basis for elucidating the §tinyatavada, or teachings on emptiness, as taught by
Nagarjuna, the founder of the Middle Way school.

One of the most detailed and complete commentaries on the Bodhicaryavatira
is the Ocean of the Dharma of the Great Vebicle?, composed by Pawo Tsuklak
Trengwa (1504-1566). He was a great teacher of the Kagyii lineage of Tibet and
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was one of the two most important students of the Eighth Karmapa, Mikyd
Dorje (1507-1554), a great scholar and meditation master who wrote over thirty
volumes of commentaries and instructions on Buddhist stitras and tantras.

The Kagyii lineage is rich in intellectual studies, especially in the areas of phi-
losophy and logic, as well as in its tradition of practice instructions, famed for
their directness. Teachers in this tradition use a balanced approach to lead stu-
dents along the “middle way,” a distinctive method of the Kagyii lineage.
Through study, combined with practice pursuant to these instructions, one may
develop the wisdom that is the basis for transcending the neurotic confusion of
samsara.

The scholarly tradition of the Kagyii lineage expanded rapidly during the time
of the Seventh, Eighth, and Ninth Karmapas. The author of this text, Pawo Rin-
poche, lived during the peak of this period, and played a very important role in
clarifying the intentions of Karmapa Miky6 Dorje and enriching the view of the
Kagyii Madhyamaka school. His contribution to Kagyii scholarship was thus
very important, and his writings are still studied today at different Kagyii shedras,
including the main seat of His Holiness the Karmapa, Tsurphu, in Tibet, and at
Karma Shri Nalanda Institute in Rumtek, Sikkim, India.

The Bodpicarydvatira is one of the few Indian Buddhist texts for which the
original Sanskrit has survived. It was first translated into Tibetan from Sanskrit
in the eighth century. Now, in the twenty-first century, we are especially fortu-
nate to have many different translations of the root verses in English, as well as
translations of portions of some commentaries.

I am delighted to present The Center of the Sunlit Sky, which includes a trans-
lation of the commentary by Pawo Tsuklak Trengwa on the chapter of the Bod-
hicaryavatira on “Wisdom.” A special feature of this first publication in the
Nitartha Institute Series is an extensive introductory presentation of Madhya-
maka in the Kagyii tradition by Dr. Karl Brunnhslzl.

Karl Brunnhélzl is a highly qualified translator, interpreter, and teacher. This
excellent translation and comprehensive introduction to Madhyamaka in the
Kagyii tradition reflect his knowledge, wisdom, and extensive experience study-
ing and presenting these materials for many years. In particular, he has studied
Tibetan language and Buddhist philosophy and logic with Very Venerable
Khenchen Tsultrim Gyamtso Rinpoche and myself, as well as with many other
teachers. He has also translated numerous Tibetan texts into English and Ger-
man. Karl has been one of the key translators and teachers at the Nitartha Insti-
tute.

This book gives, for the first time in a Western publication, a comprehensive
presentation of the unique Kagyii view of Madhyamaka. While going into great
detail in his presentation of the view, Karl is still careful to address Madhyamaka
within a context of meditation. Special features of his detailed treatment include
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a discussion of Shentong in relation to Madhyamaka and a detailed consideration
of differences between Kagyii and Geluk understandings of this philosophy as
highlighted in the works of Mikys Dorje and Tsongkhapa. In sum, this is a pio-
neering effort to make Kagyii scholarship on Madhyamaka philosophy known to
a wider audience.

I am grateful to have had the opportunity to teach the ninth chapter of Bod-
hicaryavatira at Nitartha Insticute Europe. Karl prepared the translation of this
chapter for my class, along with that of the commentary by Pawo Tsuklak
Trengwa, and assisted with translation during my teaching. At that time, Karl and
I discussed how important it would be to write an extensive introduction to this
chapter when published in English. I am delighted by Karl’s remarkable accom-
plishment. He has not only presented us with a wonderful translation, but also
an outstanding introduction that truly elucidates the view of Santideva through
the teachings of the great Kagyii Madhyamaka masters.

May this translation contribute to the genuine effort to transplant pure dharma
in the West. May this book awaken the wisdom heart of all beings and through
this, may countless sentient beings benefit.

In the dharma,

Dzogchen Ponlop Rinpoche
Nalanda West

Seattle, Washington

May, 2004

1 Nalanda University was one of the greatest institutions of higher learning in human history.
It reached its zenith during the first millennium and by the seventh century encompassed
hundreds of buildings and upwards of 10,000 students and faculty. The university was home
to the renowned Buddhist scholars of that time, including Nagarjuna, Aryadeva, Séntarak§ita,
Padmasambhava and Candrakirti. It was destroyed in the 12th and 13th centuries.
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yas pa’i snying po).






Preface

GIVEN THE NUMBER OF STUDIES on Madhyamaka in general and the quantity of
translations of Madhyamaka texts into Western languages, one might well won-
der what the point of yet another book on this topic, with yet another transla-
tion of the ninth chapter of the Bodhicaryiavatira,' might be. The brief answer to
this is that, despite the extensive materials on Madhyamaka that are currently
available in the West, the overall picture of this Buddhist system in India and
Tibet is not nearly complete. A number of issues call for an attempt to fill in
some gaps. First, with a few exceptions, the majority of books or articles on
Madhyamaka by Western—particularly North American—scholars is based on
the explanations of the Gelugpa school of Tibetan Buddhism.? Deliberately or
not, many of these Western presentations give the impression that the Gelugpa
system is more or less equivalent to Tibetan Buddhism as such and that this
school’s way of presenting Madhyamaka (especially with respect to its Conse-
quentialist® branch) is the standard or even the only way to explain this system,*
which has led to the still widely prevailing assumption that this is actually the case.
From the perspective of Indian and Tibetan Buddhism in general, nothing could
be more wrong. In fact, the peculiar Gelugpa version of Madhyamaka is a minor-
ity position in Indo-Tibetan Buddhism, since its uncommon features are nei-
ther found in any Indian text nor accepted by any of the other Tibetan schools.’
Thus, the current situation in the West in no way represents the richness of
Madhyamaka views that existed in India and are still transmitted in all four major
Tibetan Buddhist schools. Specifically, there is no general outline of the Madh-
yamaka view as presented in the Kagyii school of Tibetan Buddhism in any West-
ern language.

However, I would like to make it clear at the outset that this book is not about
sectarianism or which view is the better one. Rather, it should be regarded as an
attempt to shed some light on more facets of the living Indo-Tibetan Buddhist
tradition and to introduce them to a wider Western audience. As the Buddha
himself always said, it is up to us which teachings we personally find most con-
vincing and helpful for our lives.

In addition, there is a rather common cliché that the followers of the Kagyii
school just chant rituals or sit in caves and three-year retreats to practice medi-
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tation and lack any scholatly tradition. By presenting materials from a number
of mainly Karma Kagyii sources, I attempt to show that there definitely #sa rich
scholarly and scriptural tradition in this school and to offer a glimpse of it.

Marpa’s scholarly accomplishment, resulting from his twenty-one years of
studying with many masters in India, is still evident in his numerous translations
contained in the Tibetan Buddhist canon, in both Kangyur” and Tengyur.® Not
widely known is that Milarepa studied intensively with Marpa before he set off
for his solitary retreats. His familiarity with advanced Buddhist terminology and
concepts can be seen in many of his vajra songs. Starting with Gampopa’
(1079-1153), the school’s early masters wrote mainly works that focus on medi-
tation practice. Before Gampopa met his principal teacher, Milarepa, he was
already an accomplished master in the Kadampa'® tradition, well known for its
rigorous educational training. He composed numerous texts on Mahamudra,
and his Jewel Ornament of Liberation" is held in high esteem by all Tibetan tra-
ditions. The First Karmapa Tiisum Khyenba' (1110-1193) studied extensively for
about two decades with most of the greatest masters of his time, including Chaba
Chokyi Senge" and Patsab Lotsawa,' before he became Gampopa’s student. The
Second Karmapa Karma Pakshi (1206-1283) wrote many—now lost—volumes,
including a text on valid cognition.” The Third Karmapa Rangjung Dorje'®
(1284-1339) greatly contributed to the corpus of practice-oriented works, mainly
through his famous Profound Inner Reality,” but he also wrote a number of more
scholarly works, such as his Distinction between Consciousness and Wisdom," a
treatise on Buddha nature,” and a recently rediscovered commentary on
Nagarjuna’s Praise to the Dharmadhdtu. The Fourth Karmapa Rélpay Dorje®
(1340-1383) was a prolific writer on logic and reasoning.

The Sixth Karmapa Tongwa Tonden? (1416-1453) studied extensively with
the great Sakya master Rongtén Sheja Kiinrig? (1367-1449). From this time
onward, throughout Tibet, the Karmapas established a number of major Kagyii
monastic colleges (shedra),” the main ones being Tagbo Legshay Ling* and Satam
Nyinje Ling.” According to Jamgon Kongtrul’s Treasury of Knowledge, initially,
the sources for the exegetical system of the siitra texts in the Kagyii lineage are for
the most part to be found in the Sakya tradition, specifically in the explanations
of Rongtén. The Karma Kagyii school’s independent exegetical tradition with
regard to the great stitra texts started with the Seventh Karmapa’s? (1454-1506)
Ocean of Texts on Reasoning® and his commentary on The Ornament of Clear
Realization. This exegetical tradition reached its culmination in the extensive
works of the Eighth Karmapa Miky6 Dorje? (1507-1554), who wrote commen-
taries on four of the five traditional topics of siitra studies as well as a number
of independent treatises on both stitras and tantras, over thirty volumes all
together. The Ninth Karmapa Wangchug Dorje* (1556-1603), in addition to his
famous three major texts on Mahamudra® and other works on tantra, wrote both
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brief and extensive commentaries on the five topics of sutra.® Also the Four-
teenth and Fifteenth Karmapas, Tegchog Dorje (1798-1868) and Kakyab Dorje
(1871-1922), were accomplished scholars, both involved in the nonsectarian
Rime* movement in Eastern Tibet; they composed numerous texts. Other great
scholars in the Karma Kagyii school who wrote their own commentaries and
treatises on both sttras and tantras include the Fifth and Sixth Shamarpas, Gon-
cho Yenla® (1525-1583) and Chokyi Wangchug® (1584-1630), the First Karma
Trinlayba Choglay Namgyal” (1456-1539), the Second Pawo Rinpoche Tsugla
Trengwa* (1504-1566), Tagbo Dashi Namgyal® (1512-1587), the Eighth Situpa
Chékyi Jungnay® (1699-1774), and Jamgon Kongtrul Lodré Taye* (1813-1899),
one of the main figures in the Rime movement.”

The flourishing of this well-established scholarly tradition was somewhat weak-
ened after the time of the Ninth Karmapa as a result of almost all its colleges being
closed down by the Central Tibetan government. The most important exception
to this was the college at Palpung® Monastery in eastern Tibet, founded by the
Eighth Situpa in 1727. Nevertheless, most of the classical Kagyii scriptures con-
tinue to be studied and transmitted to the present day. Unfortunately, during the
Chinese takeover of Tibet, many of these texts became lost and were only partly
rediscovered in recent years. In 1981, the Sixteenth Karmapa Rangjung Rigbay
Dorje* (1924-1981) reestablished the school’s tradition of monastic colleges by
founding the Karma Sti Nilanda Institute at his seat-in-exile in Rumtek (India).
Since this time, an increasing number of Kagyii colleges have been opened in
India and Nepal. In addition, since the early 1990s, Nitartha International under
the direction of The Dzogchen Ponlop Rinpoche is involved in preserving (on
electronic media), editing, and republishing all the major texts of the Karma
Kagyii lineage, starting with its “eight great texts of stitra and tantra™ plus their
main commentaries. More recently, Thrangu Rinpoche’s Vajra Vidya Institute
in Sarnath, India, has also become involved in editing and republishing the
Karma Kagyii scriptural inheritance. In the West, the eight great texts are grad-
ually being translated into English and German and studied at Nitartha Institute
in Canada and Germany.

There is still widespread misunderstanding about what Madhyamaka is and is
not, even—or maybe particularly—among Buddhists. These misconceptions are
mostly accompanied by a great deal of resistance to what is often assumed to be
merely dry intellectual gymnastics. There are strong concerns as to whether the
Madhyamaka approach has any practical value at all or is just outright nihilism.
It seems that there are two main reasons for this attitude. In general, to put it
mildly, we do not appreciate it when our treasured and often unconscious ways
of looking at the world are brought into daylight and questioned, but this is pre-
cisely what Madhyamaka does, relentlessly and thoroughly. Furthermore, espe-
cially in the West, there are hardly any instructions on how to actually work with
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this approach in a personal rather than just a theoretical way, nor much instruc-
tion on why this might be to our benefit.

In other words, in order to appreciate Madhyamaka, we first need to under-
stand how this approach can provide us a chance to vividly notice our rigid ways
of viewing ourselves and the world. We may then acknowledge how this literally

4 It is cru-

narrow-minded outlook causes our many problems and our suffering.
cial to see that Madhyamaka is not just another philosophical trinket that we
add on top of all the sophisticated conceptual garbage of which we have already
too much anyway. Madhyamaka is not about adding more intellectual headaches,
but loosening up and letting go of everything that gives us headaches in the first
place. When we first look at the jungle of Madhyamaka refutations of all kinds
of belief systems, they might seem quite alien and complicated. However, all
these views simply mirror the fixations and complications that we foster in our
own minds. Thus, what makes things complicated is not Madhyamaka itself but
our inflexible and discursive mind. Actually, Madhyamaka is not at all about
doing something complex, new, or particular but about undoing in a very basic
and profound sense. When we start to realize this, we might discover some gen-
uine interest and even delight in unraveling the convoluted web of our ingrained
patterns. It is these patterns that prevent us from fundamentally relaxing our
minds, finding relief from mental afflictions,”” and being more kind toward our-
selves and others, with whom we share the same basic problems. Thus, from a
practical point of view, it is not Madhyamaka’s business to refute the strange
belief systems of other schools and people, most of whom lived hundreds of years
ago in quite different cultures and societies. Rather, we may consider these views
as examples that can help us with finding out about our own beliefs and how they
cause us trouble. Consequently, as Buddhist practitioners, it is a matter of apply-
ing the Madhyamaka approach first and foremost to our own mental entrench-
ments and trying to come out into the open.

As for Santideva’s Bodbicaryivatira, there surely exist numerous translations
of the whole text (both from the Tibetan and the Sanskrit) and especially its
ninth chapter on knowledge.” The commentaries on which these translations
rely are some of the classic Indian commentaries (mostly Prajnakaramati’s Bod-
hicarydvatdrapafnjika), various commentaries from the Tibetan Gelugpa school,
asingle Sakya commentary,” and a single Nyingma commentary.” In a study on
a few selected verses from the eighth and ninth chapters of the text, Williams
(1998a) offers some glimpses into a variety of commentaries from all four schools.
So far, though, there is no translation of a Kagyii commentary on Santideva’s
famous ninth chapter into any language. Thus, the purpose of the present study
is to address these issues in the following ways.

The first part of this book is an attempt to give a general and systematic out-
line of Madhyamaka (and more specifically of its Consequentialist branch) in
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terms of ground, path, and fruition that is based on the original Indian texts and
their understanding in the Tibetan Kagyii tradition. Throughout my research, I
have always tried to directly rely on the main Indian Madhyamaka sources,” in
either the Sanskrit originals (if available) or their Tibetan translations. As for the
Tibetan commentaries on these texts, my presentation rests primarily on the two
major Madhyamaka commentaries in the Karma Kagyii tradition. The teachers
of this school say that if one wants to know how Madhyamaka in general and the
Consequentialist system in particular is presented in the Karma Kagyii lineage,
these are the two texts to study:

¢ The first is a large commentary on Candrakirti’s Entrance into Centrism by
the Eighth Karmapa Mikyd Dorje, called The Charior of the Tagbo Siddhas.
It is not only a commentary on this one major work by Candrakirti. By refer-
ing to a wide range of other Centrist texts as well, it treats all the crucial issues
in Madhyamaka in general. In particular, the Karmapa’s text includes and
extensively comments on the entire long section in Candrakirti’s Lucid Words
(his other main work) that defends Buddhapalita and criticizes Bhavaviveka,
thus leading to the later distinction between Autonomists and Consequen-
tialists.

* The second text is an equally voluminous commentary on Santideva’s Entrance
to the Bodhisattva’s Way of Life by one of the Eighth Karmapa’s major disciples,
Pawo Rinpoche Tsugla Trengwa. It is called Exposition of The Entrance to the
Bodpisattva’s Way of Life, the Essence of the Immeasurable, Profound, and Vast
Ocean of the Dharma of the Great Vehicle. As well as being a detailed com-
mentary on Santideva’s text, it preserves many of the Eighth Karmapa’s gen-
eral explanations on Madhyamaka.

In the Kagyii tradition in general, both commentaries are the earliest and most
detailed presentations of Madhyamaka and considered the standard works on
this subject. They were written at a time when the debate about the novel inter-
pretation of the Madhyamaka system by Je Tsongkhapa Lobsang Tragba®
(1357-1419) was still in full swing. However, Karmapa Mikyo Dorje’s text in par-
ticular not only is a reaction to the position of Tsongkhapa and his followers but
addresses most of the views on Madhyamaka that were current in Tibet at the
time, including the controversial issue of “Shentong-Madhyamaka.” More impor-
tant, it presents a Madhyamaka view that is not just a philosophical system but
a view whose primary focus is its efficiency in serving as the basis and means for
liberation and Buddhahood. The Karmapa’s work is distinctly Kagyii in that it
amply illuminates the connection of Madhyamaka with Mahamudra and the
siddha tradition, in terms of both view and practice. The text quotes such Indian
mahasiddhas as Saraha, Tilopa, and Naropa, as well as the great Kagyii yogis of
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Tibet, such as Milarepa, Gampopa, Gétsangba,™ Jigden Sumgon,” and the First
Sangye Nyenba Rinpoche Dashi Baljor,”® who was the Eighth Karmapa’s main
teacher and a great siddha. This approach is in itself an “online,” direct oral
instruction that is imparted simultaneously to reading the written commentary.
One may struggle in the midst of all these Madhyamaka arguments and refuta-
tions, and then suddenly there is a yogic song, which cuts through all these philo-
sophical complexities right on the spot with a fresh breeze of nonconceptual ease.
In this way, the Eighth Karmapa’s commentary is quite unique and at the same
time extremely profound.

In addition, I draw from three other Kagyii sources on Madhyamaka. The
first two are by the famous Drugba Kagyii master Kiinkhyen Padma Karpo”
(1527-1596) who, in terms of his Madhyamaka view, is considered to be a Con-
sequentialist. These texts include

* his commentary on The Entrance to the Bodbisattva’s Way of Life, called The
Lamp for the Middle Path, and

* An Hllumination of Three Centrist Scriptural Systems, Called The Chariot That
Establishes the Definitive Meaning, which comments on Nagarjuna’s Funda-
mental Verses on Centrism, Candrakirti’s Entrance into Centrism, and Milarepa’s
vajra song called True Expression of Centrism.*

The final source is a later—and sometimes quite different—presentation of
Madhyamaka, which is found in

e several chapters (mainly 6.3, 7.2, and 7.3) in Jamgdn Kongtrul Lodrd Taye’s
Treasury of Knowledge.

Based on the groundwork of these scriptures, I try to explore the relevance of
the Madhyamaka system for the Buddhist practitioner. Here, the emphasis does
not lie on unraveling the details of its logic or searching for a philosophy behind
it (others have already done that extensively). Rather, my focus is on the practi-
cal application and efficacy of this approach when used as a spiritual tool to train
our minds in a way that is not just theoretical or intellectual but as personal as it
can get. This means that its teachings and methods are explicitly intended as a
way of life that permeates our whole being in order to put an end to our own and
others’ suffering.

Finally, as a scriptural example for such an approach, the ninth chapter of the
Bodhicaryavatira is presented in the light of a translation of Pawo Tsugla
Trengwa’s commentary.

As for the general approach to studying, presenting, and practicing Madhya-
maka and the above materials, a few remarks about methodology seem necessary
here. The traditional Indian and Tibetan way of explaining Buddhist texts is to
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combine scholarly methods with an account of the experiential relevance of the
material as mind training for the practitioner. This represents an attempt to avoid
both mere dry scholasticism unrelated to one’s experiences in life and mere blind
faith or some sort of “emotional spirituality” that is not grounded in its proper
scriptural background and critical analysis. When one speaks of faith in Bud-
dhism, this explicitly means well-informed trust that is born from a thorough and
proper investigation of the teachers and the teachings in which this trust is to be
put.

Such a combined approach implies that the style and terminology of the pres-
entation may vary considerably. Thus, especially for people with little or no back-
ground in the Buddhist scholarly tradition, some issues may seem inaccessible at
first. Apart from terminology, however, the main reason for this seeming inac-
cessibility lies in the nature of the subjects that Madhyamaka addresses, which are
often not easily digestible. Another reason is the specific ways in which Centrists
analyze and communicate, which are usually very different from our ordinary
ways of thinking and speaking. In addition, almost all Indian and Tibetan texts
and their commentaries were originally written by highly learned scholars for
other scholars who were all very familiar with the relevant materials and their
background as well as the technical terms and difficult key points. Consequently,
these texts are usually terse in the extreme, come with a plethora of complicated
technical terms, and mainly use examples that come from Indian or Tibetan cul-
ture and thus often do not ring any bells for us. Hence, both nonscholars and
Buddhist practitioners who are unfamiliar with all the terms and details often
become overwhelmed by such presentations and quickly lose interest in them. To
be sure, in order to remedy that problem, I am far from advocating any over-
simplification or superficial popularization that would dilute profound issues.
However, I think there is a lot in Madhyamaka that can be conveyed pretty
straightforwardly and shown to be practically relevant to most people without
reliance on complicated terminology.

Whenever I study and teach these materials, I regularly encounter the fact that
mere translations of Indian and Tibetan texts are usually not the best way to
communicate their contents, judging by the reactions of many people who are
exposed to such translations. Even if—or especially when—these translations are
precisely correct, they can even turn into the most counterproductive way of
communicating what the texts say. However, it usually helps a lot to paraphrase
and elaborate on the classic texts and to furnish contemporary examples that
illustrate the salient points equally well or even better. Therefore, here too, I
mainly choose this approach in presenting material from such texts. This means
that Western scholars will not always find the precise source for each paraphrase
of certain passages from the texts that I use in my presentation.” They may also
miss all the technical details of the standard critical apparatus.” Some might even
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consider this way of working with texts to be completely unscientific, since the
personal and practical relevance of the material is addressed too.

So, what to do? Going through this book will certainly require some effort
from readers at times. However, they might want to consider that, for a long
time, Western philosophies, cultures, and societies have cultivated a split between
intellect and experience, body and mind, and the two poles of being “objective”
(or “scientific”) and “subjective” (that is, “experiential” or even “emotional”).
However, this split is really only a Western invention. Like most Indian (or Asian)
spiritual approaches, the Buddhist path does not regard these aspects as contra-
dictory per se, nor does it favor one side over the other. Naturally, our approach
to Buddhism in general—and Madhyamaka in particular—depends entirely on
what we are looking for. Are we interested in it merely as an external object of
philosophical, historical, or other study, or are we interested in it as an aid for
training and transforming our minds, that is, the inner subject that studies and
experiences all this? Even in the latter case, most of us will usually just follow the
natural tendencies of our dualistic minds and vote for either a more intellectual
approach or a more experiential one, while discarding or avoiding the other.
However, why not use both? Who says that we always have to live in the square
box of an either/or world?

Buddhism explicitly uses all facets of our minds. If we want to be a Buddha,
which is nothing other than experiencing the full potential of our minds, we do
not have to—and in fact should not—deny or neglect our personal experiences,
our emotions, our intellectual sharpness, or any other part of our existence. In
principle, everything can be used as part of the path to mental freedom. If we try
to avoid or discard certain aspects of our minds, we just deprive ourselves of our
innate mental richness and reduce the number of tools that we can skillfully
employ in order to end our own and others’ suffering. In a way, the whole Madh-
yamaka project is about getting our minds unstuck and letting go of precon-
ceived ideas, narrow-mindedness, and thinking in terms of black and white.
Training the mind in this way of leaving all constrictions behind is what enables
us to relax and widen our perspective in a fundamental manner. Specifically, in
Buddhism, sharpening our intelligence through intellectual analysis and working
with our emotional experiences at the same time are clearly regarded as mutually
supporting and reinforcing each other. In this vein, we might consider widening
our approach toward what we may regard as the only or correct method of treat-
ing the topic of Madhyamaka. Thus, our intent to reach the state of liberation
from suffering could eventually evolve into a process of not only reading or talk-
ing about the theory of Madhyamaka, but having it come alive as our personal
exercise in such mind training.
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AmoNG BupbHisTs, when the issue of study and reasoning in Buddhism comes
up, one often does not have to probe very deeply to encounter resistance to study
in general and reasoning or logic in particular. This approach is apparent in state-
ments such as: “Study and logic is only for intellectual people.” “It has nothing
to do with me as a person.” “It only creates more thoughts.” “I had enough of that
in school.” “I just want to meditate and make my own experiences.” “I'd rather
take the path of devotion.” “Who cares about the views of different people and
schools in India two thousand years ago?” But is it fair to portray Madhyamaka
as being only of historical, intellectual relevance or as merely an abstract philos-
ophy that has nothing to do with the personal experience of modern people?
What could there be in Buddhist conceptual analysis—and especially in the
Madhyamaka approach to it—that is relevant and worthwhile for Buddhist prac-
titioners even today?

In 1973, the great Western Buddhologist Edward Conze addressed the issue
whether Buddhist texts in general and the Prajaaparamita siitras (the source of
Madhyamaka) in particular are still “up-to-date” for a “modern Western audi-
ence,” weaving in some remarks that will continue to guarantee him a top rank
in the category of “not being politically correct” also today:

Finally one could also treat them as spirirual documents which are still
capable of releasing spiritual insights among people separated from
their original authors by two thousand years and vast disparities in
intellectual and material culture. There is, however, a certain absurd-
ity about interpreting spiritual matters in the abstract and in general
terms, since everything depends on concrete conditions and the actual
persons and their circumstances. Some will regard this literature as
rather strange and alien, and may long for something more homespun.
They will, I hope, allow me to retort with a remark that so endeared
me to my students at Berkeley. Asked what Buddhism should do to
become more acceptable to Americans, I used to enumerate with a
smile a few concessions one might perhaps make respectively to the
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feminist, democratic, hedonistic, primitivistic and anti-intellectual ten-
dencies of American society. Though in the end I invariably recovered
my nerve and reminded my listeners that it is not so much a matter of
the Dharma adjusting itself to become adaptable to Americans, but of
Americans changing and transforming themselves sufficiently to
become acceptable to the Lord Buddha.®

In brief, the sole aim of all Buddhist teachings is to help us realize the true nature
of our minds. Thus, apart from certain outer cultural forms, there is no point in
trying to alter the essential core of the means to remedy our mental afflictions in
order to make it more palatable to the various fashionable whims triggered by
these very afflictions. Rather, the main point of Buddhist studies is always to
connect with the teachings personally by applying them to the individual expe-
riences in our own mind. In Buddhism, we do not study in order to follow a cur-
riculum or pursue a career but because we intend to learn how to tame our minds,
see things as they are, and gain freedom from suffering. Moreover, when we
engage in studying Buddhism, what is processed is our very mind. Since the
materials are tailored to address the mind, plenty of emotional and intellectual
reactions are sure to be triggered by this process of the mind working with its con-
tents and being worked on by them. All of these reactions can and should be
acknowledged, watched, and processed as they appear. This is nothing other than
practice—mindfully dealing with our experiences.

Most people seem to believe that studying means creating more thoughts.
However, this is just like the initial experience of having more thoughts when we
start to practice the meditation of calm abiding. That this seems to be the case is
only because we never took the time to really look at our thoughts before and thus
remained unaware of their sheer number and rapid flow. Looking at them just
shows us the perpetual rush hour in our minds, so it is only a matter of whether
we notice this constant stream or are busily carried away by it. Thus, when we
study Buddhism—and especially when we use analysis through reasoning—our
thoughts about reality that are initially very massive and solid are chopped into
“smaller” and “lighter” concepts. We observe that these concepts are more numer-
ous, but actually the overall quantity of “thought mass” stays the same. The
advantage of gradually processing our rigid and clumsy ideas by first noticing
and then deconstructing them is that it is much easier to deal with our concepts
once they become more flexible and subtle. In this way, we gradually approach
a nonconceptual direct realization of the nature of our mind in which all concepts
are absent.

This process can be compared to melting a big block of ice. If we take a large
chunk out of the freezer and just let it sit there, it takes much longer for it to melt
into water than if we chop it into small pieces, since each one of these pieces will
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melt much more quickly. In the same way, when our hard, solid concepts in
cyclic existence—which are often as painful and unyielding as some jagged
chunks of ice—get broken down into their underlying assumptions, they can
dissolve more easily into the gentle and soothing waters of nirvana. Moreover, if
we try to deal with our massive and largely unconscious thought patterns merely
by striving to attain some peaceful or blissful state through calming the mind in
meditation, this will have no lasting effect on the deeply rooted habitual belief sys-
tems that govern our actions in the world. The lord of yogis, Milarepa, sang in
one of his vajra songs:

Don’t be attached to the pool of calm abiding,
Buct let the foliage of superior insight burst into open bloom.

The Buddha always emphasized a three-step approach to practicing his teach-
ings: listening (studying), reflecting, and meditating. He did not say, “Listen and
then meditate.” However, it is exactly the middle stage of reflection that is often
missing in the practice of Buddhists. As students of Buddhism, we are required
to first gain sufficient access to the relevant information about Buddhist theory
and practice through both scriptures and oral instructions. Following that, the
material has to be investigated and integrated into our own personal under-
standing. Finally, meditation serves as the means to familiarize ourselves with
this understanding on increasingly deeper levels until it becomes a spontaneous
living experience in every situation.

Thus, it is at the step of reflection that reasoning in general—and Madhya-
maka reasoning in particular—comes into play. Here, reflection does not mean
just pondering something in a vague way but employing systematic and rigorous
techniques of reasoning to gain thorough and incontrovertible certainty about the
key issues of the Buddhist path. The Buddha himself said that his teachings
should not be accepted out of unquestioning belief or because people of high
rank propagate them. Rather, the teachings should be scrutinized carefully, in
much the same way gold is analyzed for its purity. This means that, in Bud-
dhism, true and reliable confidence can arise only through a well-founded per-
sonal understanding of the proper reasons that something works and is
trustworthy. Otherwise, it is just some kind of assumption or blind faith that
can easily be lost when doubts appear.

Looking at the widespread dislike of reasoning and logic on the one hand and
our everyday approach to the world on the other hand, we will probably be sur-
prised when we have to acknowledge that we actually make daily use of reason-
ing and logic even though we may not always be aware of it. As Dharmakirti
begins his Drop of Reasoning:
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Since correct knowledge precedes the accomplishment of all purposes
of persons, it is taught [here]. Correct knowledge is twofold: percep-
tion and inference.

All our sciences and much of our professional and private lives are based not
only on direct observation but also on reasoning. Consciously or unconsciously,
we usually act in one way or another because we know the connection between
certain actions and the results we want to achieve or to avoid. We are not just act-
ing randomly. Farmers plant seeds and cultivate them in a specific way in order
to have a good harvest. Architects build skyscrapers based on mathematical cal-
culations. Parents tell their children not to touch the hot stove, because it hurts.
Besides that, our favorite question is always “why?” and we usually are not satis-
fied until the answer makes good sense. So we use and live with reasoning and
logic all the time, but when we hear these words, we wince and run.

From a Buddhist point of view, our human mental world is a highly concep-
tual one. Pure, immediate experience unaccompanied by conceptual processing
hardly ever happens. Since we deal with the world through thoughts and concepts
most of the time anyway, we might as well make use of them in an intelligent way
on our Buddhist path, rather than regarding our thoughts as something to get rid
of and deliberately excluding our intellect from our practice. In Buddhism, being
intelligent and inquisitive is not a crime. It is also not a question of being either
exclusively intellectual or exclusively devoted, with—we hope—Ilots of blissful
experiences. There is nobody but ourselves to restrict the range of skillful means
that we may beneficially apply as practitioners. Being skillful as well as develop-
ing higher insight and wisdom are certainly two major focuses on the Buddhist
path, and both obviously require some intelligence and refined mental activity.

If incontrovertible certainty about the foundations of the Buddhist path and
its fruition has not been achieved, it may be problematic to engage in meditation.
Jamgoén Kongtrul Lodré Taye says in his Treasury of Knowledge that trying to
meditate without study and reflection is like trying to climb a mountain without
hands and feet. The Tibetan word gomba (sgom pa), usually translated as “med-
itation,” means “to cultivate, train or familiarize.” If there is no clarity or certainty
about what to familiarize with even on a conceptual level, what are we going to
cultivate or familiarize ourselves with? In fact, our meditation/familiarization will
lack a clear and proper object. Without such an object, it is more than likely that
doubts will arise during such “meditation” and afterward. If we carry around
unresolved questions about Buddhist practice and theory, wondering what we are
actually doing, we have only two real options: either go back and try to resolve
our doubts by gaining certainty through convinced insight or eventually drop the
whole enterprise. Once our initial enthusiasm has faded, it becomes increasingly
difficult to sustain the motivation for continuous practice without being basically
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convinced about what we are doing, especially when encountering unfavorable
circumstances. That this is not merely a theoretical scenario is, unfortunately,
amply illustrated by a number of even longtime Buddhist practitioners who
finally give up their practice due to such doubts (which is not to say, of course,
that this is the only reason for that to happen).

The practical approach to gaining incontrovertible conceptual certainty is
called analytical meditation or superior insight. Starting with the most basic Bud-
dhist notions, such as the four reminders that turn the mind away from cyclic
existence, this kind of meditation may be applied throughout the whole path. For
example, when we reflect on the precious and rare opportunity of human exis-
tence or on impermanence, there is no point in trying to convince ourselves of
these things by just repeating “My life is precious” or “Everything is imperma-
nent” like a mantra. Rather, it is important to come up with some good reasons
that this is the case. This process is, of course, supported by more systematic
scriptural material, but there is a definite sense that we must apply personal inves-
tigation and mentally process these statements from various angles by connect-
ing them to our own experience.

This is even more important with such key Buddhist notions as the lack of a per-
sonal self and the lack of any real identity of phenomena. Tackling these topics in
order to make them personally relevant to our lives cannot be accomplished with-
out some degree of personal investigation by honestly looking into our own views
of the world and being willing to question them. Some of the most radical and
challenging ways to do this are no doubt contained in the Madhyamaka teachings.

WuAat Is MADHYAMAKA?

A typical Madhyamaka answer to the question “What is Madhyamaka?” would
state what it is not: It is not a philosophy, not a religion, not a doctrine, not a his-
torical school of thought, not a belief system, not a linguistic theory or analysis,
not a psychotherapy, not agnosticism, not nihilism, not existentialism, nor is it
an intellectual mind game of some people in India and Tibet who had too much
spare time and just wanted to tease others.

So, what is it then? When we use the word Madhyamaka, we first have to be
clear about whether we are referring to a view, a meditation system, a spiritual
path, its fruition, or the ultimate nature of all phenomena, including our mind.
The most fundamental meaning of Madhyamaka is this last one. This ultimate
nature is the fundamental ground within which Madhyamaka view, meditation,
and conduct evolve. The essential characteristic of such view, meditation, and
conduct is that they are all aimed at nothing but realizing this nature. Madhya-
maka fruition is then the direct and incontrovertible experience of this ultimate
reality within our own mind.
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Now, what can we say about this fundamental Madhyamaka? Basically, there
are two kinds of answers that are pointedly illustrated in Pawo Rinpoche’s com-
mentary on 7he Entrance to the Bodhisattva’s Way of Life:

[Some] consider merely not giving an answer as the ultimate actuality.
This is certainly a case of giving those who understand the meaning of
Centrism a good chance for a laugh. . . . Therefore, it is explained that
when Mafjusri asked Vimalakirti about the meaning of the actual, the
genuine answer [in this case] was to not give an answer.”” However,
when one naive being does not give an answer to the question of
another one, how could these two cases ever be comparable? You
should know the difference between a bodhisattva in his last existence
who dwells under the bodhi tree and [someone like] Devadatta sitting
under a nimba tree. If you think, “These are comparable,” then ask
about genuine [reality] in front of an ox and you will get the final
answer that you wish for.®

Thus, ultimately, from the point of view of the true nature of phenomena itself
and for such highly realized beings as Mafjusri and Vimalakirt who directly
experience it in meditative equipoise, there is nothing that could be said about
it, since its very essence is that all discursiveness and its reference points® have dis-
solved. As Nagarjuna’s Fundamental Verses on Centrism says:

Peace is the utter peace of all observed objects
And the utter peace of discursiveness.

At no time did the Buddha teach

Any dharma to anybody.®

Conventionally and from the perspective of beings who have not yet realized this
ultimate nature, however, this does not mean that nothing can be said about the
view and the methods that gradually lead to the direct realization of this nature
as an incontrovertible experience. The Fundamental Verses says:

Without reliance on conventions,
The ultimate cannot be taught.
Without realization of the ultimate,
Nirvana cannot be attained.*

In other words, ordinary language is the container for the nectar of wisdom: The
entire range of Buddhist notions related to ground, path, and fruition are but
indications whose only purpose is to lead beings to mental freedom and not to
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trap them in just another conceptual cocoon. Thus, whatever might be said about
Madhyamaka and whatever aspects of it we practically apply must be understood
as being merely like a pointing finger that makes us look in a certain direction (or
rather no direction). However, this finger should not be mistaken for what it
points to. As it is said, “Do not mistake the finger pointing to the moon for the
moon itself.” Thus, it is on the basis of their minds directly realizing ultimate real-
ity—the moon of the actual Madhyamaka—and for the sake of others realizing
this too that Centrist masters set out to point with their scriptural, verbal, and
physical fingers to this orb free from center or edge.

On the conventional level, in the great vehicle of Buddhism, Madhyamaka as
a “school” is regarded as the second major system beside the Yogacara (Yoga
Practice)” school. Madhyamaka is not just something that was made up by Cen-
trist masters such as Nagarjuna. Rather, it has a firm basis in the teachings of Bud-
dha Sakyamuni. This refers not only to the Prajagparamiti sitras but also to
many other sttras from the first and third turnings of the wheel of dharma.®®
During the second century ce, Nagarjuna formulated these teachings in a sys-
tematic fashion that embedded their basic message of emptiness in a rigorous
system of reasoning.” However, Nagarjuna never referred to himself as a
“Madhyamika,” nor did he consider himself the founder of a new school or a sys-
tem called “Madhyamaka.” He just used the term “discussion of emptiness.””* In
fact, his approach is a system to get rid of all systems, including itself. Nagarjuna’s
basic concern was to free the teachings of the Buddha from all superimpositions
and denials, his main target being the scholastic systems of Abhidharma within
Buddhism. It was only later when Bhavaviveka” started to talk about Madhya-
maka as a distinct view that Nagarjuna began to be regarded as the founder of this
“new” school, whose followers were also called “Proponents of the Lack of
Nature.” Over the following centuries, there were many debates in India and
Tibet about the correct understanding of Nagarjuna’s presentation, which led to
different streams within the Madhyamaka school. In this book, its system is

72 in Tibet. In general, this

explained as it was understood by the “carly Centrists
refers to the ways in which Centrism was presented in Tibet before Tsongkhapa,
which are based on the Indian treatises on Centrism and the oral teachings of the
numerous Indian masters with whom Tibetans had direct contact during this
time.” More specifically, the Eighth Karmapa Mikyd Dorje identifies the lineages
that come from Atisa (982—1054) and Patsab Lotsawa™ (born 1055) as “the early
Tibetan tradition of Consequentialism.” This tradition of teaching Centrism

continues to the present day in most parts of the Kagyii, Nyingma, and Sakya
schools of Tibetan Buddhism.
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AN ExTREME MIDDLE

To find out what the whole project of Madhyamaka is about, it is helpful to look
first at the Sanskrit word itself. In the West, Madhyamaka is usually translated as
“middle way,” but the word “way” does not have any correlate in either the San-
skrit term nor its Tibetan equivalent uma.” Madhya means “middle or center,”
ma is an emphasizing affix, and 44’ refers to anything that deals with or expresses
this middle, be it texts, philosophical systems, or persons. (The latter are mostly
called “Madhyamika,” however.) Thus, Madhyamaka means “that which deals
with (or proclaims) the very middle/center.” The corresponding Tibetan term
uma usually also refers to “the very middle.” Some masters, such as the Eighth
Karmapa Mikyd Dorje, interpret the syllable 724 as a negative and thus take the
whole term to mean that there is not (m4) even a middle (%) between the
extremes. This interpretation may not strictly conform with Tibetan grammar,
but its meaning surely has a basis in the scriptures. 7he Sitra of the King of Med-
itative Concentration declares:

Both existence and nonexistence are extremes.
Purity and impurity are extremes too.
Therefore, having left behind both extremes,
The wise do not abide even in a middle.”

The Siitra Requested by Crown Jewel states:

The perfection of knowledge™ is free from extremes and also does not
abide in a middle.”

The Kisyapa Chapter Siitra says:

This so-called cyclic existence is an extreme. This “nirvana” is a second
extreme. What is the middle between these two extremes is not to be
analyzed, not to be shown, without appearance, without cognition:
Kagyapa, this is called “the middle way, the perfect discrimination of
phenomena.”

The center is without form, unseen, nonabiding, nonappearing, and
without a location.®

Here, this center is furthermore explained as being equivalent to ultimate reality
and suchness.
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Nagarjuna states in his Fundamental Verses on Centrism:

Where there is neither beginning nor end,

Where should there be a middle?*!
In his Song of Looking at the Expanse of Dharmas, Atisa says:

If the middle is completely released from extremes,
Since there are no extremes, there is also no middle.
The view that is without middle and extremes

Is the perfect view.®

The Treasury of Knowledge quotes the Sixth Shamarpa Chokyi Wangchug’s Col-
lected Reasonings.

Under analysis, neither middle nor end is found,

And one does not dwell even in a middle.

All claims will dissolve.

There is neither beginning nor end, and a center is not observed.
There are no positions and no philosophical systems.

At this point, this is the great center.®

In his commentary, Pawo Rinpoche agrees:

When clinging has been purified, finally, even a mere middle cannot
be observed. All views have completely vanished.*

One might wonder, “Is there actually a middle between these two
extremes?” If there are no extremes, where should there be a middle?
... When all kinds of grasping that superimpose or deny existence,
nonexistence, a middle, and so on have subsided, . . . this is called

“seeing or realizing identitylessness.”®

Thus, the actual Madhyamaka per se does not refer to a middle way between
two extreme views (such as thesis and antithesis) in the sense of trying to find a
synthesis or keeping some sort of balance between such extremes as existence and
nonexistence or permanence and annihilation.® It is also not some definable or
identifiable middle in relation or opposition to any extremes, since—in the Cen-
trist view—such a middle would only serve as another reference point and thus
as a further extreme. Nor does it primarily indicate the middle way between
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extreme forms of practice or lifestyle, such as ascetism and indulgence in sense
pleasures, which was taught by the Buddha in other contexts.®” Of course, such
a practical middle way may very well be one of the expressions of the Madhya-
maka view and realization, but Madhyamaka itself goes much further.

The whole point of Madhyamaka is what is called “complete freedom from any
extremes.” Extremes in the Madhyamaka sense refer not only to polarities or
notions that are extreme in a very obvious way, but to any kind of reference point
whatsoever. In fact, “extreme” is just another word for reference point. It is
important not to misunderstand the freedom from all reference points as just
another reference point or theory, a more sophisticated philosophical point of
view, or some mere utter blankness. Rather, the actual Madhyamaka stands for
the unobstructed, supple, and relaxed openness of a mind in which all impulses
of grasping at something have completely dissolved. As Nagarjuna’s Sixzy Stan-
zas on Reasoning says:

By taking any standpoint whatsoever,

You will be snatched by the cunning snakes of the afflictions.
Those whose minds have no standpoint

Will not be caught.

If there were a standpoint,

There would be desire and freedom from desire.
However, great beings without a standpoint

Do not have desire, nor are they free from desire.

Those whose minds are not moved,

Not even by a flicker of a thought about “complete voidness,”
Have crossed the horrifying ocean of existence

That is agitated by the snakes of the afflictions.*

MabpHYAMAKA TRAVELS:
Tae CompLicaTED RoaD 1O SimpLICITY

When talking about Madhyamaka as the practical path or soteriological approach
to this ultimate freedom from all reference points, what is most important is the
underlying motivation and purpose of teaching and traveling this path. Espe-
cially at points when our minds get weary of all the reasonings, when nothing
seems to make sense, and when we wonder why we got into this in the first place,
it is helpful to remember this. If we just look at the complex techniques of decon-
structive analysis and reasoning in which Centrists engage, it is easy to lose track
of what this rigorous dismantling of everything is good for. Essentially, just as in
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the case of all other teachings of the Buddha, the only thing that Centrists are
genuinely concerned about is to help sentient beings to overcome suffering and
its causes and to reach the irreversible liberation of Buddhahood (which is noth-
ing other than the ultimate Madhyamaka described earlier). Thus, what lies at the
heart of the Madhyamaka approach is not a mere view but a bodhisattva’s moti-
vation to free all beings from suffering.

In the Centrist approach, the root cause of suffering is identified as the cling-
ing that takes oneself and other phenomena to be real in just the way they appear.
Different from that, the luminous space of our mind’s true nature is essentially
free from all discursiveness and reference points. In itself, this space is basic aware-
ness which unfolds as an unceasing natural display of its own. Through its vivid-
ness, we may momentarily become unaware of its actual nature and get caught
up in its mere appearance. Being lost in the flux of mind’s display without an
awareness of its spacious nature leads to a fundamental fear of just allowing its
free flow. There is some urge to feel grounded and safe within the stream of this
infinite expanse, so we try to hold on to something within it or freeze it alto-
gether. Imagine sitting on a sunny beach and looking at the ocean’s large rolling
waves, feeling relaxed and serene just from watching the play of this moving vast-
ness. However, if you were to fall into this ocean and get washed away by its
huge waves, your state of mind would be far from spacious and relaxed. Most
probably, you would not think that the waves are just a superficial movement on
the surface of the deep, still waters of the ocean and that their nature is nothing
but freely flowing water. Rather, you would be helplessly carried away by the
power of these waves. You would panic and desperately try to find something to
hold on to, which would only bring you closer to drowning. This is the situation
of sentient beings in samsara.

In the ocean of mind, there is no fixed point to stand on, so all we do as mis-
taken beings is hold on to our initial impulse of trying to grasp at such a fixed
point. This impulse of grasping itself becomes our first reference point, called
“me.” It is, in a sense, a very basic self-justification for our existence. To adapt
the famous words of Descartes, we seem to say, “I grasp, therefore I am.” This
first, central reference point of “me” naturally leads to its counterpart of “other”
and all further ones, such as subject, object, inside, outside, good, bad, and so on.
Gradually, these reference points become more and more solidified through addi-
tional layers of conceptual paint and glue. Finally, we have managed to convince
ourselves of the hard-and-fast reality of our magnificent work of art—this self-
spun sophisticated cocoon that ensnares us—to such a degree that we feel it is the
most natural thing in the world and hold on to it for dear life. We have com-
pletely lost track of where we started and of the fact that this construction is
entirely homemade. Within this castle in the sky, we feel attraction to those of
its very real-looking parts that affirm ourselves, while giving rise to aversion
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toward its other parts. This emotional polarity calls for action: trying to obtain
or keep what we feel attracted to and to avoid or get rid of what we feel aversion
to. As the karmic fruits of such actions, we then experience the various types of
happiness and suffering in cyclic existence. During this continuous process, every
single aspect of it just adds up to and solidifies our cocoon even more. Thus, in
the double sense of the word, we keep spinning in what is called cyclic existence.

Since, according to Centrists, the main cause of suffering is our basic clinging
to reference points, it is this cause that we have to dissolve in order to obtain
freedom from its result: suffering. Thus, whatever is taught in Centrism is based
on precisely this motive and constantly points to what might happen once our
cocoon unravels. For Centrists, apart from just being tools to the end of liberat-
ing sentient beings from their pains, there is no intrinsic value or purpose in phi-
losophy, reasoning, refuting other people’s positions, or even meditation
altogether. Candrakirti says in his Entrance into Centrism:

The analyses in [Nagarjuna’s] treatise were not performed out of
attachment to debate.

[Rather,] true reality has been taught for the sake of complete release.

It may well be that in the process of explaining true reality

The scriptures of others become ruined, but there lies no fault in this.*

In the end, Madhyamaka refers to the actual direct experience of a nonrefer-
ential state of mind that is utterly free from all discursiveness obscuring the see-
ing of mind’s true nature. So when Centrists talk about freedom from
discursiveness, it means not only freedom from extreme or wrong ideas but com-
plete absence of any coarse, subtle, conscious, or unconscious ideas, thoughts, or
mental images whatsoever (obviously, this does not mean some kind of coma).
At the most subtle level, this means to be free from even the most deeply
ingrained tendencies within the mental flux of ordinary sentient beings, such as
our instinctive “gut feeling” of being individuals who are different from others
and the appearance of subject and object as being distinct. Of course, we cannot
affect such deep levels of mind with mere conceptual reasoning, but Centrists
regard the path to mental freedom as a gradual process of stripping off the many
layers of our cocoon of obscurations. Conceptual analysis is used as the initial
remedy, but it is only a technique that points beyond both obscurations and
their remedies (including this very analysis), that is, beyond the entire realm of
reference points altogether, no matter whether we call them bondage and cyclic
existence or liberation and nirvana.

Reasoned analysis is refined more and more through the threefold approach of
studying, reflecting, and meditating. In other words, coarse concepts are coun-
teracted with more subtle concepts, which are in turn dissolved by even more
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refined ones. Meditation basically means becoming familiar with such insights
and thus letting them sink in to the deeper levels of the mind that will become
more and more accessible and prominent as we proceed along the path. Finally,
we will be able to let go of even the most subtle referential threads of the cocoon.
Thus, reasoned analysis does not end up in some blank nothingness but eventu-
ally gives way to relaxing the mind on a profound level and just resting with crisp
wakefulness in its natural, uncontrived state beyond words, concepts, and refer-
ence points. It is in this way that Madhyama s utter freedom from discursiveness
and Madhyamaka is the view or teaching that points to this freedom. As
Nagarjuna begins his Praise to the Vajra of Mind:

I prostrate to my own mind

That eliminates mind’s ignorance

By dispelling the web of mental events
Through this very mind.

SHARPENING THE Minp, OPrENING THE HEART

So far, we have seen what is dissolved on the Madhyamaka path and what is
finally attained. What is the driving force that allows us to actually work with our
delusion? What is the main mental factor that brings about freedom? It is called
prajiidgparamitd, the perfection of knowledge. As their name suggests, the
Prajidparamizd sittras—on which the Madhyamaka system is based—deal exten-
sively with such knowledge.” Conventionally speaking, this involves two aspects:
emptiness as the object to be realized by prajfiaparamita and the wisdom of
prajiaparamita as the subject that realizes emptiness. Ultimately, there is no dif-
ference between these two aspects of subject and object. However, in terms of cul-
tivating the realization of this unity of the ultimate subject and object on the
path, the stitras do not address only the object, or emptiness. In a more hidden
way, they also lay out the gradual subjective process of realizing emptiness, that
is, how knowledge is perfected in the mind. This means a detailed description of
what happens in the minds of bodhisattvas when they progress through the var-
ious levels of realizing emptiness that finally culminate in perfect Buddhahood.”
Thus, the texts always refer to “the perfection of knowledge (or wisdom)”; they
never say “the perfection of emptiness” or “the perfection of the nature of phe-
nomena.” Of course, by definition, there is nothing to be perfected in emptiness
or the true nature of the mind anyway. However, there surely is a lot to be per-
fected in our awareness of this nature. So the perfection of knowledge means
perfecting not the ultimate object to be realized but the realization of this object.

During what is experienced as the mental paths and bhuumis of refining and
uncovering the perfection of knowledge, this perfection itself is something that
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is completely beyond all reification,” inconceivable, and inexpressible. However,
as mentioned before, other than just becoming mute about it, it is still possible
to compassionately and skillfully point to just that which is beyond everything
one could say or think about it. In The Sitra of Vast Display, right after having
become the Awakened One, Buddha Sakyamuni is reported to have uttered the
following verse:

I have found a nectarlike dharma,

Profound, peaceful, free from discursiveness, luminous, and
unconditioned.

Whoever I would teach it to could not understand it.

Thus, I shall just stay silent in the middle of the forest.”

How can we understand that the Buddha first expressed the utter futility of teach-
ing others what he had realized and then engaged in doing precisely this for forty-
five years, until the end of his life? Essentially, enlightenment is inexpressible and
inconceivable, but it is not inaccessible. Possessing this insight as well as the infi-
nite compassion and capacity to actually show others how to reach mental free-
dom, the Buddha taught what cannot be taught.

Again, it should be kept in mind that verbal or other indications are nothing
but a pointing finger and not that to which this finger points. We cannot expe-
rience the taste of delicious food simply by talking or hearing about it. Still, we
might become inspired to engage in preparing such food and then relish it. In the
same way, we might become inspired to make some effort to experience the taste
of enlightenment while not mistaking the words for their referents. Otherwise,
if there is nothing to be said anyway, what would be the point of twenty-one huge
volumes of Prajiidpiaramita siitras in the Buddhist canon, all the detailed Madh-
yamaka scriptures, or the teachings of the Buddha in general?

Usually, Centrists—and particularly Consequentialists—are known for their
refusal to make any statements about what happens when all obscurations have
finally dissolved. The reason for this is that they try to avoid fueling our ever-active
impulse to get hooked on anything that is presented to us as just another reference
point. In particular, as we journey on the Buddhist path and thus refine our under-
standing, our reference points seem to become ever more sophisticated, up to the
most sophisticated reference point of thinking that we are without reference point.
Hence, the Centrist approach is adamant in taking away our good old mental toys
while strictly refusing to provide new toys, not even very nice ones such as “Bud-
dhahood,” “enlightenment,” “Dharmakaya,” or “freedom from discursiveness.”

This is why Centrist texts so often deny that Buddhahood, wisdom, and the
three enlightened bodies exist and that a Buddha possesses wisdom. However,
these are not categorical statements that wisdom and so on absolutely do not
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exist in any way and under all circumstances. Rather, such explanations should
be understood in the same noncommital way that all Centrist negations are
employed. For example, from the refutation of arising it does not necessarily fol-
low that one asserts nonarising or anything else instead. Also, when Centrists
deny that a sprout arises, they do so in order to stop our clinging to the notion
that such arising is really existent. It does not mean that they try to refute or stop
the activity of farming as such.

Likewise, the Centrist denial that wisdom and Buddhahood exist has a num-
ber of purposes. It serves as a means to put an end to the fixation that wisdom
and Buddhahood are really established, since it is not only our getting hooked on
worldly things that has to be dissolved but also the grasping at supramundane
phenomena in terms of the Buddhist path and fruition. Thus, such denial is not
a teaching that wisdom and Buddhahood are inert things or utter nothingness
after everything has been annihilated. Nor is the denial of the existence of wis-
dom to be taken as an affirmation that wisdom is not established, since all think-
ing in terms of existence, nonexistence, and so on is nothing but being trapped
in reification; that is to say, it is exactly what is to be relinquished. If even ordi-
nary things cannot be seen as fitting into such categories as existent, nonexistent,
and so on, how should these dualistic notions ever apply to the very means or the
result of eliminating precisely these dualistic notions? Furthermore, the teaching
that wisdom does not exist implies that subject and object are never found as
separate entities within the nature of all phenomena. Since a Buddha realizes the
expanse that is primordially without the duality of subject and object, a Buddha
does not possess any wisdom in the sense of a realizer that engages in an object
as something to be realized. Still, the three enlightened bodies, the four or five
wisdoms, nonreferential compassion, and enlightened activity do function as
dynamic processes, but they cannot be solidified or pinned down in any way. The
detailed explanations of these factors in Centrist texts are meant as conventional
descriptions that in themselves point to nonreferential openness-awareness.

Thus, Centrist masters thoroughly prepare the ground by continually making
it clear that our tendency to grasp at everything—Dbe it mundane or supramun-
dane—is our fundamental problem and that we must be constantly aware of it.
It is against this background that a number of positive statements in the scriptures
clearly indicate that freedom or enlightenment is not mere extinction. The final
perfection of knowledge or wisdom manifests as a living and compassionate
awareness of the nature of all phenomena in which all reference points—includ-
ing those of emptiness as an object and knowledge as a subject—have vanished
altogether. This wisdom is neither a mere negation of everything nor just empti-
ness. It is the luminous and open expanse of the true nature of mind which is
aware of its own fundamental state.” The Prajidparamita Siitra in Eight Thou-
sand Lines says:
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“The mind is no-mind. The nature of the mind is luminosity.” . . .
“. .. does one find or observe existence or non-existence in this no-

mindness?” “No, venerable Subhtiti.” . . . “What is this no-mindness?”
“Venerable Sariputra, no-mindness is unchanging and nonconcep-
tual.””

The Siitra Requested by Crown Jewel declares:

O son of good family, the knowledge of bodhisattvas is the source of
wisdom. It is the source of merit. It is the source of studying. It is the
source of qualities. It is the source of dharma. It is the source of the
power of retention and self-confidence. It is the source of individual
perfect awareness. It is the source of being endowed with the supreme
of all aspects of qualities and wisdom. O son of good family, this is the
completely pure engagement in the perfection of knowledge of bodhi-
sattvas.”

Nagarjuna’s Praise to the Expanse of Dharmas reads:

Imagine that a garment that may be purified by fire
Becomes contaminated by various stains at some point.
When it is put into a fire,

Its stains are burned, but the garment is not.”

Likewise, luminous mind

Has the stains of desire and so forth.
The fire of wisdom burns its stains,
But not luminous true reality.

All the many sttras spoken by the Victor
That teach emptiness

Make the afflictions subside,

But they do not weaken the basic element.”

Rahulabhadra begins his Praise ro the Perfection of Knowledge:

O perfection of knowledge, you are unspeakable, inconceivable,
and inexpressible.

You have not arisen and do not cease—your nature is that of space.

You are the sphere of personally experienced wisdom.

I bow to you, Mother of the Victors of the three times.
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Bhavaviveka’s Heart of Centrism?” declares that this highest cognition is real but
that it has no object or content. It can be experienced but cannot be described
in words; it can only be suggested. His Lamp of Knowledge says:

Since [true reality] is without discursiveness, it is peace. Since it is
peace, it is the sphere of nonconceptual wisdom. Since it is the sphere
of nonconceptual wisdom, it cannot be known through something
else. Since words do not apply to that which cannot be known through
something other [than this wisdom], the very nature of true reality is
perfectly beyond the superimpositions of words.'®

Candrakirti says in his Lucid Words:

The ultimate is not known due to something other. It is peace. It is

101

what the noble ones'" are aware of as that which is to be personally

experienced [by them]. . . . This is not consciousness.'*

Once stainless nondual wisdom has been manifested . . . through the
power of personal realization . . ., one will be released.'®

His autocommentary on The Entrance into Centrism states:

The ultimate of the Buddhas is this very nature. It is ultimate reality
by virtue of its very undeceptiveness. Still, all of them have to person-

ally experience it on their own.'™

The Entrance into the Supreme Knowledge of Centrism declares:

In this natural state of primordial nonarising,

There is nothing to be negated and nothing to be affirmed.
Nirvana and nonnirvana

Are without difference in the natural state of nonarising.

This is not even nonarising as such,

Because arising things do not exist.

The seeming does not exist, the ultimate does not exist,
Buddhas do not exist, sentient beings do not exist,

Views do not exist, something to be meditated on does not exist,
Conduct does not exist, and results do not exist:
The actuality of this is what is to be cultivated.
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Let this mind free from thoughts rest in its own peace.

Without identifying something, without being distracted,
Without characteristics, and luminous—thus meditate.'®

The Eighth Karmapa Miky6 Dorje says in his Charior of the Tagbo Siddhas:

I certainly do not say that there is no difference between wisdom (the
cognizance that has changed state) and consciousness ([the cognizance
that] has not [so changed])."®

Pawo Rinpoche’s commentary on The Entrance to the Bodhisattva’s Way of Life

explains:

Once clinging in terms of superimposition and denial has come to an
end in such a way, just this empty and luminous nature of phenom-
ena in which there is nothing to be removed or to be added is the fun-
damental state of phenomena. This is expressed as primordial nirvana
as such.'”

Thus, it is seen that the expanse of dharmas'® is not an object of speech,
reflection, and expression. It is for just this [type of seeing] that the
conventional terms “penetrating the nature of phenomena” and
“beholding ultimate reality” are used. The conventional term “person-
ally experienced wisdom” is then used for the very knowledge that does
not observe the characteristics of the reference points of subject and
object.'” Thus, the nature of phenomena is not seen through appre-
hending a subject and an object. Rather, if one knows that subject and

object are not observable, one engages in the nature of phenomena.'"

Because one has engaged in emptiness through devoted interest on
[the paths of] accumulation and junction, emptiness—which is, like
space, without any difference—is realized on the path of seeing in a
manner of being omnipresent. Through the power of eliminating
adventitious stains on the paths of meditation, every aspect of the qual-
ities intrinsic to emptiness is revealed. [This is] as if one were to fathom
the extents and special features of every [instance of] space exactly as
they are, starting from the space of the limitless realms of sentient
beings down to the [space] that is enclosed by the fibrils of the split tip
of a hair. Finally, it is as if one were to simultaneously and fully com-
prehend in one single moment the entirety of the element of space
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that is included in the three times and beyond unity and multiplicity.
Likewise, in one single moment, one simultaneously and fully com-
prehends the entirety of the expanse of dharmas (or emptiness) exactly
as it is. It is beyond unity and multiplicity and has always been intrin-
sic to all Buddhas, bodhisattvas, hearers, solitary realizers, and sentient
beings; to all the five aggregates; the eighteen constituents; the twelve
sources; and to all the factors to be relinquished or to be attained. In
dependence on the worldly seeming level, [this final realization is
described by] saying, “Perfect Buddhahood is attained.”"!

Yet Buddhahood is in no way a self-sufficient or self-indulgent state, since its
wisdom-space radiates the living warmth of infinite and spontaneous compassion.
Realizing the nature of one’s own mind means seeing the nature of everybody’s
mind. The more clearly Buddhas and bodhisattvas experience the shining of the
true heart of all beings, the more clearly they realize the suffering of these beings
that comes from cloudlike ignorance within the clear sky of their minds. Seeing
through the illusory nature of both this ignorance and the ensuing unnecessary
suffering, Buddhas and bodhisattvas cannot help doing everything they can to
wake up and comfort their fellow beings, just as we would try to wake up peo-
ple who show all the signs of having a terrible nightmare and soothe them by
telling them that it was just a dream. Furthermore, Pawo Rinpoche declares:

Thus, by gaining power over and becoming very skilled in the depend-
ent origination of the collections of causes for the entirety of cyclic
existence and nirvana, compassion for the assembly of sentient beings
who do not realize this in the same way wells up unbearably. [How-
ever,] at this point, there is nothing to be observed as either oneself or
sentient beings. To the same extent that great compassion increases,
also this very [realization] that, primordially, nothing can be observed
as sentient beings, what is not sentient beings, suffering, happiness,
and so on grows and increases. This is the ultimate seeing that is like
the orb of the sun. When it becomes stable and increases in such a
way, great compassion—which is like the light rays of the sun—will
grow even more than before. [Beings with such realization] do not
behold sentient beings, but great compassion still flowers in them. They
do not behold themselves either, but they still lend their support to all
sentient beings. They do not behold anything to be attained whatso-
ever, but they still establish beings in great enlightenment. Just as there
is no place whatsoever to go to beyond space, they do not behold any-
body who would go somewhere beyond, but they still display [the
activity of] liberating sentient beings from cyclic existence. . . .
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tinction, the controversial issue of a “Shentong-Madhyamaka,” the distinction
between expedient and definitive meaning, and a brief sketch of the major dif-
ferences between the Eighth Karmapa’s and Tsongkhapa’s interpretations of Cen-
trism. Part 2 consists of a brief introduction to Santideva’s Entrance to the
Bodhisartva’s Way of Life (focusing mainly on its ninth chapter on knowledge) and
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Hence, just as skillful physicians exert themselves for the sake of the dis-
eased, one makes one-pointed efforts for the sake of those who are
ignorant since beginningless time because of various [ways of] having
reference points. [Ignorant beings] only exert themselves for the causes
of suffering and then angrily look at the results [of this]. They burden
themselves with their own sufferings by plunging into a swamp that
they stirred up themselves, and then they have no clue what to do. Just
as [people outside the swamp] know that this swamp in which these
naive beings are drowning is shallow and small, one fully comprehends
the nature of cyclic existence through knowing true reality. Thus, one
is released from both the extremes of atctachment to and fear of swamp-
like cyclic existence. Through knowing that one moreover has the abil-
ity to pull sentient beings out [of this swamp], one will manage to
remain in cyclic existence for the sake of others as long as space exists.
This is the direct result of having meditated on emptiness.'"

Part 1 of this book provides an overview of the transmission of Madhyamaka
from India to Tibet and presents this system in terms of ground, path, and
fruition. Further chapters are devoted to the Autonomist-Consequentialist dis-

a translation of Pawo Rinpoche’s commentary on this chapter.



PART ONE

The General Presentation of Madhyamaka
in the Kagyii Tradition






The Transmission of Madhyamaka
from India to Tibet and Its Relation to Vajrayina
and Mahamudra

IN HIS INTRODUCTION TO The Chariot of the Tagbo Siddhas, the Eighth Karmapa
gives a very detailed account of three distinct Indian transmissions of Madhya-
maka that are continued in the Tibetan Kagyii lineage. In his presentation of
these lineages, the Karmapa does not merely show the richness of transmission.
He clearly explains not only that the final purport of Madhyamaka is no differ-
ent from the main Kagyii teachings of Mahamudra and the Six Dharmas of
Naropa, but that Madhyamaka view and meditation are the indispensable basis
that underlies the entire range of practices in this school. The Karmapa’s inter-
est in doing so is not just to establish some philosophical or theoretical consis-
tency on the levels of stitra and tantra. His essential concern is more important:
to give clear specifications as to how Madhyamaka is crucial in all practices so that
they actually function as practical tools to definitely liberate the mind from all
obscurations."? Again, the heart that brings the Madhyamaka approach to life is
not a mere view but a bodhisattva’s motivation to free all beings from suffering.
In tune with this basic thrust of classic Madhyamaka, the Eighth Karmapa’s fore-
most concern throughout his commentary is one of ultimate versus pedagogic,
not ultimate versus conventional. He focuses on whether the view’s orientation
is soteriological as opposed to philosophical. In other words, his concern is about
what is useful for liberation rather than what may be an elegant theory or a philo-
sophical system that is coherent from a conventional perspective. Thus, when he
refutes some views of other Tibetan masters or their attacks on the Mahamudra
system of the Kagyii school, he does so not for polemical reasons or simply to
streamline his own position and point out the philosophical inconsistencies of
others. Rather, his essential criterion is whether a view can serve as a soteriolog-
ically efficient basis for the Buddhist path. Since this is the most important issue
in Madhyamaka, the relevant points from the Karmapa’s introduction will be
included in the following discussion.

The origin of the approach that later came to be called Madhyamaka can be
clearly traced back to the siitras of Buddha Sakyamuni himself. Thus, it is not at
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all a later invention or even a contradiction of what are sometimes called the
Buddha’s “original” teachings. Even in the Pali canon, there are numerous state-
ments that accord with Madhyamaka in both words and meaning. We often find
the negation of both extremes of a dilemma and even the fourfold negation
(tetralemma) that is so characteristic of Madhyamaka. In his Fundamental Verses,

Nagarjuna refers to the Kaccayanagottasurta:'"

Through his knowledge of entities and nonentities,'’
In the instruction for Katyayana,

The Victor has refuted

Both [their] existence and nonexistence.''

The Acelakasyapasutta spells out the typical fourfold negation of arising by say-
ing that suffering is not produced from itself, nor from something other, nor
from both, nor from neither. Rather, it is said to come about through depend-
ent origination, which in itself is not characterized by any of these four
extremes.'”

The Pali canon contains several references to the fourteen undecided ques-
tions'® that follow the structure of the tetralemma. The Buddha refused to agree
to any of these questions when they were put to him by the mendicant Vaccha-
gotta. For example:

Gotama denies that . . . the Tathagatha passes to another existence
after death here, . . . does not pass to another existence after death
here, (that) he both does and does not pass to another existence after
his death here, (and that the Tathagata) neither passes nor does not

pass to another existence after his death here.!”

The Buddha also explained the purely soteriological reasons for such a denial:

To hold that the world is eternal, or to hold that it is not, or to agree
of any other of the propositions you adduce, Vaccha, is the thicket of
theorizing, the wilderness of theorizing, the bondage . . . the tangle and
the shackles of theorizing, attended by ill, distress, perturbation and
fever; it conduces not to aversion, passionlessness, tranquillity, peace,
illumination and Nirvana. This is the danger I discern in these views,
which makes me scorn them all.'*

Both the dialectic structure and the content of these fourteen questions have
their exact parallels in Nagarjuna’s Fundamental Verses'' and other texts.'? Also
in the Brahmajilasutta (Digha Nikdya), the Buddha discards all theories, views,
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and speculations as dogmatic narrow-mindedness (difthivida) and refuses to be
drawn into their net (jila).™

Even the crucial notion of emptiness can be found in the Pali canon. For
example, the Buddha prophesies about future monks:

The monks will no longer want to hear and study the suttantas taught
by the Thus-Gone One that are so very deep in meaning, supramun-
dane, and related to emptiness (suiziati-patisamyutta). Instead, they
will only listen to the mundane suttantas taught by disciples and com-
posed by poets, which are artistic and embellished with beautiful words

124

and syllables.
Ananda asked the Buddha:

Lord, it is said that the world is empty (su7i71a), the world is empty. But
Lord, in what respect is the world called empty?

The Buddha answered:

Ananda, since it is empty of identity or anything pertaining to iden-
tity, therefore it is said that the world is empty.'”

There is further mention of emptiness by referring to the mind when attaining
nirvana upon the cessation of afflictions and ordinary consciousnesses.”” In the
collection of songs of realization of Theravadin nuns, the Therigatha, the female
arhat Uttama proclaims that she has attained emptiness and signlessness upon
entering nibbana.'”

As is well known, the Prajiidpdaramiri sitras are the teachings of the Buddha
that are most directly related to Madhyamaka. However, there are many other
sutras that also serve as the scriptural bases of this system. These include The
Jewel Mound'® collection (specifically The Kasyapa Chapter Sitra and The Sitra
of the Meeting of Father and Son),”> The Siitra of the White Lotus of Genuine
Dharma, The Sitra of the King of Meditative Concentration, The Sitra of the
Arrival in Larika,”" and The Sitra That Unravels the Intention.'® Thus, Madh-
yamaka as a later system is definitely based on all levels of the stitras of the Bud-
dha. Tt can well be considered as a logical and systematized continuation of many
of the most crucial elements in his teachings.

The generally accepted beginning of Madhyamaka as a formalized system is
attributed to Nagarjuna in the second century. According to the Eighth Karmapa
Miky6 Dorje, Nagarjuna, his main disciple Aryadeva, Asvaghosa'* (both sec-
ond/third century), and Santideva (eighth century) are called “the Centrists of the
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model texts,”** since no other Centrists ever denied that they were Centrists or
disputed their texts. The debate that led to the later Tibetan division of Centrists

1% started in the sixth century with

into Autonomists and Consequentialists
Bhavaviveka, who criticized the way in which Buddhapalita, who lived early in
that century, had commented on Nagarjuna’s Fundamental Verses on Centrism.
Candrakirti (sixth/seventh century) extensively defended Buddhapalita’s presen-
tation and rebutted Bhavaviveka’s critique of the latter. Thus, he is regarded as
the actual founder of the Consequentialist system, since he presented it in such
a thorough way. Many later Centrists, such as Jhdnagarbha (seventh century),
Santaraksita (eighth century), Kamalagila (740—795), Haribhadra (eighth cen-
tury), and Prajfiakaramati (tenth century), exhibited some positions that vary
slightly from Candrakirti’s approach. Atisa (982-1054) seems to have mostly—but
not exclusively—followed Candrakirti’s approach. However, in India through-
out this time, there was no notion of distinct subschools among Centrists, and,
with maybe a single late exception, even the names Autonomists and Conse-
quentialists were not used in Indian texts.”® In particular, there is no evidence that
the Consequentialist approach was generally considered any better than the
Autonomist one. Rather, the texts of those Centrists who later came to be labeled
Autonomists enjoyed great and widespread esteem. In fact, all these masters dif-
fered only in the methodology through which the correct view of the ultimate in
one’s mind is best communicated to and generated in others. They do not show
the slightest difference in their position on ultimate reality, since all of them are
fully qualified Centrists. Otherwise, if they differed with regard to the ultimate,
it would follow that either the Autonomist or the Consequentialist view is not
Centrism, since there are no multiple true natures of phenomena.

The Eighth Karmapa says that, in Tibet, some people mistakenly claim that
certain Centrists, such as Candrakirti, do have a higher view and realization and
a better philosophical system than certain others, such as Bhavaviveka. However,
if this were the case, the latter would not be Centrists at all, since for someone
who has not fully realized the actual meaning of Centrism, the expressions “Cen-
trism” and “Centrist” remain nothing but mere names. Furthermore, since the
Buddha taught in accordance with individual disciples’ various mental abilities,
there surely appear distinctions in terms of the expedient and definitive meanings
within the other three philosophical systems in Buddhism. However, in the con-
text of Centrism as its fourth and highest philosophical system,”” the Buddha
taught only the final definitive meaning. Since there is no distinction between
expedient and definitive meaning in the Centrist teachings themselves, how could
any Centrists have higher or lower views?

During the first four hundred years of Buddhism in Tibet, Centrism was trans-
mitted mainly from an Autonomist perspective. This is primarily because many
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of the leading Indian masters during the early spread of Buddhism to Tibet, such
as géntarak§ita and Kamalasila, followed this approach.'*® Thus, the majority of
Madhyamaka texts to be translated into Tibetan during the first period of trans-
lation were either by Nagarjuna or by Autonomists.' As mentioned eatlier, to a
certain extent Atisa’s transmission was an exception here. However, certainly up
through his time, there was no clear differentiation of distinct Madhyamaka
“schools” headed by Bhavaviveka and Candrakirti, and their approaches were
evidently studied side by side. As for early Tibetan masters after Atisa, Ngog
Lotsawa Loden Sherab'®® (1059—-1109) is said to have followed the Autonomist
approach. It is also known that Chaba Chiokyi Senge (1109-1169) strictly adhered
to Autonomist reasonings and completely denied the use of consequences.'* He
is moreover said to have defeated the Kashmiri Consequentialist Jayananda in
debate. Atia’s disciples Dromténpa Gyalway Jungnay'* (1005-1064) and Nagtso
Lotsawa Tsultrim Gyalwa'® (born 1011), as well as several Kadampa masters such
as Potowa'* (10312—1105), are said to have been early Tibetan Consequentialists.
However, a systematic translation and propagation of the major Consequential-
ist scriptures, especially those of Candrakirti, started only with Patsab Lotsawa
Nyima Tra (born 1055). After that, it still took a few more centuries before all
Tibetan schools more or less unanimously regarded the Consequentialist system
as the supreme Centrist approach, a position held to this day.

I. TuHE Two LINEAGES OF THE INDIGENOUS AND UNIQUE
TraNSMIss1ONS OF THE Kagyt TRADITION'®
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a. The Lineage from Naropa

This transmission starts, of course, with the Buddha and continues with Aval-
okite$vara, Mafjusri, and Vajrapani. From Nagarjuna it was passed on to
Aryadeva, Candrakirti,' Matangi, Tilopa (988-1069), Naropa (1016-1100),
Marpa (1012-1097), Milarepa (1040-1123), Gampopa (1079-1153), the First
Karmapa Tiisum Khyenba (1110-1193), Drogén Rechen'® (1088-1158), Bom-
tragba,'” the Second Karmapa Karma Pakshi (1206-1283), Orgyenba
(1230-1309), the Third Karmapa Rangjung Dorje (1284-1339), Gyalwa
Yungdénba'® (1284-1365), the Fourth Karmapa Rélpay Dorje (1340-1383), the
Second Shamarpa Kachs Wangbo'' (1350-1405), the Fifth Karmapa Teshin
Shegba'* (1384-1415), Ratnabhadra, the Sixth Karmapa Tongwa Toénden
(1416-1453), Jampel Sangbo' and the First Gyaltsab Paljor Tondrub'
(1427-1489), the Seventh Karmapa Chétra Gyamtso, Nyemo Goshri Géncho
Oser'” and Jetsiin Reba Chenbo (1505-1569)'* up through the Eighth Karmapa
Mikys Dorje. After him, this transmission continues in the commonly known

way within the Kagyii tradition."”
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b. The Lineage from Maitripa

Maitripa (1012-1097) realized that the Madhyamaka taught by Saraha the Elder,
Saraha the Younger (Savaripa), Nagarjuna, and Candrakirti has the same mean-
ing and taught it in this way to others. From Maitripa, this lineage was passed on
to Marpa, Milarepa, and Gampopa. After Gampopa, it continues in the same way
as the lineage from Naropa above.

Maitripa’s cycle of Centrist teachings is known as “the twenty-five dharma
works of mental nonengagement.”** His Ten Verses on True Reality says:

Those who wish to know true reality

[See] that it is neither with aspect nor without aspect.
Not adorned with the guru’s instructions,

The middle is only middling."

Maitripa’s student, the late Indian Centrist Sahajavajra (eleventh/twelfth cen-

10 that “with aspect” and “without aspect” in this

tury), says in his commentary
verse refer to the views of all Aspectarians and Non-Aspectarians,® who do not
realize true reality. The definitive meaning of true reality is the lack of nature. It
accords with the explanations on dependent origination by Centrist masters such
as Nagarjuna, Aryadeva, and Candrakirti. “The guru” is Bhagavati—the perfec-
tion of knowledge—as well as these Centrist masters. “The middle” is the nature
of true reality which accords with their explanations: It is the unity of arising
and nonarising, of dependent origination and emptiness. Any kind of “middle”
that is understood as some remainder after having negated certain specifics is not
correct; it is “only middling.” Thus, Maitripa’s explanation of Centrism fully
accords with the above masters.'®

In Tibet, three distinct ways of fulfilling the intended meaning of this

“Madhyamaka of mental nonengagement” have developed:

1. the practice that focuses on the profound and luminous Madhyamaka of the
Mantra vehicle

2. the practice that focuses on the profound Madhyamaka of the Sutras

3. the practice that focuses on “the Madhyamaka of False Aspectarian Mere Men-

talism”'®

Marpa and Milarepa transmitted and accomplished the entirety of the first two
practices. Gampopa specifically focused on the second practice and widely prop-
agated it. He was praised by the Buddha in The Sitra of the King of Meditative
Concentration as the one who would later spread the teachings of this stitra—the
Madhyamaka. These specific stitra-based instructions of Gampopa were given the
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name of Mahamudra, a term that primarily comes from the tantras. The great
translator and scholar G6 Lotsawa Shonu Pal'® (1392-1481) says in his Blue Annals:

Tagbo Rinpoche produced an understanding of Mahamudra in those
beginners who had not obtained initiation. This is the system of the
Prajnaparamita.'®

Here the Eighth Karmapa Mikys Dorje says that when the Madhyamaka view
of this system dawns in one’s mind stream, this is called “the manifestation of
ordinary mind”** or “the manifestation of the Dharma Body.”'” When one real-
izes that the bearers of the nature of phenomena, such as sprouts and thoughts,
are not established as anything other than this nature of phenomena, one refers
to this realization using the conventional expression of “thoughts appearing as the
Dharma Body.”

The view and meditation of this Mahamudra system as inseparable from Cen-
trism are said to be very necessary in order to eliminate remaining latencies of dis-

168 at the time when extremely

cursiveness and the impregnations of negativity
pleasant experiences of the Vajrayana’s wisdom of the unity of bliss and empti-
ness arise in one’s mind. Even a partial dawning of the view and meditation of
this Mahamudra in the mind serves as the supreme panacea for the referential
grasping at what is held to be inferior (such as seeming reality and adventitious
stains) or superior (such as ultimate reality or the nature of phenomena). With-
out such a remedy, just like medicine turning into poison, the view and medita-
tion of the freedom from discursiveness would turn into a view and meditation
that are themselves nothing but discursiveness.

That this specific sutra-based Mahamudra system is not just an invention of
the Kagyiipas in Tibet is demonstrated by the following passages from Indian
treatises. In his Ensrance into True Reality, Jianakirti (eighth/ninth century) says:

As for those of highest capacities among the persons who exert them-
selves in the paramitas, when they perform the meditations of calm
abiding and superior insight, even at the stage of ordinary beings, this
grants them the true realization characterized by having its origin in
Mahamudra. Thus, this is the sign of irreversible [realization]. . . .

All these results are accomplished through the meditation of the nondual
training in Mahamudra. As the Prajadaparamita sitras extensively say:

Those who wish to train in the grounds of hearers should listen
to just this prajidparamita . . . and should practice the yoga of just
this prajidgparamita.
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The same is said there for [those who wish to train] “in the grounds
of solitary realizers” and “in the grounds of Buddhas.” Another name
of Mother Prajiaparamita is Mahamudra, because it is the very nature

of nondual wisdom.'® . . .

Hence, the Blessed One’s teaching on the meditation of nondiscur-
siveness is for the purpose of entering nondiscursiveness, that is, the
meditation of the nondual training in Mahamudra.'”

Both The Treasury of Knowledge and The Blue Annals'™ cite parts of these sec-
tions from Jfianakirti’s text and agree that this Mahamudra system

is clearly explained in Sahajavajra’s Commentary on The Ten Verses on
True Reality as the wisdom of suchness that has the three characteris-
tics of its nature being paramita, according with the secret mantra,

and its name being “Mahamudra.”'”?

In his Commentary on The Sublime Continuum, G6 Lotsawa relates this state-
ment to the corresponding passages in Sahajavajra’s commentary.' These read:

Since this master [Maitripa] gives a summarized explanation of the
pith instructions of paramita that accord with the mantra system,
through the very being of the nature of phenomena that bears the
name “prajidparamita” . . ., he first pays his respect to the very nature
of the three enlightened bodies.”

and
The gist of this is:
By not abiding on the side of the remedy
And not being attached to true reality either,

There is no wish for a result of anything whatsoever.
Therefore, it is known as Mahamudra.

Here, “Mahamudra” refers to the pith instructions on the true reality of

Mahamudra, that is, thoroughly knowing the true reality of entities.'”

The text further says:

The pith instructions of paramita are the definite realization of Madh-
yamaka that is adorned with the pith instructions of the guru. This is
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the ultimate emptiness, the spontaneously present prajia endowed

with the supreme of all aspects . . .7

Some express this as “the wisdom of true reality, Mahamudra.””®

Right after the above statement on Sahajavajra’s commentary, 7he Blue Annals
continues:

Therefore, the Mahamudra of the Prajfiaparamita of the Lord Gam-
popa was described by Lord Gétsangba as being a doctrine of Maitripa.
The Mahamudra which belongs to the path of the tantra was also
expounded by Lord Gampopa to his “inner” disciples.

The Commentary on the Difficult Points of The Wheel of Time, Called Padmini says:

“Mahamudra [the Great Seal]” is she who gives birth to all Thus-Gone
Ones appearing in the past, future, and present, that is, Prajiapara-
mita. Since she seals bliss through the nonabiding nirvana'” . . ., she
is the seal. Since she is superior to karmamudra and jianamudra and
free from the latent tendencies of cyclic existence, she is great.'™

Thus, the explicit teaching of this Mahamudra is the Madhyamaka of emptiness
free from discursiveness as taught in the stitra system. Ultimately, Maitripa’s key
notion of “mental nonengagement” or “mental disengagement” is nothing but
the subjective side of what is called “freedom from discursiveness.” The only way
in which the mind can engage in this “object”—the absence of discursiveness—
is precisely by not engaging in or fueling any discursiveness, thus letting it natu-
rally settle on its own accord. In other words, the absence of reference points can
be realized only by a nonreferential mind, since this is the only perceptual mode
that exactly corresponds to it. This is stated many times in the sttras. For exam-
ple, The Prajadparamita Sitra in Seven Hundred Lines'™' says:

Not abiding in anything whatsoever, this is the meditation on the
perfection of knowledge. Not thinking about anything and not cog-
nizing anything whatsoever, this is the meditation on the perfection
of knowledge.

The Prajidpdaramita Siitra in Eight Thousand Lines agrees:

This meditation on the perfection of knowledge means not meditat-

ing on any phenomenon.'®
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The Siitra Requested by Ocean of Intelligent Insight'™ states:

Do not mentally engage in phenomena.
Completely abandon doing anything further.
Realize all phenomena

As equality in true reality.

What is taught is application of mindfulness
Without mindfulness or something to be mentally engaged.

Atia says in his Centrist Pith Instructions:

For example, if you rub two sticks [against each other], fire comes
forth. Through this condition, the two sticks are burned and become
nonexistent. Thereafter, the fire that has burned them also subsides by
itself. Likewise, once all specifically characterized and generally char-
acterized phenomena are established as nonexistent [through knowl-
edge], this knowledge itself is without appearance, luminous, and not
established as any nature whatsoever. Thus, all flaws, such as dullness
and agitation, are eliminated. In this interval, consciousness is without
any thought, does not apprehend anything, and has left behind all
mindfulness and mental engagement. For as long as neither charac-
teristics nor the enemies and robbers of thoughts arise, consciousness

should rest in such a [state].'

Pawo Rinpoche clarifies what mental nonengagement means:

Its meaning is to rest one-pointedly on the focal object [of medita-
tion], without being distracted by other thoughts. If this [one-pointed
resting] were stopped, all meditative concentrations would stop. There-
fore, in general, “mental nonengagement” has the meaning of not
mentally engaging in any object other than the very focus of the
[respective] meditative concentration. In particular, when focusing on
the ultimate, [mental nonengagement] has the meaning of letting [the
mind] be without even apprehending this “ultimate.” However, this
should not be understood as being similar to having fallen asleep.'

Sahajavajra’s Commentary on The Ten Verses on True Reality agrees:

In this context, “mental nonengagement” is not like closing your eyes
and, just like [inanimate things, such as] a vase or a woolen cloth, not
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seeing anything at all. Here, there is no complete absence of mental
engagement.'*

In a very similar way, in both his commentary on The Dharani of Entering
Nonconceptuality and his Stages of Mediration,'"” Kamala$ila repeatedly elaborates
on this clear distinction between “mental nonengagement” and “the complete
absence of mental engagement™® (such as fainting, deep sleep, or just utter dull-
ness), which is obviously not the point of meditating in order to realize ultimate
reality. In the context of analytical meditation, he also emphasizes the need for
discriminating analysis to precede mental nonengagement, since the ultimate
cannot be realized without this step of analysis.

The Eighth Karmapa says that, implicitly, this system of Mahamudra also
teaches the profound actuality of both stitras and tantras, that is, the ordinary and
extraordinary ultimate Heart of the Blissfully Gone Ones."” With this in mind,
Gampopa, Pamo Truba™ (1110-1170), Jigden Sumgén (1143-1217), and many
others have said that “the treatise of our Mahamudra is this Treatise of the Sub-
lime Continuum of the Great Vehicle®' composed by the Blessed One Maitreya.”
Gétsangba Gonbo Dorje said that the initiators of this dharma of Mahamudra
are both the Great Brahman Saraha and Nagarjuna. Saraha taught Mahamudra
from the side of affirmation, while Nagarjuna taught it from the side of negation.
The Blue Annals says:

This [system] that is known as “the glorious Tagbo Kagyii” is not a lin-
cage of [mere] words. Rather, it is a lineage of the actuality [behind
these words]. “Actuality” refers to the lineage of realization of the stain-
less Mahamudra. The guru from whom one receives this realization of

Mahamudra is stated to be one’s root guru.'”

In his Treasure Vault of Mahamudra,”® Padma Karpo gives a highly detailed
account of all the main sources of the Mahamudra system and its relation to
Madhyamaka, the siitras, and the tantras. On the basis of this, he clearly invali-
dates all attacks by other Tibetans, such as that Mahamudra is not found in the
stitras or that it is equal to the quietist Chinese Hvashang Mahayana approach™
as it is reported to have been refuted in the debate at Samye' by Kamalasila.
Karmapa Miky$ Dorje states that, in addition to the Kagyii lineage, many
others in Tibet taught this dharma system of Mahamudra. For example, it is
contained in the teachings called The Pacification of Suffering' that the Indian
master Padampa Sangye'” brought to Tibet. In particular, we have the Maha-
mudra transmissions to the great bodhisattva Tropu Lotsawa Jambay Bal"*
(1r73?—1225) by many Indian scholars and siddhas, such as Mitrayogin'® and the
great Kashmiri Pandita Sékyaéribhadra (1140s—1225) who visited Tibet from 1204-
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1213. The portion of the Mahamudra teachings that was later transmitted to the
great translators Jamba Lingba,* G& Lotsawa Shonnu Bal, Trimkang Lochen,*
and others when the great Bengali Pandita Vanaratna (1385-1468) visited Tibet
three times® also belongs to this type of Mahamudra system.*”

II. The Lineage from Atisa

This second transmission from Nagarjuna via Aryadeva, Candrakirti,” and the
Elder and Younger Vidyakokila® reached Atisa (982-1054). It continued with
Dromténpa (1005-1064),” Chen Ngawa Tsultrim Bar’” (1033/38-1103), and
Jayiilwa®® (1075-1138). Then Gampopa received it from the latter and many other
Kadampa masters. An alternative lineage went from Atisa via the Kadampa mas-
ters Potowa (10312—1105) and Sharawa® (1070-1141) directly to the First Karmapa.
After him, the lineage continues as above.

Here, the Eighth Karmapa addresses the issue of whether the Madhyamaka
teachings called Mahamudra that were transmitted by Maitripa and the Madh-
yamaka teachings transmitted from Ati$a are the same dharma system. In terms
of the true reality that they teach, there is no difference, but they differ in their
approach to realizing this actuality. In Atisa’s lineage, one determines true real-
ity through conceptual examination and analysis. Then, one rests in meditative
equipoise through the knowledge that entails a small degree of clear appearance
with regard to the aspect of a nonimplicative negation.”® In Maitripa’s system,
just as a fire dies once its wood has been consumed, one determines the nature
of this examining and analyzing knowledge itself through seeing that it is base-
less and without root. Then one rests in meditative equipoise in that which does
not involve any sense of negation or affirmation whatsoever.

Gampopa had perfected the view and the meditations of calm abiding and
superior insight in the Madhyamaka context according to the Kadampa system
when he came to Milarepa. When Gampopa offered his realization to him,
Milarepa said, “As for the aspect of calm abiding in your practice, however good
all of this may be, it does not go beyond being a cause for rebirth in the higher
realms of samsara. As for the aspect practice of superior insight, all of this entails
the danger of divergence into the four deviations from emptiness.*'"' It may well
serve as a remedy for some portions of reification, such as clinging to real exis-
tence. However, since it is not able to cut through the entirety of clinging to
extremes, there is the danger that the whole complex of this excellent view and
meditation itself could turn into cognitive obscurations. Hence, if one is fettered,
there is no difference between being fettered by an iron chain and being fettered
by a golden chain.” Later, Gampopa said about this, “If I had not met the great
master Milarepa, I would have risked rebirth as a long-lived god.” Thus, Gam-
popa combined the systematic and analytical approach of the Kadampa teachings
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with the mainstream Kagyii instructions on Mahamudra, which led to him being
called “the one who united the two streams of Kadampa and Mahamudra.”

III. The Lineage from Patsab Lotsawa Nyima Tra

This lineage was transmitted from Nagarjuna*? to Candrakirti and then to his
direct disciple Mafijusrikirti. It continued with Devacandra®” (tenth century), the
Brahman Ratnavajra® (tenth/eleventh century), Parahita (eleventh century),
Mahasumati*” ( eleventh/twelfth century), and Patsab Lotsawa (born 1055), who
studied in Kashmir for twenty-three years. He invited the Pandita Kanakavarman
to Tibet, translated many Madhyamaka treatises, and propagated Candrakirti’s
system. Apart from Kanakavarman, in translating, he collaborated with a num-
ber of other Indian Panditas, such as Mahasumati, Jayananda, Tilakakalasa,
Muditasri, and Stksmajana. Later, the First Karmapa Tiisum Khyenba exten-
sively studied Madhyamaka with Patsab Lotsawa.?’® From the Karmapa, the lin-
eage continues as above.

Again, the question arises as to whether this Madhyamaka system and the
Madhyamaka teachings that were transmitted from Atisa are an identical dharma
system. The Eighth Karmapa says that not only are they identical, but even their
terminologies are alike. Still, in the system transmitted from Patsab Lotsawa, the
predominant approach is to determine the Centrist view through inferences that
result from studying it. Then, through supreme knowledge in meditative
equipoise, one rests within the meaning to be validated that has been determined
through such inference. In Atisa’s system, one determines the view through all
kinds of reasoned awareness that result from the triad of study, reflection, and
meditation. Then, through supreme knowledge in meditative equipoise, the
mind rests in a nonreferential manner within the object to be validated that has
been determined in such a way. One might wonder how the systems of Patsab
Lotsawa and Ati$a differ as to cultivating the view and meditation of Madhya-
maka. In terms of the teachings themselves, there is no difference. However, the
difference lies in the greater or lesser propensities of vigor and knowledge of the
individuals who dedicatedly apply themselves to the true reality of Madhyamaka.
Still, it is not absolutely impossible that followers of Patsab may cultivate the
view and meditation in accordance with Atisa’s system. Likewise, it is not ruled
out that followers of Ati$a may cultivate the view and meditation according to the
system of Gampopa.

As for the reading transmission and the tradition of scriptural exegesis of
Madhyamaka as these were known in Tibet during the time of Karmapa Mikys
Dorje, down to Patsab Lotsawa, they are as indicated in the three transmission
lineages above. After Patsab, they continue with Shang Tangsagba,”” Drom
Wangchug Tragba,?* Sherab Dorje,?” the two brothers Dentsiil and Tragden,*
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OVERVIEW OF THE MADHYAMAKA LINEAGES TRANSMITTED IN THE KARMA KAGYU SCHOOL

(as presented by the Eighth Karmapa Mikyi Dorje)

( Buddha )

y Y ¥
INDIGENOUS KAGYU LINEAGES LINEAGE OF LINEAGE OF PATSAB LOTSAWA NYIMA TRA
(practice oriented) (practice oriented) (philosophically oriented)
Avalokitesvara, Mafijusri
& Vajrapani Nagarjuna
Nagarjuna Candrakirti
Aryadeva Nagarjuna Manjusrikirti
Candrakirti Aryadeva Devacandra
Matangi Candrakirti the Brahman Ratnavajra
Tilopa Elder and Younger Vidyakokila Parahita
Naropa Atisa Mahasumati
Marpa - Maitripa . Fatsab Lotsawa
Milarepa Dromténpa

Chen Ngawa Tsultrim Bar

Chayiilwa

Gampopa 4

‘—,. the First Karmapa Tiisum Khyenba -

Drogiin Rechen

the Second Karmapa Karma Pakshi

the Third Karmapa Rangjung Dorje
Gyalwa Yungdiénba
the Fourth Karmapa Rélpay Dorje
the Second Shamarpa Kacht Wangpo
the Fifth Karmapa Teshin Shegba
Ratnabhadra
the Sixth Karmapa Tongwa Ténden

Bomtragba

Orgyenba

Jampel Sangbo & the First Gyaltsab Paljor Tondrub

the Seventh Karmapa Chotra Gyatso

Nyemo Goshri Géncho Oser & Jetsiin Reba Chenbo

the Eighth Karmapa Mikyd Dorje

From the 8th Karmapa, this fransniission continues in the

conmonly knowi way within the Kagyii tradition

Adapted frons Nitartha lustitecte: 1997 - Madkyarmia linenge charl of 8th Karmapa, Mikyd Darje by The Dzageles Powlop Rinpoche

Deway Lha,”' Jotsiin Uraba,*? Sherab Pal,* Darma Sherab,* Pangdén Sherab
Rinchen,” Sénam Senge,® Pangdén Samten Sangbo,”” Pangdén Shénnu
Samten,”® Tangnagba,” Dashi Senge,?® Shonnu Sangbo,”' Sekangba Chétra,?
Thangsagba Shonnu Gyaltsen,”* Gyal Morongba Chenbo,”* Jamchen Rabjamba
Sangyay Phel,? Bumtra Sumba,** and the First Karma Trinlayba. It was from
the latter that the Eighth Karmapa received this transmission. After him, it con-

tinues in the usual lineage of the Kagyii tradition.
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As mentioned before, Karmapa Mikys Dorje identifies the two lineages that
come from Patsab Lotsawa and Atisa as “the early tradition of Consequentialists”
in Tibet. He says that even before, but especially after, the beginning of “the new
tradition of Consequentialists” (Tsongkhapa’s novel interpretation of the Con-
sequentialist system), the proponents of this earlier tradition had became as rare
as stars in daylight. He specifically mentions the great translator Kyabcho Bal-
sangbo,”’ the great Rendawa Shonnu Lodr,”® Dagtsang Lotsawa,”” and the
great tulkus of the Tagbo Kagyii together with some of their realized yogic dis-
ciples.*®

There remains the question of whether there is a dharma system of Madhya-
maka in the mantra vehicle that is different from the dharma system of Madh-
yamaka as taught by Nagarjuna and his spiritual heirs. The Eighth Karmapa
declares that there is no difference between the mantra vehicle and Nagarjuna’s
Centrism from the point of view of freedom from reference points. This means
that once the objects of negation—clinging to extremes and clinging to reference
points—have been relinquished, there is nothing whatsoever to be affirmed.
However, the luminous wisdom mind that is explained in the sttras and the
luminous wisdom mind explained in the tantras are not the same. If they were
just the same, either the tantric path would be indispensable as the means to real-
ize the luminous mind as explained in the sttras, or the tantric path would be
superfluous for realizing the luminous mind as explained in the tantras, since the
same could be accomplished through the stitra path alone. Moreover, the lumi-
nous mind in the sttras and the luminous mind in the tantras are explained to
be mutually exclusive in the sense of not coexisting. The Prajiidparamiti Sitra in
Eight Thousand Lines says:

As for the mind, it is no-mind. The nature of the mind is luminosity.*!

According to Mikyd Dorje, the basis that is intended by this statement is the
luminous mind as it is explained in the tantras. The purpose of saying that the
actual nature of the mind (the six or eight consciousnesses) is luminosity is to
understand that one attains the Buddhahood of the sttra approach through the
path of the sttras. Thus, the above quotation refers to the nondual wisdom mind
that “is without the mind that consists of apprehender and apprehended.” The
luminous mind of the tantras resides in all sentient beings in an unmanifest way.
However, when it is about to become manifest, gradually all eight conscious-
nesses, including their nature, completely vanish, until finally the luminous mind
as described in the tantras dawns. Thus, in the Kagyii lineage, in talking about
Buddhahood in the sutras and tantras, the same names are used for the ground
based on which Buddhahood is accomplished, the path that accomplishes it, and
the fruition that is accomplished. These names are “the Heart of the Blissfully
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Gone Ones,
fruition. However, what is labeled by these terms is not the same in the stitras and

mind,” and “luminosity,” each one in terms of ground, path, and

tantras. Therefore, it is explained that the accomplishment of sttric Buddha-
hood does not cover the attainment of tantric Buddhahood, whereas the accom-
plishment of tantric Buddhahood incorporates sutric Buddhahood. This is the
unmistaken vital dharma-eye of all stitras and tantras.

One might wonder, “Is the Heart of the Blissfully Gone Ones not also taught
in the stitras?” It surely is taught, but only as a mere name. Since its full scope does
not fit into the minds of the disciples of the stitra system, it is taught in a way that
is not to be taken literally. On the other hand, in the tantras, it is taught both in
this way and in a manner that is to be taken literally. In the sttras, the tantric
meaning is taught implicitly in a hidden manner, but the sttric path does not
operate with Buddha nature as it is taught in the tantras. Rather, on the basis of
the six or eight consciousnesses, the sttric path causes the relinquishment of the
two obscurations and the gathering of the two accumulations, which leads to
attaining stitric Buddhahood. Therefore, in the stitras, Buddha nature is explained
as being unconditioned. On this basis of it being unconditioned, it is sometimes
further interpreted as an entity and sometimes as an empty nonentity. With the
first way of interpretation in mind, Délpopa*? and others have interpreted Bud-
dha nature as an unconditioned entity that is permanent, lasting, and unchang-
ing. Thinking of the second way of interpretation, the great translator Ngog
Lotsawa interpreted Buddha nature as emptiness in the sense of a nonimplicative
negation, while Aryavimuktisena and Haribhadra** have explained the expanse
of dharmas (that is, the disposition that is the foundation for accomplishing the
perfections) as emptiness.

There are further distinctions between the Madhyamaka of the sttras and the
tantras. The vajra vehicle contains the path of means—certain techniques for uti-
lizing the central channel**—that serves to determine the freedom from reference
points. This path is absent in the Madhyamaka system of the stitra approach. In
particular, there is a difference as to whether both the view of the emptiness that
is intrinsically free from reference points yet endowed with the supreme of all
aspects and the wisdom that leads to the realization of this view can dawn for
beginners through their mastery of certain secret essential points without the need
to make any mental effort. Furthermore, there is a distinction as to the basis on
which one cuts through reference points, that is, whether certain distinct features
of the central channel are utilized as such a basis. Finally, in the Vajrayana, one
identifies the bearers of the nature of phenomena—all of seeming reality—with
the name of a specific bearer of this nature: the designation “the nature of phe-
nomena which is ultimate reality.” Through this, one can attain from these bear-
ers of the ultimate nature the result that consists in a change of their state into the
enlightened bodies and wisdoms that are the unity of the two realities.
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In general, there is not only a common view and purport in Madhyamaka,
Mahamudra, and Vajrayana, but it is emphasized again and again that a thorough
understanding of Madhyamaka is crucial for the effectiveness of Vajrayana and
Mahamudra practices. No matter how many of these practices we may perform,
none of them qualifies as Vajrayana or Mahamudra—even if outwardly they are
performed in a technically perfect way—if they lack the three indispensable fea-
tures of the renunciation of cyclic existence, the altruistic motivation of the mind
of enlightenment, and the view of emptiness. Tagbo Dashi Namgyal’s well-
known Moonbeams of Mahamudri says:

No matter whether this is based on analytical meditation or resting
meditation, it is in any case of great importance to find out the view
of emptiness. Any view and meditation that lack this [view] cannot cut

through the root of [cyclic] existence.*”

No matter which progressive stages of meditation in the stitras, tantras,
or pith instructions you look at, at first, when the [correct] view is
searched for, discriminating knowledge is indispensable. . . . And yet,
having analyzed through discrimination, finally the very [process of]
discrimation itself comes to rest, ushering in nonconceptual [wis-
dom].>®

What makes us thoroughly ascertain the correct view of emptiness is none
other than the Madhyamaka system. In fact, the presentations in the tantras and
the Mahamudra texts employ terms such as “emptiness,” “freedom from discur-
siveness,” and “nonarising” all the time but usually do not elaborate on them
much, because they take it for granted that persons who have arrived at these
advanced practices have gone through a prior training in the view of emptiness.
Here, the importance of Madhyamaka lies in its being a prerequisite and constant
aid for the practices of Vajrayana and Mahamudra. This means not only that we
must have done our homework by familiarizing ourselves with the view of non-
referentiality before engaging in these practices. More important, the uncom-
promising Madhyamaka way of dealing with our clinging and mental reference
points plays an important role in the experiential process of letting go of even the
most subtle layers of fixating and what is fixated on along the path, be it grasp-
ing at impure objects, pure objects, or the subjects that perceive such objects.

Without going into the details, I will highlight a few issues to illustrate the
process of undoing mental fixation. One of the central notions in Vajrayana is
what is called unity, such as the unity of appearance and emptiness, the unity of
clarity and emptiness, the unity of bliss and emptiness, and the unity of aware-
ness and emptiness. Obviously, without an understanding of each factor in these
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four pairs, there is no way one can grasp the meaning of their unity. Here, unity
does not at all refer to two distinct phenomena or features that are separate at first
and later joined through meditation. Rather, it refers to natural inseparability
that can be split up only conceptually, not experientially. For example, the unity
of appearance and emptiness is to be understood in precisely the way 7he Heart
Sittra® teaches it

Form?® is emptiness, emptiness is also form. Emptiness is no other
than form and form is no other than emptiness.

If we do not understand the oneness of appearance and emptiness and then
engage in, for example, deity visualizations, we will inevitably cling to the real
existence of these deities, just as we do with ordinary appearances. Or, we might
try to annihilate or “emptify” ordinary, “impure” appearances through the mantra
Om svabhava suddhal sarvadharmah svabhiva suddbo ‘ham and then replace them
with the “real” and “pure” appearances of mandalas and deities (see also the four
deviations from emptiness above).

The explicit purpose of deity yoga is to serve as a remedy that reverses our
clinging to ordinary appearances. This is not accomplished through working only
with the objective side of our experiences by replacing a bad movie with a better
one, that is, replacing impure appearances with pure appearances. Rather, the
main focus lies on the subjective side, that is, mind itself as the projector of all
these movies. This means that the mind realizes all pure and impure appearances,
including the mind itself, as being illusionlike—appearing while not really exist-
ing. The crucial point is that this realization must be applied equally to the very
mind that realizes it. To experience the unity of appearance and emptiness in
terms of both the perceiver and the perceived, the visualization practice of divine
appearances must be constantly imbued with the view of their emptiness. How-
ever, if there is any clinging to the real existence of mandalas and deities, to their
characteristics (their shapes, colors, or mere luminous clarity) or to the wisdom
mind that meditates on all this, then the basic problem of clinging is not reme-
died. Rather, it becomes even more solidified by grasping at something “pure”
instead of something “impure.” As Milarepa said above, this kind of calm abid-
ing only leads to rebirth as a god in higher realms of samsara. Moreover, it lacks
the aspect of superior insight. The starting and main point of superior insight in
visualization practice is to look at the empty nature of all these forms that appear
in the mind as well as at the looking mind itself.

Also, when the visualization is dissolved at the end of the session, this is not
meant to annihilate the deities and their mandalas. Rather, it is a training in let-
ting go of even our divine and pure objects of focus and then resting the mind
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in its uncontrived nature free from all reference points. At the end of this phase
of completion, we arise again as the deity, and the next meditation session
starts anew with emptiness and the mandala appearing from within it. Thus,
 in which appearance is emphasized,

2" in which emptiness is emphasized. The first impor-

we alternate between the creation stage,
and the completion stage,
tant purpose of this alternating between appearance and emptiness is to rem-
edy the clinging to both of these. Dissolving the visualization is a technique that
remedies the clinging to its real existence, while its reappearance from empti-
ness is a technique to remedy the clinging to some blank state without appear-
ance. In actual fact, however, appearances and emptiness cannot be separated,
as the empty nature of appearances is intrinsic to them. So the second impor-
tant purpose of meditating on the stages of creation and completion is to train
in the nondiscriminatory experience of the inseparable unity of appearance and
emptiness, which is possible only on the basis of not clinging to either facet of
this unity. In this way, we become familiar with the true nature of mind with-
out getting stuck in either its luminous or its empty aspect. Sakya Chogden®”
says:

If there were not the way in which nondual wisdom is empty of nature

That is elucidated by the texts of Consequentialists and Autonomists,

What would relinquish our clinging to profound luminous wisdom’s
reality

And our conceptions of being attached to magnificent deities?*?

The necessity for a background in the Madhyamaka view is also highly evident
in the teachings on Mahamudra. In general, Centrist texts are regularly quoted
and notions such as “emptiness,” “freedom from discursiveness and reference
points,” and “neither arising nor ceasing” abound. In particular, among the well-
known four yogas of Mahamudra, the second is so named because, with the
vision of emptiness predominating, it is the realization that mind and all other
phenomena do not arise, abide, or cease and are free from any discursiveness and
reference points. The third yoga refers to realizing the equality of mind and
appearances, cyclic existence and nirvana, empty and not empty, and so on, all
being of “one taste” in that they lack a nature of their own. The fourth yoga is
the level of nothing to meditate on, no meditator, and no meditation, neither
anything to be realized nor any realization.

In particular, an experiential familiarity with the Madhyamaka approach is
crucial for the stages of Mahamudra insight meditation, when mind is investi-
gated in its various expressions of stillness and movement. The instructions for
these analytical meditations are very concise, but they often follow exactly the
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lines of more detailed Madhyamaka analyses. It is true that, in Mahamudra
analysis, the emphasis lies on directly and nonconceptually looking at the mind,
but obviously this is not accomplished right away. Naturally, beginners start
investigating in a conceptual way. In this context, any resultant conceptual
insight into emptiness is helpful only if it eventually proves to be conducive to
the immediate kind of introspection. Hence, such insight is an obstacle if one
clings to an intellectual understanding of emptiness. However, the same is true
for the Madhyamaka approach, which indeed starts on the more intellectual
plane but constantly points to and facilitates direct experience and insights into
emptiness (this is what is meant by “experiential familiarity,” mentioned above).
In both the Madhyamaka and the Mahamudra approaches, one must gradually
let go of conceptual understanding, reification, and hanging on to any reference
point at all.

Thus, without being aware of the actual thrust of the Mahamudra investiga-
tions of mind and appearances, we might either try to skip them altogether or just
go through the motions and think, “Of course, I know that my mind has no
color and shape.” When we do not personally engage in scrutinizing our mind
from different aspects and angles within the states of both stillness and move-
ment, we just keep getting caught up in the experiences that rush through this
mind. In this way, we completely miss the point of such an analysis as an active
process from our own side to eradicate misperceptions and approach the liberat-
ing insight into the true nature of the experiencing mind itself. As the Ninth
Karmapa’s famous Mahamudra text 7he Ocean of Definitive Meaning says:

Some may wonder, “It is fine to demonstrate right from the start that
this mind can neither be watched nor seen, but beyond that, what is
the point in investigating [whether it has a] color and so on?” It is pre-
cisely because sentient beings do not realize that mind—which lacks a
nature—definitely does not have such [color and so forth] that they,
since time without beginning, take what they call “me” and “I” to be
something real. Based on that, attachment, aversion, and ignorance
arise, and thus they wander in cyclic existence, the ocean of suffering.
In order to put an end to that, you [must] probe into the depths of
your own mind, the main root of cyclic existence, through investigat-
ing, examining, and analyzing [it]. Thus, through determining it to be
empty and without identity, it is certain that you see the unmistaken
actuality of the basic nature. Through being certain that mind lacks a
nature, you realize that the mistakenness of clinging to any identity of
cyclic existence is without reality. By the force of that, you are certain
that all phenomena are empty. Consequently, your attachment to all
worldly pursuits is put to an end, and the root of reification, the cause
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of cyclic existence, is cut through. Therefore, there is good reason for
investigating the mind.>*

Tagbo Dashi Namgyal’s Grear Manual for Guidance in Mahamudra, Called Elu-
cidating Natural True Reality agrees:

You might wonder, “Is it not sufficient to embrace whatever appears
in the mind with mindfulness from the very start, without needing
gradual steps of guidance?” Such might suffice for the rare few whose
karmic disposition is of the instantaneous type. However, in [all] other
cases, unless one is led through the gradual steps of guidance, doubts
about the root of mind and appearances are not resolved, and the cer-
tainty that entails the experience of seeing [one’s] nature will not dawn.
Hence, although there may be other [kinds of] mindfulness, things
will not work out [as they should], since there is no self-aware mind-

fulness.””

The same master’s Moonbeams of Mahdmudra frequently quotes Madhyamaka
texts as its sources besides the words of the great siddhas of Mahamudra and
states:

For the most part, these instructions . . . appear to have the same
essential points as the progressive stages of meditation in the siitra
approach as [found in] The Prajiidgparamitd Pith Instructions®
Kamalasila’s three-volume Stages of Meditation,” and Adsa’s Centrist
Pith Instructions.”

First, one analyzes [the mind] through discriminating knowledge. It is
explained that, through this, the very [process of] discrimination itself
comes to rest, upon which nonconceptual wisdom dawns.>”

Here, the way of determining the nature of the mind is similar to the
determination of personal identitylessness in the stitra approach. . . .
Likewise, the way of determining thoughts and appearances is similar
to the determination of phenomenal identitylessness in the stitra
approach.®

However excellent a meditation in which insight has not arisen may be,
it is nothing more than one of the various kinds of mundane medita-
tions of non-Buddhists or ordinary Buddhists. Other than that, if such
[meditation] does not even qualify as a meditation of the lower [Bud-
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dhist] vehicles, it is needless to mention that it does not qualify as a
meditation of the great vehicle, such as Madhyamaka or, particularly,

Mahamudra. For that reason, it is very important to seriously engage
in the meditation of insight.*



The Middle from Beginning to End

MADHYAMAKA IS MOST GENERALLY CLASSIFIED as the actual Madhyamaka (that
which is to be communicated) and the verbal Madhyamaka (the means to com-
municate this actuality). The actual Madhyamaka is presented as threefold:

1) Madhyamaka ground: the unity of the two realities. The two realities are seem-
ing reality and ultimate reality. On the level of seeming reality, conventionally
speaking, all phenomena are nothing but mere collections of causes and con-
ditions. Our labels that emerge based on these phenomena are just superim-
posed, conventional designations that are coined in an interdependent way.
Ultimately, however, phenomena are not to be found as any of the extremes
of our mental reference points, such as existing, not existing, arising, or ceas-
ing. They are also free from abiding in a so-called middle. Thus, it is the nature
of all these fleeting phenomena to appear while not having any identifiable
nature of their own, very much like rainbows or reflections in a mirror. This
is the unity of the two realities.

2) Madhyamaka path: the unity of the seeming mind of enlightenment and the
ultimate mind of enlightenment, or the unity of means and knowledge.
Through understanding the modes of being of the two realities in this way,
bodhisattvas realize that seeming reality consists of phenomena that are merely
nominal. Since all phenomena are free from arising and so on, they are real-
ized to be free from all mistaken superimpositions. The unity of the seeming
mind of enlightenment and the ultimate mind of enlightenment is to train in
the illusionlike means to accomplish the benefit of oneself and others while
constantly being immersed in the knowledge that realizes the nature of all phe-
nomena. This means developing dependently originating and illusionlike great
compassion for countless dependently originating and illusionlike sentient
beings who have all been our loving mothers at some point in the infinite
round of cyclic existence. Motivated by this compassion, bodhisattvas train in
the illusionlike and spacelike two accumulations of merit and wisdom that

comprise the six or ten perfections.”®
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3) Madhyamaka fruition: the unity of the Dharma Body and the Form Bodies.
The fruition of this training is as follows: Through having reached the culmi-
nation of the most lucid appearance of the ultimate mind of enlightenment,
all afflictive, cognitive, and meditational obscurations including their latent
tendencies are eliminated and all mental reference points have vanished. This
is the perfect accomplishment of one’s own welfare: the Dharma Body.
Through having arrived at the culmination of the most lucid appearance of the
seeming mind of enlightenment, the perfect accomplishment of the welfare of
others—the Form Bodies—is attained. This accomplishment for others means
complete mastery of enlightened activity that manifests from the perspective
of all countless sentient beings to be trained until the end of time and space.
The unity of these two kinds of enlightened bodies means that, while the
Dharma Body never moves away from its natural state of luminous spacious-
ness, the Form Bodies manifest as the effortless and spontaneous activities of
enlightened body, speech, and mind (such as turning the wheel of dharma)
that are naturally in perfect harmony with every single sentient being.

The verbal Madhyamaka as the means to express this threefold actuality of
ground, path, and fruition are the teachings of the Buddha and the treatises of
the great Madhyamika masters such as Nagarjuna. These treatises comment on
the words of the Buddha in two ways. First, they comment on the intentions of
“the Madhyamaka scriptures of the ordinary vehicles,” that is, the teachings of
mainly the expedient meaning that were spoken with certain intentions. Through
this, they help practitioners realize that there are no internal contradictions in the
words of the Buddha and that his words cannot be invalidated through reason-
ing. In this way, the students’ trust and confidence in the Buddha as the Omnis-
cient One become irreversible and increase further and further. Second, these
treatises comment on the ultimate actuality that is expressed by “the Madhya-
maka scriptures of the extraordinary great vehicle,” which are the teachings of the
definitive meaning that do not entail any other intentions or implications. Thus,
the texts generate confidence in the definitive meaning in those who are suitable
for it and provide for their relief from all obscurations on the great paths and
grounds of bodhisattvas.

As for the persons who are called Centrists, there are two levels. Those on the
first level uphold the Centrist view by following master Nagarjuna and under-
stand the meaning of the texts that say that all phenomena are without nature.
Centrists on the second level are described by Candrakirti as those in whose men-
tal continua the realization of Centrism has dawned and whose realization is in
concordance with the realization of the noble ones of all three vehicles. For bodhi-
sattvas, this realization begins on the path of seeing of the great vehicle. Thus,
noble bodhisattvas are those who are able to rest in meditative equipoise within
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the nature of phenomena through having cultivated the specific knowledge of this
path in meditation. In general, this means that all those noble ones of the second
level—learners and nonlearners—who rest in meditative equipoise within the
nature of phenomena are the actual Centrists. Those among these noble ones

who abide within the phase of subsequent attainment®

and thus engage in var-
ious activities on the level of seceming reality as well as all ordinary beings who
uphold the Centrist view without having directly realized it are called “Centrists
who follow common worldly consensus.”

Thus, as for upholding the Madhyamaka view and having realized it, there are
four possibilities. There are (1) people who uphold the Madhyamaka view and
in whose continua its realization has not arisen, (2) those in whose continua its
realization has arisen and who do not uphold the Madhyamaka view, (3) those
for whom both are the case, and (4) those for whom neither is the case.

Among these, the second possibility might require some explanation. Accord-
ing to Karmapa Mikys Dorje, there surely are cases of bodhisattvas who have real-
ized the actuality of Madhyamaka but who—for the sake of training certain kinds
of beings to be trained—do not uphold the view of Madhyamaka. However, it
is impossible that they do not uphold the final intended meaning of this view,
because it is impossible for the noble ones of the great vehicle to say something
mistaken about the view and the accomplishment of the two realities, since they
have directly realized ultimate reality. Then, there are also beings such as the
noble ones among the hearers and solitary realizers who indeed have accom-
plished the actual Madhyamaka, since its realization has been born in them.
However, they do not uphold the view of Madhyamaka, since their insight has
not properly engaged in the scriptural system of Centrism. Therefore, their minds
have not been trained in the conventions of Centrist view and accomplishment.
The only exceptions to this are those noble ones among the hearers and solitary
realizers who have the highest capacities. For, once the basic nature of Madhya-
maka just as it is has been realized through the path, the self-confidence of the
knowledge that grows from this path cannot be subdued. This knowledge that
arises in meditation is at the same time the means to unmistakenly express the
actual Madhyamaka of the basic nature. Once such knowledge has been devel-
oped, there is not the slightest difficulty in teaching others the actuality that is
experienced by it.

Another example of one who has realized the actual Madhyamaka while not
upholding its view is an ordinary being in whose mind stream the realization of
Madhyamaka may arise through the power of cultivating the exemplary wisdom
and the two stages of creation and completion in the Vajrayana. Of course, this
person does not know how to express the Madhyamaka view. Nevertheless, there
are cases of such Vajrayana practitioners who have not been trained in the con-
ventional terms of Madhyamaka and who still display the power to explain the
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Madhyamaka view, debate about it, and even compose treatises on it. All this is
the result of removing blockages in the free flow of nadi, prana, and bindu. And
even for ordinary beings in whom the realization of the actual Madhyamaka has
not yet arisen, it is possible that a moment of self-confident knowledge could
emerge that causes them to propound the Madhyamaka view just as it is.
Through this, they may rise as indisputable guides who in the middle of an ocean
of opponents can eliminate all kinds of wrong views. Such can happen through
the power of intense devotion to the guru and the three jewels or through the
force of overwhelming compassionate accumulations of merit that are motivated
by the mind of enlightenment for the sake of all beings.

In general, however, all who uphold and proclaim what is called “the Madh-
yamaka view”— whether they are noble beings in whom realization has arisen or
ordinary beings in whom it has not—do so only for the sake of putting an end
to the wrong views of others, that is, solely from the perspective of those who
entertain such views and suffer through them. Thus, when Centrists “uphold” the
view of Madhyamaka and present its ground, path, and fruition, they never put
this forward as a system of their own in which they believe. The reason is that they
simply do not present anything whatsoever as their own system and that “uphold-
ing this view” refers to nothing but the process of helping other people to free
themselves from clinging to any kind of view or system. In this way, something
that looks like a Madhyamaka “system” or “school” can only emerge in the dia-
logues that Centrists may have with others. This also explains why all Madhya-
maka texts mainly consist of refutations of the positions of others. The reason for
all these refutations lies not in mere sophistry or nihilism on the part of Centrism,
but in the fact that all conceptual constructions are by their nature incapable of
really capturing phenomena and their nature, be it on the seeming or the ultimate
level. Rather, they only obscure our direct perception of how things really are and
thus lead to mistaken actions and suffering.

2 Madhyamaka Ground
WHaArt Is ReEaLITY?

The ground of the Madhyamaka system is the correct view on the two realities.
As The Siatra of the Meeting of Father and Son says:

Without having learned this from others,

The Knower of the World distinguished these two realities.
The one is the seeming and the other the ultimate—
There is no other third reality.



The Middle from Beginning to End 73

In general, the Sanskrit word safya can mean both “truth” and “reality.” In the
context of the two “realities” in Centrism, this term refers to realities in the sense
that what is experienced in some way by someone is that person’s individual real-
ity, no matter how delusive this experience might be from the perspective of oth-
ers. It is like when we say that someone “lives in a different reality.” We do not
mean that this person does not live on this planet but that her or his view or per-
ception of things is not the same as ours. This is even more obvious in people who
go insane and live completely in their own world, not because they went to some
“Crazy Disney World” located somewhere else but because the entire experien-
tial framework of their minds has changed. In Centrism, reality is understood in
an experiential or perceptual sense and not ontologically as some hard-and-fast
“real existence” in a substantial, independent, or absolute manner. Rather, this
notion of real existence is precisely what Centrists keep denying. So for them,
“realities” refer to different types of experiences of individual beings, without
there being some independent reality somewhere. In other words, Centrists
would not say, “The truth is out there.” This means that seeming reality does not
exist apart from the minds of the ordinary sentient beings whose experience it is.
Likewise, ultimate reality is not some absolute or transcendent given. It does not
exist anywhere other than in the minds of noble ones who rest in meditative
equipoise within the nature of phenomena. The manifold expressions of seem-
ing reality in different beings are usually compared to the various dream experi-
ences of different sleepers. None of the episodes in their dreams has any correlate
in any real outer reality, but at the time of dreaming, everything that is experi-
enced is subjectively completely real. Ultimate reality is compared to waking up
from the dream and realizing that none of the events in one’s dream ever hap-
pened as anything other than a mere appearance in one’s own mind. As Can-
drakirti says in his Entrance into Centrism:

It is through the perfect and the false seeing of all entities
That the entities that are thus found bear two natures.
The object of perfect seeing is true reality,

And false seeing is seeming reality.?*

As a simplified analogy, consider the well-known computerized pictures with
three-dimensional effects (called “Magic Eye” and the like). If we look at one of
these two-dimensional pictures and do not focus on any of its details but basically
look through it, the picture appears as a completely different three-dimensional
image. Nothing new is added to the two-dimensional picture itself when the
three-dimensional image is seen, and there is also no other spatial reality behind
this flat sheet of paper. The only thing that has changed is the way of looking at
it. However, this is precisely what makes all the difference. Since we can experi-
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ence substantial changes in our perception in such a simple way, how can we rule
out even more dramatic expansions of our minds, if we work in a systematic and
all-encompassing manner on our way of seeing the world?

Since the two realities refer to experiences or perceptions, they are not just
some abstract conceptual or formal truths (such as “one plus one equals two”).
Also, when we see a table or hear a sound, we would not think of this as seeing
or hearing a “truth,” nor would we conceive the perceiving consciousness itself
as a “truth.” Rather, we refer to both the objects and the perceiving subject as
some kind of reality that we perceive or experience. As Broido rightly says:

Truth is a property of sentences (relativized to contexts) or, philo-
sophically, a property of propositions, but in any case not a property
of cognitions or cognitive states or appearances or experiences or
“things.” It is only with a very great sense of strain that an English-
speaker can say of a visual object or experience that it is true or false.
.. . Given this strain and the resulting confusion it is not surprising
that many Western accounts of the satyas are unintelligible.*®

Moreover, in terms of the Buddhist path, mere “truths” do not have any lib-
erating power per se; only realizations that have been fully integrated into one’s
mind as experiential realities have such power. For example, it is widely accepted
that smoking is hazardous to one’s health, but all smokers who have tried to quit
know equally well that it takes much more than just this truth to actually change
addictive patterns.

Thus, the two realities are not understood merely as general truths (of course,
they are also formally true) but as the individual realities that are experienced by
either the mistaken minds of sentient beings or the unmistaken wisdom minds
of noble ones.*® These realities encompass both the objective and the subjective
sides of experience. The objects that we see, hear, and so forth, including the
various kinds of consciousness that perceive these objects, are our reality; and
what the nobles ones perceive is “their” reality.

Therefore, in Centrism, the distinction of the two realities is not an ontologi-
cal one but primarily epistemological. This means that we are not talking about
two separate sets of reality that independently and objectively exist in two differ-
ent realms called samsara and nirvana. Rather, the two realities refer to just what
is experienced by two different types of beings with different types and scopes of
perception. More important still, since the overall purport of the teachings of the
Buddha is liberation from cyclic existence, the presentation of the two realities and
their relation is nothing but a means to this end. Since this presentation is used
as a pedagogical tool for accomplishing liberation, the actual contrast between the
two realities is soteriological in nature. The dividing line is drawn between what
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is delusive or seeming in the sense of being unreliable when seeking for liberation
from cyclic existence and what is genuine or ultimate in the sense of being reli-
able as the appropriate basis for such liberation. As Pawo Rinpoche says:

[The seeming] is not a stable reality, because it does not withstand
analysis and because it does not appear as an object of the meditative
equipoise of the noble ones. . . . [The ultimate] is “genuine,” because
it is essential for those who wish for liberation and undeceiving with
respect to the result, which is Buddhahood.*”

The presentation of the difference between seeming and ultimate reality together
with the ensuing activities on a seeming path are regarded as the means to achieve
the direct realization of what is called ultimate reality. Nagarjuna says in his Fun-
damental Verses:

Without reliance on conventions,
The ultimate cannot be taught.
Without realization of the ultimate,
Nirvana cannot be attained.?®

Thus, the presentation of the two realities is in itself an aspect of the bod-
hisattvas’ skill in means, but within this educational approach, neither of these
two realities is “better” or more real than the other. The reason for this is that
all presentations and practical applications of these two can only happen within
the framework of seeming reality itself, since they only need to be taught to
those who have an essentially dualistic state of mind. As such, these two cannot
but be mutually dependent and dualistic, since it is impossible to talk about,
reflect on, or meditate on the one without the other. Likewise, there is no way
to proceed on the path to “the ultimate” without using and eventually letting
go of seeming reality. On the other hand, within the meditative equipoise of
those who directly perceive what is called ultimate reality, all reference points of
a dualistic mind have completely subsided. Thus, any arguments about what is
seeming, ultimate, real, or false are by definition simply irrelevant to this per-
ceptual perspective. The Siatra Thar Teaches the Unity of the Nature of the Expanse
of Dharmas® says:

O Maifijusri, when the expanse of dharmas is taken as the source of
valid cognition, there is neither seeming reality nor ultimate reality.

Pawo Rinpoche states:
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It is for the native nature of all phenomena, the very expanse of dhar-
mas just as it is, . . . that the conventional term “ultimate reality” is
used. . . . This is what abides as the actual nature of all phenomena. It
is the object of the profound meditative equipoise of noble ones.
Therefore, it is presented as a stable reality in dependence on the seem-
ing. [However,] it is not [such a stable reality] independently through
its nature, because the Buddhas themselves behold neither real nor
delusive phenomena.”””

It is definitely stated that all phenomena have one single reality and
that just this that is called “real” or “delusive” is not observed. Never-
theless, in order for naive beings?”! to be able to leave their fear behind,
the provisional presentation of subject and object is [given as] some-
thing that leaves the status quo of mere common worldly consensus as
it is. Thus, naive beings are guided by using the conventional term
“seeming reality.”?

Candrakirti says in his Lucid Words:

ultimate, experientially there is only “one reality.” However, it may be conceived
or designated in various ways when these noble ones engage in their activities in
order to help others so that they too may realize this reality. The Sixty Stanzas on

What is taught as arising and such in terms of dependent origination
does not concern the nature of the objects of the uncontaminated wis-
dom of those free from the blurred vision?” of basic ignorance. Rather,
it is [taught] with respect to the objects of the consciousnesses of those
whose eyes of intelligent insight are affected by the blurred vision of
basic ignorance.”

We teach the delusiveness of entities with regard to seeming reality as
a remedy against [the beliefs of] worldly people who cling to this [delu-
siveness] as being real. However, the noble ones who have accom-
plished what is to be accomplished do not see anything that is delusive
or not delusive. Moreover, for those who have realized the delusiveness
of all phenomena, do karma and cyclic existence exist? They do not
observe any phenomenon as either existent or non-existent.”””

From the perspective of the meditative equipoise of noble ones who realize the

Reasoning states:

That nirvana is the sole reality
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Is what the Victors have declared.?”
Atisa’s Entrance into the Two Realities declares:

The ultimate is just a single one.

Others assert it to be twofold.

The nature of phenomena is not established as anything whatsoever,
So how could it be two or three and such??””

No GROUND FOR THE Two REALITIES

In general, there are various presentations of the two realities in the different
Buddhist philosophical systems up through the Autonomists. All their presenta-
tions agree on the following general points (Autonomists doing so just conven-
tionally) about ultimate reality: (1) it cannot be invalidated through reasoning, (2)
it withstands analysis, (3) it abides ultimately as an undeceiving nature, and (4)
it is the object of an unmistaken subject. Seeming reality is defined as the oppo-
site of this.

As for Consequentialists, one looks in vain for their own special presentation
of the two realities. Rather, when they dispel the mistakenness in the minds of
those who uphold philosophical systems, they do so by simply putting an end to
wrong views through demonstrating the inconsistencies of any position in terms
of an actually or substantially existing ultimate. When Consequentialists describe
what is to be adopted and rejected by giving their own presentations of seeming
reality, they do not use specific new terms to establish a system of their own that
explains this process. Rather—both in terms of everyday life and the Buddhist
path—they engage in what is to be adopted and rejected in a way that is adjusted
to the conventions of “correct” and “false” as these accord with common worldly
consensus without analysis. To support this approach, they point to the Buddha,
who taught the two realities in accordance with such conventions merely for the
sake of helping worldly beings to finally realize true reality:

The world disputes with me, but I do not dispute with the world.
Whatever is asserted as existent in the world, that I assert as existent
too. Whatever is asserted as nonexistent in the world, that I assert as

nonexistent t00.?®

When Centrists talk about common worldly consensus or the perspective with-
out analysis, they usually make a distinction between ordinary people whose
minds have not been altered by philosophical views and people whose minds
have been so altered. Common worldly consensus is then identified as what is
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consensus among those who have not been affected in this sense. However, it is
obvious that there is no single universal set of things about which there is com-
mon consensus in the world, even when leaving aside philosophical views in a
strict sense. There are an endless number of regional or social views or consen-
sus on almost all issues, and in the end, majority vote or custom in a given soci-
ety or group is what determines the local sets of consensus. Thus, the famous
Tibetan master Gendiin Chopel (1903-1951) said that, basically, there is nobody
whose mind is not affected by some sort of view. The only difference concerns
what kind of view. Some people are affected by the views of their parents or their
social group; others may be affected by certain religious, scientific, or political the-
ories. In light of this, it seems impossible to pinpoint anything as common
worldly consensus among people who are not affected by a view, since such peo-
ple simply seem to be nonexistent. Thus, such consensus does not refer to cer-
tain social conventions, scientific theories, or commonly held views that people
more or less consciously agree on.

Can we find another way to determine the type of common consensus that is
unaffected by views? It is hard to draw a sharp line here, but according to Cen-
trists like Candrakirti, Santaraksita, and Gendiin Chépel, this common consen-
sus refers to our direct nonconceptual experiences and sense perceptions.
Conceptual cognitions, except for merely labeling what we experience in this
way, represent for the most part the kind of consciousness that is already affected
by some view. Candrakirti is reported to have pointed to his robe and said, “If
you ask me what this is, I would say this is Candrakirti’s robe. If you ask me
what the building behind me is, I would say it is Nalanda University. Other than
that, I have nothing to say.”

Thus, common worldly consensus in the Centrist sense primarily refers to the
very basic things that we perceive and label by taking them for granted, usually
without even thinking about them, such as that we eat when we feel hungry,
that fire burns, that water flows downhill, that there is a world of people out
there who are different from ourselves, and that we want to be happy and avoid
suffering. These appearances of seeming reality are what determine our ordinary
behavior. If they are not analyzed, they seem to be there and—mostly—function
as we expect them to. Usually, our bodies are still there when we wake up in the
morning and function in the same way as yesterday. Then, we feed them and take
the same road to the same place where we have been working for many years.
However, as soon as we start to analyze these appearances for what they really are,
they start to lose their characteristics and functions, because we step out of our
familiar frame of reference within which these appearances manifest and operate.
This is also obvious from modern science: For example, according to quantum
physics, there are no such things as matter, roads, cars, or bodies, so who or what
is driving home after an exciting day in the quantum lab? On the other hand, sub-



The Middle from Beginning to End 79

jectively, we do not live our lives by behaving as quantum fields or the like. We
do not relish quarks and energy waves but eat pancakes and drink coffee. Thus,
one could say that common worldly consensus is mainly that which we take for
granted in our everyday transactions and which functions accordingly as long as
it is not questioned.

In more technical terms, the Eighth Karmapa says that “worldly” refers to all
mental activities under the sway of afflictive and cognitive obscurations through
which the dualistic appearances of apprehender and apprehended on the level of
seeming, worldly reality are imagined, as well as all thoughts and expressions in
dependence on this imagining that are used by those who experience dualistic
appearances. On this level of the worldly seeming, the conventions of everything
in both the world and the treatises that is already consensus or suitable to become
some consensus are called “the conventions of the worldly seeming,” As Santideva
says:

Thus, two kinds of world are seen:

The one of yogins and the one of common people.
Here, the world of common people

Is invalidated by the world of yogins.

Also the yogins, due to differences in insight,

Are overruled by successively superior ones.””

The Centrist presentation of the two realities is in no way established as a
Centrist system of its own. Rather, such descriptions are used as mere labels.
When they are analyzed, neither a defining characteristic nor an example of ulti-
mate reality can be found. Thus, all that is left on the side of Consequentialists
in their communications with others are mere nominal definienda that give the
impression of being defined by certain defining characteristics. However, since
such names are also empty of a nature of their own, ultimate emptiness is even
beyond being an object of the wisdom of noble ones. So how could anybody
find a nature that makes up or defines this emptiness?

One might argue with the Consequentialists’ refusal to take a position regard-
ing the ultimate by saying, “As was said above, the defining characteristics of
ultimate reality are that it (1) cannot be invalidated through reasoning, (2) with-
stands analysis, (3) abides ultimately as an undeceiving nature, and (4) is the
object of an unmistaken subject. So, ultimately speaking, is there such a phe-
nomenon or not? If there is, you Consequentialists are realists.”* If there isn’t, the
presentation of the two realities is meaningless.” The Eighth Karmapa responds
that Consequentialists do not claim that, ultimately, there is an ultimate reality
that is endowed with such defining characteristics, since they also do not claim
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that, ultimately, there is a seeming reality that has the opposite defining charac-
teristics. The reason for this is that both realities are just presented in mutual
dependence. Moreover, it is not only impossible to establish an ultimate reality
with such defining characteristics through any valid cognition whatsoever, but the
notion of such an ultimate reality can also be invalidated through reasoning.
Thus, the two realities are primordially natural emptiness in which all flux of
mental reference points is completely absent, be these subject or object, defining
characteristics, definiendum, and example; or valid cognition, what is to be val-
idated, and the result of validation. All presentations of the inexpressible and
inconceivable that are made from the perspective of ordinary beings by conven-
tionally referring to “ultimate reality” are nothing but a futile attempt to write
words onto space. However, the Buddha and Nagarjuna explain that such expo-
sitions are still given for the sake of dispelling the wrong ideas of those who mis-
conceive the two realities as something that has characteristics (such as real
existence) versus something that is the fundamental nature of knowable objects.
Particularly, if no presentation of ultimate reality is provided, profound true real-
ity as it actually is will not be realized. The sttras say:

If the ultimate did not exist, pure conduct would be meaningless and
the appearance of Thus-Gone Ones would be pointless. Since the ulti-
mate exists, bodhisattvas should be skilled in the ultimate.

In summary, nonnominal, profound, and ultimate emptiness that is the actual
object of the wisdom of noble ones is free from either withstanding or not with-
standing analysis. As such, it is beyond expression. On the other hand, the nom-
inal®' emptiness that is the object of a correct reasoning consciousness is surely
not something that can withstand analysis. Nevertheless, Centrists apply names
such as “ultimate reality” or “emptiness” to that which is essentially without
name and constitutes true reality. Thus, since they use such illustrating designa-
tions, one cannot say that Centrists are unable to conventionally express this ulti-
mate reality. As will be explained further, this is an essential point in Centrism.

Tae DETAILED EXPLANATION OF THE TwoO REALITIES

The essential points on the two realities having been elucidated, the ground now
seems properly prepared for a slight elaboration on this conventional distinction.

The Meaning of the Terms

The Sanskrit term for “the seeming” is samwy# (Tib. kun rdzob), which literally
means “to completely cover, conceal, or obscure.” This is also given as its main
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sense in the twenty-fourth chapter of Candrakirti’s Lucid Words, in which he
lists three meanings of this term:

1) Seeming means completely obscuring, since ignorance completely blocks the
true reality of things.

2) The seeming bears this name because it is mutually dependent and thus not
independently or truly existent. This includes everything that is merely estab-
lished in dependence on something else (such as something being long and
short respectively) as well as all that originates in dependence on various causes
and conditions.

3) Seeming also refers to signs and symbols, that is, to worldly conventions and
expressions. This not only refers to language or conventional terms but
encompasses all objects of expression, means of expression, knowing con-

sciousnesses, and knowable objects.?

The Treasury of Knowledge reports two more meanings:

4) Bhavaviveka’s Blaze of Reasoning says that “the seeming refers to the complete
diversification of all entities, such as forms.”*®
5) The seeming is make-believe or pretense. As Haribhadra says, “It is seeming,

because it does not withstand the force of analysis.”**

Thus, seeming reality (samuvrtisatya) is called seeming because basic ignorance
obscures the seeing of true reality. It is still called a reality, because naive beings
take it to be real and because it functions in accordance with how it is perceived
until true reality is realized. This is the only way in which it is undeceiving for
sentient beings.

The Sanskrit term for the ultimate is paramartha (Tib. don dam). Parama
(Tib. dam pa) means “supreme or ultimate,” and ar#ha means “object, purpose,
or actuality.” Bhavaviveka’s Blaze of Reasoninglists three different ways in which
the compound of these two words can be read in Sanskrit:

1) Since it is an object and ultimate, it is the ultimate object. (2) Or,
[it may be read as] “the object of the ultimate”: Since it is the object
of ultimate nonconceptual wisdom, it is the object of the ultimate. (3)
Or, it [can be understood as] “that which is in accordance with the
ultimate object”: Since the ultimate object exists in the knowledge that
is in approximate accordance with the realization of this ultimate
object, it is that which is in accordance with the ultimate object.?®

The first way to understand this means that both parama and artha refer only to



82 The Center of the Sunlit Sky

the object—emptiness—as opposed to the subject that realizes it.**® The second
alternative means that parama refers to the subject (wisdom) and artha to the
object (emptiness).”” The third option indicates a reasoning consciousness that
cognizes ultimate reality not directly but inferentially.?®® The majority of Auton-
omists seem to favor the second way of reading paramadirtha, while not denying
the first. Consequentialists usually follow Candrakirti’s Lucid Words, which con-
firms the first reading:

Since it is both an object and ultimate, it is the ultimate object. Since

just this is real, it is ultimate reality.?®

Thus, ultimate reality (paramarthasatya) is called ultimate because it is the uldi-
mate sphere of nonconceptual wisdom in the meditative equipoise of noble ones.
It is called reality because it is undeceiving in all aspects.”® Pawo Rinpoche says:

It is called “object” because one engages in the fundamental nature in
dependence on the seeming and because it is what is to be strived for.
It is “supreme” because it is essential for those who wish for liberation
and undeceiving with respect to the result, which is Buddhahood.

Thus, it is a term for [such] a common locus.*"

Painting the Sky:
A Description of Their Defining Characteristics

Here, the general definition of reality is “that which is undeceiving.” Thus, seem-
ing reality is defined as that which is undeceiving on the seeming level. In Cen-
trism, this refers to those phenomena that are found without analysis, that is,
from the perspective of the false perception of ordinary sentient beings that is dis-
torted by basic ignorance. In other words, these are all phenomena that are fab-
ricated and superimposed through the reference points of imagination, speech,
and expression. The Eighth Karmapa emphasizes that this seeming reality is nei-
ther something separate from the basic ignorance that imagines it nor is it this
very ignorance itself. Candrakirti says in his Entrance into Centrism:

Since ignorance obscures its true nature, this is the seeming.
The Sage has declared that seeming reality
Is that which is fabricated and appears as real through this [ignorance].
Thus, fabricated entities are the seeming.>”
To be more precise, seeming reality is characterized by afflicted ignorance.”
This is the type of ignorance that is contained within the twelve links of depend-
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ent origination and is the cause of cyclic existence. One may wonder why the
seeming is presented as a reality at all, since it is what appears from an intrinsi-
cally distorted perspective. In general, it is just on the conventional level and
provisionally that Centrists speak of it as a reality in order to guide ordinary
beings. The first reason to present it as a reality is in terms of subjective experi-
ence, because worldly people take seeming appearances to be really existing just
as they appear. The second reason lies in worldly empiricism, because causes and
results appear to function in an unmistaken way from the perspective of provi-
sional reasoning, that is, as long as the notions of cause and result themselves are
not questioned. However, seeming reality is clearly not an objective or stable
reality, because it does not withstand analysis and because it does not appear as
an object of the meditative equipoise of the noble ones.

In general, ultimate reality is that which is ultimately undeceiving. In Centrism,
this refers to that which is perceived through nonconceptual self-aware wisdom
from the perspective of the perfect perception of noble ones in meditative
equipoise. Again, ultimate reality is in no way established as something that is dif-
ferent or independent from the meditative equipoise of noble ones. There is also
no meditative equipoise of noble ones apart from this ultimate reality. Such med-
itative equipoise is not to be understood as a perception of something or of just one
single ultimate object, such as the emptiness or #he ultimate. Rather, it is more
like a simultaneous panoramic awareness of the true nature of all phenomena. In
this, there is no duality of subject and object and no restriction through focusing
on some particular object. As such, it is completely unfabricated. Thus, nonrefer-
ential wisdom sees the nonreferential nature of phenomena beyond imagination
and expression. The way in which this wisdom sees is called “without seeing,”
since it does not see in the same manner as ordinary beings do. It does not see any-

thing as they perceive and label it. 7he Concise Prajiidgparamitdsiitra®*

says:
Beings usually speak of “seeing the sky.”

Examine this point of how you see the sky!

The Buddha taught that the seeing of phenomena is just like this.

In his Entrance into the Two Realities, Atisa agrees:

In the very profound sitras,

It is said that nonseeing is to see this.
Here, there is no seeing and no seer,
No beginning and no end, just peace.

Entities and nonentities are left behind.
It is nonconceptual and nonreferential.
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It is inexpressible, unobservable,

Unchanging, and unconditioned.

When it is realized by yogins,

Afflictive and cognitive obscurations are relinquished.?”

Jnanagarbha’s Distinction between the Two Realities says:

It is not suitable to abide
As an entity corresponding to its appearance.
It does not appear in any way whatsoever

For any entity of consciousness.”

His autocommentary explains:

The ultimate does not abide as it appears, since it does not even appear
for the knowledge of the Omniscient One. Therefore, the sttras say:

Not seeing anything at all is to see true reality.”
Bhavaviveka’s Heart of Centrism says:

Its character is neither existent, nor nonexistent,
Nor [both] existent and nonexistent, nor neither.
Centrists should know true reality

That is free from these four possibilities.”®

By definition, ultimate reality cannot be taught or demonstrated. As The Siztra
of Engaging in the Two Realities™ says:
Devaputra, ultimate reality cannot be taught. Why is thae? Uld-
mately, all such phenomena as the one who teaches, what is taught,
and the basis on which this is taught are utterly unborn. One is not
able to explain utterly unborn phenomena through utterly unborn
phenomena.

Therefore, it is said that the ultimate cannot be an object of cognition. When the
formations of mind or mental events merge with the ultimate, all of them are nat-
urally and completely at peace, and none of them has any chance to stir for even
a single moment. As Santideva’s Entrance to the Bodbisattva’s Way of Life says:
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The ultimate is not the sphere of cognition.
It is said that cognition is the seeming.’™

Karmapa Mikyd Dorje explains that this mode of being is the vital point of the
definitive meaning of all stitras and tantras and nothing other than the
“Mahamudra of mental nonengagement that is beyond cognition” that was trans-
mitted from Saraha and Savaripa to Marpa and Milarepa.

There is no contradiction between, first, the explanation that the ultimate is
taken as the object of the wisdom of noble ones and, second, the teaching in
some stitras and treatises that it is not the sphere of cognition. The ultimate can
be said to be seen by nonconceptual wisdom in terms of negative determina-
tion:*' The very fact that nothing whatsoever is to be seen is not seen as anything
at all. On the other hand, the ultimate is not seen in terms of any positive deter-
mination,*” that is, by any dualistic consciousness in the manner of a knowable
object and a subject that knows this object. This means that not seeing any ref-
erence points is expressed as seeing their actual nature. It is similar to the fol-
lowing example: Imagine some people who are in doubt as to whether they can
write letters onto space or not. Through their not “seeing”—that is, their not
finding—any possibility of being able to write in this way, they “see” in the sense
of understanding that they are not able to write in such a way. As in the case of
seeming reality, one might argue that such an ultimate reality cannot have the sta-
tus of a reality on the grounds that it is not established as anything at all. Ulti-
mately, that is true, but provisonally, ultimate reality is taught in order to guide
sentient beings in accordance with the conventions of logic and reasoning.

When not analyzed, seeming reality refers to the plain presence of mere appear-
ances that can be satisfying only as long as they are left unquestioned. When
slightly analyzed, seeming reality is just the assembly of interdependent causes and
conditions. Since we engage in what is without any real nature through our con-
ventions of thinking and expression, it is “mere nominality,” “mere convention-
ality,” “mere imagination,” and “mere superimposition.” All these terms serve as
synonyms for seeming reality. When thoroughly analyzed, all phenomena are in
themselves nothing but the complete primordial peace of reference points and
characteristics. It is not that they become free from reference points through the
vision of the noble ones, through reasoned analysis, or through emptiness. The
phenomena that are found from the perspective of a mind without analysis and
with slight analysis are called seeming reality. That which is “found” (in the man-
ner of nonseeing) through thorough analysis and the meditative equipoise of
noble ones is called ultimate reality or emptiness. It is also named suchness,
because it never changes into anything else. It is “the true end,”® because it is
seen as what is unmistaken. It is designated as “signlessness,” since it is the ces-
sation of all reference points and characteristics. It is “the expanse of dharmas,”
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because it is the cause for the dharma qualities of the noble ones.*

In brief, the difference between seeming reality and ultimate reality is whether
a perceived object is ultimately deceiving or undeceiving and whether the corre-
sponding subject perceives this object in a way that is essentially mistaken or
unmistaken. Thus, the main criterion for distinguishing the two realities lies in the
dissimilar modes of perception of the minds of ordinary beings and noble ones.

In general, seeming reality is not an object that is known or seen from the per-
spective of nonconceptual wisdom minds, while ultimate reality is not an object
that can be known from the perspective of mistaken minds. Thus, actually, there
is no common basis or ground for a division into two realities. However, The
Treasury of Knowledge says that, from the perspective of no analysis, one may
take “just that which can be known” as the basis for distinguishing the two real-
ities. As The Siitra of the Meeting of Father and Son says:

What can be known is nothing but just these two realities.

In his commentary on The Ornament of Clear Realization, called The Noble One
Resting ar Ease, the Eighth Karmapa provisionally suggests “phenomena’s nature”
as the basis for classifying the two realities. In this way, he distinguishes between
two types of nature: phenomena’s ultimate nature and their seeming nature.
However, he also makes it very clear that this is just conventional verbiage:

Here, this nature that is [called] “phenomena’s own nature” has to be
classified as the two realities. As for the ultimate, just in terms of con-
venient conventional expressions, [one may say,] “All phenomena do
not have a nature. Therefore, they are empty of nature. This is their
[ultimate] nature or entity.” [In actual fact,] however, there are many
points to be disputed and examined even with respect to this mere
[statement]. As for the seeming—exemplified by something like a pil-
lar—[the fact] that just this appearing aspect of a pillar possesses the
function to support a beam and so on is presented as its [seeming]

nature.’”

From the various perspectives of the individuals who are the knowers of what
can be known, there are not only two realities. Strictly speaking, within seeming
reality, there are as many realities as there are beings. In a sense, we all live in our
own world, since nobody has any experiences that are exactly the same as those
of others. In Centrism, there is no such thing as collective experience that is really
shared with others. However, that everybody has different experiences does not
mean that there is some actual reality out there that exists independently of indi-
vidual perceptions and is just seen in different ways. This understanding is not
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even uniquely Buddhist, as precisely the same is suggested by modern Western
cognitive science and biology, which, for example, gained many detailed insights
into how differently various animals perceive what we call the world.

How then could we define a general outer reality that is independent of indi-
vidual perception? If we just go by majority vote, compared to the number of ani-
mals and the many ways that they perceive “the world,” the reality that
corresponds to our more or less “common” human perception is a hopeless can-
didate. We have no basis for establishing our perception as more valid than or
superior to other beings’. In fact, as science tells us, in one way or another, all ani-
mals have much sharper senses than humans. So it is only our conceptual mind
that might entitle us to claim superiority or validity of cognition. According to
Buddhism, however, conceptual mind is essentially mistaken in that it mixes up
mental images with their seemingly real referents. In brief, the entirety of the
infinite realities of perceived objects and perceiving subjects within cyclic exis-
tence is actually delusive.

Take, for example, a person like Joseph Stalin, who was seen by many as a cruel
dictator and murderer. Others regarded him as a great politician and war hero.
Still others may have perceived him as a friend, many as their enemy. His chil-
dren saw him as their father, his wife as her husband, and his parents as their
child. Mosquitos or tigers experienced him as a source of delicious food, the bac-
teria in his body as their abode or universe, and his dog as its master. So who
among them is “correct” about Mr. Stalin?

Still, when Buddha Sakyamuni appeared in this world and taught the dharma,
he did so in a human body. Accordingly, he gave his instructions on the basis of
human perceptions and conceptions and thus presented the common human
way of seeing the world as conventionally real. It was only in comparison with
this human perspective that he presented other beings’ way of seeing as
“unreal”—that is, unreal for human beings, but not from the conventional per-
spective of these other beings themselves. Thus, from the human perspective,
conventionally, a river is said to be real as water, and the eye consciousness that
perceives it as water is said to be undeceiving. Judging from this perspective,
other ways of seeing this river, such as when it is said that hungry ghosts experi-
ence it as a stream of pus and blood or gods as nectar, are then conventionally
unreal and deceiving. However, in no way does this mean that the human way
of seeing the world is per se any more real or better than the perspective of any
other being.

As for ultimate reality, it is impossible to say whether the experiences of ultdi-
mate reality in the meditative equipoises of different noble beings are the same
or individually distinct, since it is the very nature of such meditative equipoise to
be free from all reference points. Thus, experientially, the question of being one
or many simply does not apply on this level. If different noble beings in medita-
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tive equipoise were to have exactly the same experience, it would absurdly follow
that all these noble beings have one and the same mind. How then could there
be different noble beings in the first place? Moreover, if they have the same mind,
either they would have to progress on the path simultaneously in exactly the
same way or, since they all experience in the same way—no matter whether they
are called arhats, bodhisattvas, or Buddhas—there would be no progressive stages
at all for different beings on the path. Conversely, if their experiences were dif-
ferent, then there would be as many ultimate realities as there are noble beings.
This would mean that the ultimate would be multiple and thus not be the ulti-
mate or final nature of phenomena. Or, one might wonder which one of all these
many ultimate realities actually is ultimate reality. In addition, this contradicts the
numerous statements that there is only a single ultimate reality.

Are the Two Realities One or Different?

What is the relationship between the two realities themselves? It is a highly
debated issue whether they are one or different. That this is not just academic
hairsplitting will be clear from what the Eighth Karmapa says below about how
this question applies to such expressions as “the equality of cyclic existence and
nirvana” and “thoughts being the Dharma Body,” which serve as pith instructions
for meditation practice.

The classic scriptural reference for the two realities being neither one nor dif-
ferent is The Sitra That Unravels the Intention. This text lists four flaws that
would follow if the two realities were one:

1) Just as ordinary beings perceive seeming reality, they would see ultimate real-
ity at the same time. Thus, while still ordinary beings, they would be liberated
without effort and achieve nirvana or Buddhahood.

2) The defining characteristics of seeming reality and ultimate reality would be
mutually inclusive. From this, it would follow that, for example, the emptiness
of a desirable object is also an object of desire and thus a cause for suffering
rather than its remedy.

3) Just as there is no diversity in the ultimate nature of all conditioned phenom-
ena of seeming reality, there would be no diversity among conditioned phe-
nomena.

4) Yogic practitioners would not have to seck for an ultimate reality beyond con-
ditioned entities as they appear to the senses or as they are conceived by the
thinking mind.

If the two realities were different, this would entail the following four flaws:
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1) Those who see ultimate reality would not be liberated from cyclic existence,
since the experience of seeming reality would be completely unaffected by see-
ing ultimate reality. Thus, they would not achieve nirvana or Buddhahood.

2) Ultimate reality would not be the true nature of the conditioned entities of
seeming reality, just as a vase is not the true nature of a piece of cloth.

3) The mere identitylessness or lack of nature of conditioned entities would not
be their ultimate character, since these two are completely unrelated.

4) Afflicted phenomena and purified phenomena—in other words, mental states
of basic ignorance with their delusive appearances and the nonconceptual wis-
dom that realizes emptiness—would simultaneously exist within the continua
of noble beings, such as Buddhas, since realizing emptiness would not have

eliminated ignorance.”

The Treasury of Knowledge says that, conventionally and without further analy-
sis, the two realities may be said to be one in nature but different isolates.*” This
means that their nature is one but they appear as something different for the
conceptual mind. Ultimately, they are inexpressible as “one” or “different.” Pawo
Rinpoche states that all presentations of the two realities as being one or differ-
ent—whether in terms of nature or isolates—cannot but be construed in a way
that is tied down to the conventions of dialectics. Centrism, however, does not
present these conventional terms (such as “isolates”) as parts of a system of its
own. Moreover, he quotes the concluding verse from the previously cited chap-
ter of The Sitra That Unravels the Intention:

The defining characteristic of the conditioned realms and the ultimate
Is their defining characteristic of freedom from being one and different.
Those who think of them in terms of oneness and difference

Have not mentally engaged them in a proper way.

Thus, the Buddha declared that it is an improper approach to conceptualize
phenomena that are free from being one or different as being one or different.
Karmapa Mikys Dorje and Padma Karpo agree in that the two realities are not
even conventionally one or different. The Karmapa argues that the question of
being one or different can only apply to the level of common worldly consensus
that presupposes really existing things. In general, if things really exist, they can
only exist in such a way that they are either one or different. Otherwise, they sim-
ply do not exist at all. In the Centrist system, however, just like all other phe-
nomena, the two realities are not conceived or expressed as something that really
exists. Thus, how could Centrists think of them as one or different?

When seen from the perspective of the minds of ordinary beings, the two real-
ities are not one either, because ultimate reality does not appear for these beings.
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They are also not different, because ordinary beings do not perceive two distinct
realities. Furthermore, they cannot be expressed as being the same or different,
since they are mutually dependent: They are delusive as opposed to undelusive.
In general, what depends on something else cannot be the same as what it
depends on, because it is contradictory for one thing to be both that which
depends on something and that on which it depends. What is mutually depend-
ent also cannot be different: If a phenomenon is dependent on something else,
this is precisely the fact that makes it something that is not established on its
own or by itself in the first place. Since this one phenomenon is not findable on
its own, there is nothing that could be different from its counterpart or anything
else. Thus, there is not even something to depend on something other. On the
other hand, if what is dependent on something other is established in itself, there
is no possibility that it is—and also no need for it to be—dependent on anything
else.

Also, when seen from the perspective of the meditative equipoise of noble
ones, the two realities are not one either, because the diversity of seeming reality
does not appear in such equipoise. They are also not different, because the noble
ones in meditative equipoise do not perceive two distinct realities. If they were
to perceive seeming reality too, this would mean that they would have the appear-
ance of something that they would take to be not empty. Thus, they would not
be free from the characteristics of conditioned phenomena and the bondage of
clinging to them. However, without release from these, the state of a noble being,
nirvana, and Buddhahood are completely impossible. Thus, if the two realities do
not even appear as two in the meditative equipoise of noble ones, what point is
there in talking about their hypothetical attributes, such as their being one or dif-
ferent?

The two realities are also not contradictory or mutually exclusive in the sense
that the more powerful one of them is able to obstruct or cancel out the other,
thus rendering it powerless. They are not two separately existing entities and also
not just two ways of seeing the same thing. Rather, seeming reality appears only
in the mistaken minds of ordinary beings and does not appear from the per-
spective of wisdom. The opposite is true for ultimate reality. Thus, it is not that
two contradictory phenomena or realities interfere with each other in a single
location or mind. This is just as there is no mutual perceptual or object-related
interference between the existence of, for example, purple mice for a certain per-
son who is drunk and the nonexistence of such mice for everybody else.

When we look at this from the point of view of a single object, it becomes obvi-
ous that the two realities are neither the same nor different. For example, a table
is not its emptiness, and the table’s emptiness is not the table. Otherwise, seeing
the table with one’s visual consciousness would mean seeing emptiness. Or, it
would follow that noble ones in meditative equipoise still see tables and the like
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when resting in the realization of emptiness. There is also no common locus for
a table and its emptiness; that is, there isn’t something that is both. On the other
hand, one cannot extract a table’s emptiness from the table, put it right next to
the table, and perceive two distinct objects. Nor can the table’s emptiness be
found as something different within the table itself. The same principle applies
to all ordinary phenomena. The Sitra That Unravels the Intention gives many
examples of this, such as that we cannot separate pepper and its hotness or gold
and its color. Likewise, we would not say that the hotness of pepper is the pep-
per or that the color of a piece of gold is that piece of gold.

In terms of Buddhist practice, Karmapa Mikyd Dorje emphasizes that such
statements in the Kagyii lineage as “Thoughts are the Dharma Body,” “Samsara
is nirvana,” and “Afflictions are wisdom” are taught with the intention that, ulti-
mately, the two realities do not exist as different things. However, such phrases
are not meant to establish that thoughts and the Dharma Body, samsara and
nirvana, and so on are one in nature with the understanding that the two com-
ponents of such pairs are two actual and distinct entities or realities. The reason
for this is as follows: To negate that thoughts and the Dharma Body, and so on,
are ultimacely different implies also the negation that they are one in nature. This
means that if there are no two actually existing and distinct phenomena to have
a connection with each other in the first place, one cannot establish a connection
of oneness in nature between such nonexistents. As Gampopa says:

Make firm your resolve
That this connate consciousness is wisdom.
Once you gain certainty about this, you see true reality.

Make firm your resolve

That these thoughts that emerge from the mind
Are the ultimate.

Once you experience this, you see your heart.

Make firm your resolve

That these imputed tendencies that appear and resound
Are the Dharma Body.

Once you attain realization of this, you see what is real.**®

Pamo Truba declares:
The waves of affliction and clinging to a self

Are the wisdom of the Buddhas of the three times.
The darkness of thoughts and ignorance
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Is great luminosity free from discursiveness.
The blaze of the three poisons of the afflictions
Is the wisdom mandala of the Victors.>”

Such statements may indeed sound as if the two realities—thoughts and the
Dharma Body, and so on—were one in nature. However, only those who have
the tendency to solidify and reify everything can take the two realities, samsara
and nirvana, thoughts and the Dharma Body, and such to be real entities and
then label them good or bad, high or low, and so on. The above quotations
merely indicate that all phenomena are equal in that they have not even the
slightest nature of their own. They all have the same mode of being, which is that
they are without nature and are just suchness in which there is no difference or
otherness. Thus, these teachings do not say that a samsara and a nirvana that
exist separately as actual things are one in nature. Moreover, this very same expres-
sion that all phenomena are one or equal in that they are without nature is used
over and over in the Buddha’s own words that teach the profound definitive
meaning, such as the Prajidparamizi sitras. The Jewel Casker Sitra®" says:

There is not the slightest difference to be made between afflictions
and Buddha qualities.

The Great Drum Siitra®" agrees:

Mind and enlightenment

Are not seen as two.

What is the defining characteristic of enlightenment
Is also the defining characteristic of mind.

That such statements have to be taken literally is made clear in the system of
Nagarjuna, who was prophesied by the Buddha as the one who would elucidate
the definitive meaning of Madhyamaka. His Fundamental Verses says:

What is the nature of the Thus-Gone One
Is the nature of beings.

The Thus-Gone One is without nature,
And all beings are without nature.

There is not the slightest difference
Between cyclic existence and nirvana.
There is not the slightest difference

Between nirvana and cyclic existence.’
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The Eighth Karmapa does not deny the possibility that, based on the explicit
words of the above statements, some people might misconceive the two realities,
thoughts and the Dharma Body, and so on as having one nature in the sense of
an ultimately existing nature of all things. On the other hand, once those who are
the fully qualified recipients of such teachings realize the actual meaning of these
explicit words, they will be released from all thoughts that the two realities are one
or different in terms of an actual nature. The reason for this is that the meaning
of the dharma cannot be understood through reliance on mere words. Rather,
teaching and practicing the dharma always have to be grounded in the four
reliances.®” Thus, there is no way that people with a proper understanding could
mistake the explicit words of teachings such as Gampopa’s Answers to the Ques-
tions of Tiisum Khyenba:

Connate mind as such is the Dharma Body.
Connate appearances are the light of the Dharma Body.*"

Tragba Gyaltsen®” (1147-1216), the third supreme head of the Sakya school, puts
this even more dramatically:

The hells’ ground of burning iron

Is the Akanistha of true reality.

The fiery suffering of heat and cold

Is the Dharma Body free from discursiveness.
The views of non-Buddhist forders®'®

Are the Madhyamaka of true reality.?”

The Seven Points of Mind Training, transmitted from Atia and the Kadampa lin-
eage in all four schools of Tibetan Buddhism, says:

Seeing delusion as the four enlightened Bodies is the unsurpassable

protection through emptiness.’®

As for the unity of the two realities, Padma Karpo’s lllumination of Three Cen-
trist Scriprural Systems says:

From the perspective of the basic nature, . . . the nature of phenom-
ena, the fundamental nature or [just] the nature, nothing can be
posited as anything. Therefore, this [actuality] is labeled “emptiness,”
« » « .. . » O ..

lack of nature,” or “dependent origination.” Since this is not estab-
lished as anything whatsoever, it is suitable that anything emerges from
it. If it were established as any [real] nature, since it is impossible for
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a [real] nature to change into something other, it would not be suit-
able that something other than this [real nature] appears, just as char-
coal does not turn white [even] if it is washed with milk. Whatever
appears from the aspect of phenomenal expression does not affect [this
ultimate] nature, just as space [seems to] fluctuate in various ways,
such as clouds, dusty winds, sunlight, darkness, and moonlight. There-
fore, we have the twofold classification into the ultimate when look-
ing at the unchanging fundamental nature and into the seeming when
looking at the fluctuations of [its] radiance. Since both parts of such a
classification are of the same taste in that they have the nature of lack-
ing any nature, nobody is able to distinguish them as something dif-
ferent. Therefore, they are called “inseparable” or a “unity,” very much
like ice and water. Thus, one should understand that, just as ground
and fruition are not discerned as two, ground and path as well as path
and fruition are inseparable.’”

Just as water is the inseparable nature of ice, ultimate reality is the nature of
seeming reality. They are neither the same nor different. Needing to quench
one’s thirst in the midst of a glacier, one would not discard the ice and search for
water elsewhere. One would need only to melt the ice. In the same way, we do
not have to dump seeming reality and import ultimate reality from somewhere
else beyond our world. Rather, it is only through realizing the unity of the two
realities that the icy glaciers of seeming reality can melt into the soothing waters
of ultimate reality. At the same time, this unity is the unity of appearance and
emptiness and the unity of wisdom and emptiness.

Seeming Divisions of the Seeming

Seeming Reality and Mere Seeming

To account for the difference between what appears to ordinary beings and to the
noble ones in subsequent attainment, Candrakirti’s autocommentary on 7he
Entrance into Centrism distinguishes between “seeming reality” and the “mere
seeming” among seeming appearances in general.” As explained earlier, the first
is what appears for ordinary beings in whose minds the ignorance of clinging to
real existence has not dissolved. This is not the same as what appears during the
subsequent attainment of noble ones in whose minds such ignorance has sub-
sided. Thus, what appears for them during this phase is called the “mere seeming.”

From the perspective of a Buddha, seeming phenomena do not appear under
any circumstances. As far as ordinary beings and other noble beings such as
bodhisattvas are concerned, it is in terms of whether they are affected by afflicted
or unafflicted ignorance that the Buddha spoke about “seeming reality” and the
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“mere seeming.” Unafflicted ignorance is an equivalent for the cognitive obscu-
rations, that is, the latent tendencies of clinging to reality plus the clinging to the
fact that phenomena lack reality and are illusionlike. Since the noble ones are
affected only by this unafflicted type of ignorance, for them there is just a mere
appearance of delusive phenomena—the “mere seeming”—which is a natural
occurrence on their paths. Such mere seeming appearances emerge only during
the states of subsequent attainment of the noble ones, but not during their med-
itative equipoise. For them, all that is perceived as real and solid through the
clinging of ordinary beings is not real, because they perceive no such real phe-
nomena in meditative equipoise and are fully and instantaneously aware that
everything that appears to them during subsequent attainment is delusive, like an
illusion or a reflection. Such appearances are deceiving for ordinary beings, but
for the noble ones they are mere fictions that originate in dependence upon fic-
titious causes and conditions. Thus, what is seen by them under the influence of
unafflicted ignorance is not considered seeming reality but the mere seeming.

The actual nature of this mere seeming—emptiness—is the ultimate that is
seen from the perspective of the meditative equipoise of noble ones. Buddhas do
not see the undeceiving ultimate as anything else, but the clinging of ordinary
beings observes nothing but the deceiving phenomena of seeming reality. Since
both afflicted and unafflicted ignorance—the causes for seeming reality and the
mere seeming—have ceased in Buddhas, the results of these causes—seeming
appearances—have subsided too.

Worldly Seeming and Yogic Seeming

The “worldly seeming” refers to the sphere of so-called common worldly people.
From the Buddhist point of view, these are of two kinds: average individuals
who are not engaged in philosophical systems and non-Buddhists who are
engaged in various philosophical systems. Thus, the worldly seeming encom-
passes both the seeming reality of ordinary beings as described above plus the
realms of various non-Buddhist philosophical and scientific theories.

As for Buddhist yogic practitioners, there are many types, as classified by the
four Buddhist philosophical systems, the five paths, or the ten grounds of bodhi-
sattvas. The “yogic seeming” ranges from what is found through conventional
cognitions from the perspective of slight analysis, such as subtle impermanence,
up through the appearances and realizations during the subsequent attainment of
noble hearers, solitary realizers, and bodhisattvas. In particular, for Centrists, the
yogic seeming begins with a conceptual understanding of emptiness that comes
from studying and continues with more experiential insights through reflection
and analytical meditation. Finally, there is the true realization of the nature of
phenomena, which arises in nonconceptual and nondualistic meditative
equipoise. Thus, the Centrist yogic seeming does not refer only to the realizations
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of advanced practitioners; it encompasses all levels of relating to and practicing
the Centrist teachings on emptiness. This yogic seeming is also designated as “the
analytic seeming,” “the seeming connected to a reasoning consciousness of noble
ones,” and “the Centrist seeming.” The way in which the yogic seeming is com-
municated is partly by conventions about which there is already immediate com-
mon worldly consensus. To account for the particulars of the Buddhist path,
yogic practitioners also rely on the conventions in the words of the Buddha that
may serve as a basis for common consensus among them, such as the causes and
results of cyclic existence and liberation, the presentations of grounds and paths,
the mental factors to be relinquished and their remedies, and the specific ways in
which meditative equipoise and subsequent attainment appear.

Correct and False Seeming

This distinction pertains only to what appears to ordinary beings. Here, Centrists
differentiate between perceptions that are based on unaffected and affected sense
faculties. The Entrance into Centrism says:

False seeing is asserted to be twofold:
[Perceptions through] clear sense faculties and defective sense faculties.
The consciousnesses of those with defective sense faculties
Are asserted as false in comparison to consciousnesses based on
sound sense faculties.

What is apprehended by the six undamaged sense faculties
Is what the world cognizes.

This is real in terms of the world.

The rest is presented as false in terms of the world.*!

Atiéa’s Entrance into the Two Realities states:

The seeming is asserted as twofold:

The false one and the correct one.

The first is twofold: [appearances such as floating] hairs or [double] moons
As well as the conceptions of inferior philosophical systems.

These arising and ceasing phenomena,
Only satisfying when not examined
And being able to perform functions,
Are asserted as the correct seeming.’?

As these verses indicate, the distinction between correct perception and false
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perception within the seeming is made only from the perspective of ordinary
beings. From the perspective of the wisdom of noble ones and Centrist reason-
ing, illusory cows and “actual” cows are equally unreal or delusive. This was
demonstrated by Candrakirti in a very practical manner when he drew a picture
of a cow on a wall, milked it, and thus produced “actual milk” from this drawn
cow. On another occasion, he bumped into a pillar at Nalanda University. This
caused great laughter among his friends, who said, “Hey, you just ran into that
pilla—what happened to your view of emptiness?” Candrakirti just waved his
hand through the pillar and answered, “Which pillar?” There is no doubt that
Centrists deny any reliable criteria or valid cognitions to establish something as
correct and something other as false among seeming appearances. It is only to
reflect common worldly consensus that they call perceptions that result from
unaffected sense faculties “correct.” What is perceived through unaffected sense
faculties is real for worldly beings, since, from their perspective, it appears as real,
they cling to it as real, and it is conventionally undeceiving. Thus, it is only in
comparison to such worldly “correctness” that other perceptions that result from
affected sense faculties are called “false.” The same applies to the respective objects
of such perceptions. However, as is said in the above quotations, both correct and
false seeming are just two varieties of false seeing and its objects.

What is perceived through affected sense faculties is considered to be false or
nonexistent even by worldly beings based on their notions of what is correct per-
ception. Thus, it is not even a part of seeming reality, let alone any ultimate exis-
tence. Here, a distinction is made between inner and outer conditions that affect
the sense faculties and result in mistaken perceptions. Inner conditions for mis-
takenness are, for example, blurred vision due to cataracts, or perceptual distor-
tions from taking drugs. Outer conditions include the causes of a mirage or an
echo. In Buddhism, “sense faculties” include the nonphysical “mental sense fac-
ulty,” which is basically the moment of consciousness that immediately precedes
and triggers the next moment of consciousness. This is seen as the sense faculty
of the mental consciousness as opposed to the sense consciousnesses. When it is
affected, for example, by the condition of sleep, this results in dream experiences.
In the waking state, the main condition for the mistakenness of the mental con-
sciousness consists in flawed inferential cognitions. These are based either on
everyday wrong views, such as believing in really existing outer objects, or on the
wrong views that are established by various Buddhist and non-Buddhist realists
in their philosophical systems, such as an eternal self, a primal cosmic substance,
or infinitesimal particles. Such notions are not found or used within ordinary
worldly consensus and thus not considered as the correct seeming.

Centrists compare those who entertain such kinds of views with people who
have no natural skill at climbing trees but attempt it by letting go of the tree’s
lower branches and simultaneously reaching for its higher branches. In this way,
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rather than getting higher up, they just fall through the space between the
branches and crash to the ground. In the same way, through their intention to
find true reality, realists of all kinds try to go beyond worldly conventions but do
not realize actual reality. Rather, they fall into the extremes of permanence and
extinction that lie in between. Therefore, they deviate from both realities. 7%e
Entrance into Centrism explains:

Those who are outside the path of venerable noble Nagarjuna

Do not possess the means for peace.

They deviate from [both] seeming reality and true reality.

Since they deviate from the two realities, there is no liberation to be
accomplished.’®

In his autocommentary, Candrakirti says that what is cognized by affected
sense faculties, such as a hallucination, does not fall under the category of seem-
ing reality. Again, seeming reality is understood as only that which is taken to be
real by ordinary sentient beings, since the criteria for what is seemingly real are
general worldly perception and consensus. There is no worldly consensus that
appearances such as illusions or mirages perform the same functions as ordinary
things. Likewise, the imputations of philosophers do not serve as bases for our
conventional everyday transactions. The mere fact that some persons perceive
something that nobody else perceives, or that they have their own private notions
about things that are not shared by others, does not turn these into “seeming
realities.” Rather, on the mere conventional level, they are invalidated through the
perceptions and ideas that most other people have and that serve as the bases for
their everyday transactions. Therefore, such “private” appearances and notions are
called the “false seeming.” However, this does not constitute a third reality besides
seeming reality and ultimate reality nor a third category of existents, since such
appearances are not real or existent for either ordinary beings with unaffected
sense faculties or noble ones.

The way in which this distinction between “correct” and “false” is presented
shows clearly that it is again not something that is asserted by the Centrists them-
selves. The Eighth Karmapa mentions the view of certain Tibetan doxographers
who say that one of the features that distinguishes Autonomists and Conse-
quentialists is that the Autonomists assert this distinction between correct and
false within seeming reality, while the Consequentialists do not assert it. There
are also some people who say that this distinction exists as part of the Conse-
quentialists’ own system too. Finally, there are those who say that it does not
even conventionally exist in the Consequentialist system. However, all of these
positions are unjustified for the following reasons. Even the Autonomist system
does not acknowledge the slightest difference, in terms of their being correct or
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false, between appearances during the daytime and appearances in a dream or
between two dream appearances. Therefore, what need is there to mention
whether there is such a distinction in the Consequentialists’ own system? On the
other hand, if this classification as correct or false in terms of common worldly
consensus were not even presented on the conventional level, this would contra-
dict verses V1.24 and VI1.25 from Candrakirti’s Entrance into Centrism cited above.
Like Consequentialists, Autonomists also make this distinction not as part of
their own system but only in accordance with common worldly consensus. This
is clearly expressed by Autonomist masters such as Bhavaviveka, Jidnagarbha,
and Santaraksita.

To summarize, in their own context, seeming appearances in general may be
differentiated as follows: “Seeming reality” or the “correct seeming” is only that
which is correctly perceived and labeled by ordinary beings according to their
standards of correct and false. What is wrongly perceived or labeled according to
these standards is the “false seeming.” The illusionlike appearances during the
subsequent attainment of noble ones are the “mere seeming.” Thus, both the
false seeming and the mere seeming are mere seeming appearances, but they do
not fall under the category of seeming reality. The false seeming is not considered
to be real even by ordinary beings, whereas the way in which noble ones perceive
the mere seeming as unreal has nothing in common with the way that ordinary
beings perceive. Furthermore, to distinguish between the sphere of all non-Bud-
dhists—whether engaged in any philosophical systems or not—and the specific
practices, experiences, and realizations on the various Buddhist paths, one speaks
about the “worldly seeming” and the “yogic seeming.”

However, none of these distinctions is to be taken as a hard-and-fast category
that is established in any way or more real than the others. Rather, all of them are
merely descriptive, much as when one describes different appearances in a dream.
From the perspective of the waking state, there is not the slightest difference in
terms of their reality between the appearances of a mirage and water in a dream.
Hence, all conventional classifications and descriptions of seeming appearances
should not make us forget that all such appearances, from ordinary forms up
through a Buddha’s omniscience, are just illusionlike. As the Prajiidparamita
sutras say:

I declare that all phenomena including nirvana—and even if there
were any phenomenon more supreme than that—are illusionlike and
dreamlike.?”

Dividing Space: Divisions of the Ultimate

Of course, there can be no divisions of the actual nature of the ultimate. How-
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ever, in terms of a terminological classification, “nominal ultimate reality” is dis-
tinguished from “nonnominal (or actual) ultimate reality.” The first is what is
approximately concordant with ultimate reality. On the subject side, it is a rea-
soning consciousness about emptiness that fulfills the criteria of inferential valid
cognition. On the object side, it is the emptiness that is characterized as a non-
implicative negation. Such can be regarded as a reality, since it is undeceiving
from the perspective of analytical reasoning. It is, however, only a partial freedom
from reference points. For example, the nonimplicative negation “nonarising”
that negates arising still involves the notion of nonarising. As Santideva says,
such notions must be let go too:

Through familiarity with the latent tendencies of emptiness,
The latent tendencies of entities will be relinquished.
Through familiarity with “utter nonexistence,”

These too will be relinquished later on.

Once neither entities nor nonentities
Remain before the mind,

There is no other mental flux [either].
Therefore, it is utter nonreferential peace.’

The actual and complete freedom from all reference points, such as arising,
nonarising, existence, and nonexistence, is called nonnominal ultimate reality.
The Treasury of Knowledge reminds us to be aware that all the various avenues of
analyzing the two realities in Centrist treatises are solely dealing with nominal
ultimate reality. Actual ultimate reality is by definition completely inaccessible to
any conceptual analysis.*’

In terms of the object to be negated, nominal ultimate reality is further clas-
sified as personal identitylessness and phenomenal identitylessness.” In terms of
defining characteristics, it can be divided into the three “doors to liberation”:
emptiness, signlessness, and wishlessness* (sometimes a fourth door, nonappli-
cation,” is added). Among these, it is emptiness in particular that is further clas-
sified in various ways in different scriptures.®'

In conclusion, one may wonder whether the phenomena that are contained in
the two realities exist as knowable objects. In terms of the Centrists’ own system,
when such phenomena are analyzed and not found, obviously this question is
pointless. And when Centrists talk about these phenomena without analysis, they
do not describe them in such a way as to say that certain ones among them exist
as correct knowable objects and certain others do not. However, when speaking
about phenomena in adaptation to the common worldly consensus of others,
without analysis, Centrists in general say that all phenomena contained in the two
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realities are suitable to be known as mental objects. As for those Centrists who
are beyond worldly experiences, in order to guide disciples and without analysis,
they just repeat what is the common worldly consensus of those who say that
knowable objects accord with dependent origination and are illusionlike. Again,
it is only from the perspective of such people that these Centrists say this. As for
the illusionlike “mere seeming” that originates under the influence of unafflicted
ignorance (the phenomena included in that aspect of the seeming which is the
consensus of noble ones within the context of the presentation of the two reali-
ties as just something mutually dependent), these Centrists would say that, con-
ventionally, the phenomena of this mere seeming correctly exist as knowable
objects. All other phenomena do not exist as correct knowable objects of unmis-
takenness. They include all phenomena of seeming reality that originate from and
are affected by afflicted ignorance as well as all appearances and ideas of those who
are affected by incidental causes for mistakenness, such as visual objects for peo-
ple with blurred vision or notions about a permanent self.

A Critical Analysis of Some Other
Tibetan Views on the Two Realities in Centrism

Other Tibetan masters, such as Tsongkhapa and his followers, give the follow-
ing definitions of the two realities. The definition of seeming reality is “what is
found through conventional valid cognition” or “what is found from the per-
spective of conventional consciousness without examination.” The definition of
ultimate reality is “what is found through the valid cognition of a reasoning con-
sciousness” or “what is found from the perspective of the final reasoning con-
sciousness.” Through such definitions, they claim to represent the intention of
the well-known verse from 7he Entrance into Centrism:

It is through the perfect and the false seeing of all entities
That the entities that are thus found bear two natures.
The object of perfect seeing is true reality,

And false seeing is the seeming reality.’”

To analyze the phrase “the perspective of conventional consciousness without
examination” in the above definition of seeming reality, Pawo Rinpoche asks
whether “examination” refers to a thorough and precise examination of things or
just to their superficial examination by distinguishing them through labels and
names. If it means thorough examination, then any kind of precise analytical reflec-
tion and its findings—such as reflecting on subtle atomic particles and finding that
they do not exist—would not belong to seeming reality. If “examination” refers to
the second option, then mere labeling consciousnesses and what is labeled by them
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would not be included in seeming reality. Furthermore, does the term “conven-
tional” here refer to the cognitive mode of a consciousness that conceives of and
works with conventions or to the mere fact that something is a convention? In the
first case, consciousness during deep sleep and while fainting as well as in the med-
itative absorption without discrimination® would not be included in seeming real-
ity. In the second case, it would follow that ultimate reality too is seeming reality.

As for the phrase “what is found from the perspective of the final reasoning
consciousness,” it just exposes clinging to the positions of realists. The reason is as
follows: All that seems to appear as form and such is nothing but delusive appear-
ance, or various dependently originating assemblages. Our mental grasping takes
these fleeting phenomena as existing in just the way they appear. In accordance
with such clinging and under the influence of certain causes and conditions, an
ensuing subjective consciousness of them appears. In this way, our fundamental
error lies precisely in mistaking this process for “having found something.” How-
ever, a hypothetical something that is found through Centrist reasoning is
absolutely impossible. Consequently, something that is not found—as the coun-
terpart of what is found—cannot be set up through Centrist reasoning either.

So the actual clinging to phenomenal identity is precisely this belief of naive
beings that they find an object through a subject—that is, consciousness—that
cognizes it. In order to dissolve such grasping, identitylessness is taught by means
of the two realities. Pawo Rinpoche concludes that to use phrases such as “what is
found from the perspective of consciousness” in the definitions of the two realities
even with regard to the actual ultimate, that is, when it is necessary to remove all
clinging to something that can be found, just shows one’s lack of confidence in
emptiness. In particular, a phenomenon “that is found from the perspective of the
final reasoning consciousness” is utterly impossible, since the Buddha himself said:

Abiding in the heart of enlightenment, I do not fathom any phenom-
enon whatsoever.

The people who use the above definitions might say then, “Granted, it is
impossible to find something from the perspective of final reasoning. Neverthe-
less, we label precisely the fact of not finding anything as ‘the ultimate.” From
a certain point of view, it may be fine to formulate the definition of the ultimate
as “not finding anything from the perspective of reasoning,” but when one wants
to explain that there is nothing to be found, what is the point of still using the
words “what is found” in the above definition of ultimate reality? In actual fact,
however, how could “not finding anything” be the ultimate, since “finding some-
thing” and “not finding anything” are nothing but reference points, and it is
asserted that the ultimate is freedom from reference points? Furthermore, phrases
such as “what is found through conventional valid cognition” and “objects of a
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perception that is aware of outer referents” are just drawn from the conventions
of dialectics. In the context of Centrism, they are completely out of place. As
The Entrance into the Two Realities clearly says:

Perceptual and inferential cognition—
These two are accepted by Buddhists.
Only narrow-minded fools say

That emptiness is realized by these two.

and

Perceptual and inferential cognition are useless.
It is just for the sake of refuting non-Buddhist opponents
That the learned ones have promoted them.

The learned master Bhavya said
That the scriptures are clear about
[The ultimate] being realized neither through

Conceptual nor nonconceptual consciousnesses.”*

Some people might still argue, “In Candrakirti’s Entrance into Centrism, the
line “the entities that are thus found bear two natures™® teaches that something
is found from the perspective of reasoning.” The verse that contains this line
teaches only that there are two modes of apprehending the vast variety of all enti-
ties: perfect seeing and false seeing. However, it does not teach that something is
found from the perspective of reasoning or consciousness.

In general, there are many positions on ultimate reality, such as asserting it as a
nonimplicative negation, saying that it is an implicative negation, or stating it in an
affirmative way as something permanent and stable. However, each of these pre-
sentations implies a certain purpose. For example, in a certain situation, the ultimate
may be explained as a nonimplicative negation in order to remove an opponent’s
clinging to it being established in a certain way. In another situation, it may be
explained as an implicative negation in order to dispel the clinging to it being a non-
implicative negation. At other times, it may also be described as something per-
manent and stable that is not empty of qualities in order to remedy the clinging that
the ultimate is just a nonexistent. Hence, it should be clear that all these explana-
tions do not really contradict each other. However, if they are propounded in any
way that involves clinging to them, they are a far cry from the ultimate, for a nega-
tion is just an imputation by a mind that clings to nonexistence, and an affirma-
tion is an imputation by a mind that clings to existence. In the light of the actual
nature of phenomena, all clinging—no matter to what—is simply mistaken.

“Nonimplicative negation” is just a technical term used in the explanations of
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philosophical systems. It does not refer to anything other than what ordinary
worldly people understand by nonexistence. Therefore, if the ultimate were a
nonimplicative negation, in terms of the dichotomous categories of existence and
nonexistence, it would mean nonexistence. If it were an implicative negation, or
something affirmative in the sense of a permanent and stable ultimate, then in
terms of the dichotomous categories of existence and nonexistence, it would
mean existence. However, it is obvious that neither the category of existence nor
that of nonexistence applies to the ultimate. Nor can the ultimate be both an exis-
tent and a nonexistent. Clinging to existence is the view of permanence, and
clinging to nonexistence is the view of extinction. Those who look at phenom-
ena as existent or nonexistent do not see the utter peace that is actually to be
looked at. The Buddha himself said that to have views in terms of entities or
nonentities means not to see the true reality in his teaching. Moreover, the Bud-
dha has refuted existence, nonexistence, and both again and again. When ana-
lyzed, afflicted seeming appearances are not established either as existent or as
nonexistent. Hence, this is all the more the case for the ultimate. In addition, no
matter whether the seeming is believed to exist by its nature or to not exist at all,
in neither case could it be relinquished. As for the ultimate, it cannot be either
an entity or a nonentity, since both entities and nonentities are conditioned in
the sense of being mentally imputed and mutually dependent. Consequently, if
the ultimate were an entity or a nonentity, it would follow that it too was con-
ditioned. This is clearly stated in Nagarjuna’s Fundamental Verses:

How could nirvana be

Both an entity and a nonentity?

Nirvana is unconditioned.

Entities and nonentities are conditioned.”*

The Buddhas—whether they abide in front of us or have passed into nirvaina—
do not abide in any of the four extremes of existence, nonexistence, both, or nei-
ther. Existence and nonexistence are nothing but extremes, and any clinging to
either of them is just a mental state of entertaining fancies. However, from the
perspective of seeing actual reality, no fancies are at work.

Still, Pawo Rinpoche says, there are some commentaries by later Tibetans
(such as Tsongkhapa and his followers) who cannot accept that the seeming is not
something that exists by its nature. Thus, they keep saying that “the seeming is
not nonexistent, while the ultimate is not existent” and that a particular phe-
nomenon “is not nonexistent on the seeming level, while it is not existent on the
ultimate level.” Such tortuous statements come down to nothing but the wrong
view that the mistaken appearances of the seeming exist by their nature and that
the ultimate is nothing whatsoever, just like the horns of a rabbit.
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Others are afraid of emptiness as the state in which all discursiveness and ref-
erence points are at utter peace and think that something ultimate must defi-
nitely be established. Hence, they express their clinging to some established
ultimate reality by claiming the opposite of the above: that “the seeming is not
existent, while the ultimate is not nonexistent.” Pawo Rinpoche compares them
to people who insist that medicine has to be mixed with poison before it can be
administered. He says that if such ways of explanation were suitable, they would
be readily accepted by non-Buddhist schools too. For example, materialistic hedo-
nists could then well say, “Former and later lifetimes are not existent, while the
present personal self is not nonexistent.” Others would say, “Buddhist liberation
is not existent, while it is not the case that liberation is nonexistent for non-Bud-
dhists.” All these positions would be just as suitable as saying, “The seeming is
not existent, while the ultimate is not nonexistent.”

The Definite Number of Two Realities
and the Purpose of Understanding Them

As explained earlier, the main purpose for distinguishing the two realities is pri-
marily soteriological. This is also the criterion that determines their number. In
this vein, seeming or conventional reality is presented in order to teach the accu-
mulation of merit. What results from this is the accumulation of wisdom, the
realization of ultimate reality free from conventions. Thus, since enlightenment
depends on the gathering of these two accumulations, the realities are presented
as two in number. The Fundamental Verses says:

Those who do not understand
The division of these two realities
Do not understand the profound true reality

Of the Buddha’s teaching.

Without reliance on conventions,
The ultimate cannot be taught.
Without realization of the ultimate,
Nirvana will not be attained.?”

Aryadeva’s Four Hundred Verses on the Yogic Practice of Bodbisattvas states:

First, one should explain

Whatever is pleasant to specific people.

There is no way that someone who is repelled

Can be a suitable receptacle for the genuine dharma.



106 The Center of the Sunlit Sky

Just as barbarians cannot understand
Through any other language [than their own],
So the world cannot understand

Except through the worldly.?*
The Entrance into Centrism says:

Conventional reality is what serves as the means.

Ultimate reality is what results from the means.”

This also indicates the benefit of comprehending and working with the two
realities. If one does not understand them and their relationship, the true nature
of phenomena will not be realized. On the other hand, if one understands the two
realities, there will be no confusion about the unmistaken meaning of the teach-
ings of the Buddha. Through being skilled in understanding and working with
the display of seeming reality, one will be fully aware of the aspect of means—that
is, all the points that are to be adopted or rejected for the sake of liberation—and
will practice them accordingly. Through realizing ultimate reality, one will pro-
ceed to the great “nonabiding nirvana” that is both naturally pure and pure of all
adventitious stains. 7he Treasury of Knowledge quotes early Tibetan masters:

Through appearances, one does not reject the path of karma.
Through their being empty, clinging does not arise.
The unity of the two realities is the middle path.**®

Other people give different reasons that the two realities are definitely two in
number. They say that this is because there are definitely two kinds of objects
(those that withstand analysis and those that do not). Furthermore, they relate the
two realities to two types of cognition (mistaken and unmistaken) or two types
of persons (those in cyclic existence and those in nirvana). However, something
that withstands final Centrist analysis is impossible. That which withstands tem-
porary analysis is called the “worldly and yogic correct seeming,” but only in
comparison with the false seeming. However, since the two Form Bodies also
belong to the correct seeming, it would follow that they are objects of mistaken
cognitions. Moreover, according to the intention of such scriptures as the
Angulimaliyasistra® -
it would follow that those who achieve it are in a mistaken mental state. In brief,
by adducing the above reasons, it is not possible to satisfactorily account for the

the nirvana of the lesser vehicle*” is not the ultimate. Thus,

realities being definitely two in number.
One might wonder, though, whether there is a definite number of two or four
realities in Buddhism, since the Buddha also taught that all phenomena are
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included in the four realities of the noble ones. However, these were taught for
specific purposes and thus are of expedient meaning. In terms of the definitive
meaning, the first two realities of suffering and its origin do not exist by nature,
and the reality of the path is finally left behind like a boat after one has crossed
a river. Therefore, they are not truly real as such. Also, the seeming is of a delu-
sive nature and thus not real. Therefore, all phenomena are primordially nacural
great cessation, or nonabiding nirvana. This is the ultimate and only reality.
However, in terms of the final definitive meaning, neither real nor delusive is

taught. As The Siitra Requested by Brahmavisesacintt* says:

Look, Brahma, when I dwell in the heart of enlightenment, I do not
know “real” and “delusive.”

The Siitra of the Meditative Concentration of the Wisdom Seal of the Thus-Gone

Ones* declares:

Some speak here about four realities.

When residing in the heart of enlightenment,
Not even a single reality is seen to be established.
So how could there be four?

Practically speaking, most misconceptions about the Buddhist teachings have
their root in the two realities’ not being properly understood and distinguished.
Moreover, many statements in the scriptures may seem to be contradictory or
paradoxical if they are not seen in the proper context of the two realities. As
Edward Conze puts it:

The thousands of lines of the Prajiaparamita can be summed up in the
following two sentences: 1). One should become a Bodhisattva (or,
Buddha-to-be), i.c., one who is content with nothing less than all-
knowledge attained through the perfection of wisdom for the sake of
all beings. 2). There is no such thing as a Bodhisattva, or as all-knowl-
edge, or as a “being,” or as the perfection of wisdom, or as an attain-
ment. To accept these contradictory facts is to be perfect.’

It is not just a matter of “accepting contradictory facts,” however, but rather
of gaining a thorough understanding of each of the two realities, because then
there are no contradictions at all. However, if the two perspectives of these real-
ities are mixed, or if one of them is mistakenly used as an argument to negate the
other, everything becomes very confusing. Moreover, this opens the way for all
kinds of wrong ideas and conduct, such as “Everything is empty, so what does
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anything matter?” “All phenomena are primordial nirvana, so everything is just
pure and fine.” “Since there are no positive or negative actions, I can do what-
ever I like.” ©
and the workings of cause and effect.” The two realities are taught precisely in
order to avoid falling into these extremes of either total nonexistence or solid
existence, because both notions lead to wrong actions and ensuing suffering. As

a rule, it may be said that as long as we experience afflictive emotions and suf-

Things cannot be empty, because we all experience a common world

fering (as the expressions of a dualistic mental framework), we are right in the
middle of seeming reality, no matter what we might wish for or pretend. In this
situation, it does not help at all to deny or cover this experiential reality with a
misunderstood conceptual overlay of emptiness or ultimate reality. In other
words, as long as our experiences are bound to seeming reality, our mental devel-
opment and our actions have to be carried out within this framework too. No
matter how lofty our theories or understanding may be, as long as we experience
ourselves as distinct persons and as subject to the causes and results of our actions,
there is no way to ignore such causes and results. Moreover, to do so would pre-
vent us from using seeming reality in an appropriate way, which is the only way
to actually transcend it. As Bhavaviveka’s Jewel Lamp of Centrism says:

In order to guide beginners,

A method is taught,

Comparable to the steps of a staircase,
That leads to perfect Buddhahood.

Ultimate reality is only to be entered
Once we have understood seeming reality.?

Thus, as a Centrist, while practicing or behaving in the context of seeming real-
ity, it is only for the sake of the result—Iliberation from suffering—that one
adopts the things to be adopted and abandons the things to be abandoned on this
level. At this time, one does not simultaneously analyze one’s actions for their ulti-
mate reality in order to invalidate them. Moreover, to do so would just take one
back to square one, since the same analysis—when applied to the sufferings and
difficulties that one still experiences on the seeming level—would equally annul
the very problems that got one started on the path. But as we all know, it does
not help to analyze our miseries away. In addition, ultimately or when analyzed,
not practicing on this nonexistent path is as empty as practicing. If a person is
happy this way—not suffering and not doing anything about it—that is surely
fine. However, if we still feel uncomfortable—or feel even more uncomfort-
able—after having analyzed everything to zero, we might want to get back to
good old conventional reality and do something about it. Santideva says:
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Merit in relation to illusionlike Victors
Is just the same as in the case of real entities.

No matter whether on the seeming or the actual level,
According to the scriptures, this has a result,

Just as worshipping a real Buddha

Will yield a [real] result.

“Without sentient beings, whose is the result?”

This is true, but we still strive on the level of ignorance.
For the sake of completely pacifying suffering,

You should not spurn this ignorance in terms of the result.

Self-centeredness—the cause for suffering—
Increases through the ignorant belief in a self.
You might say, “You cannot put an end to this,”

But it is better to meditate on identitylessness.*”

The Heart Siitra states:

There is no attainment and no nonattainment. Therefore, Sariputra,
since bodhisattvas have no attainment, they rely on the perfection of
knowledge and abide in it. In their minds, there are no obscurations
and no fear. By leaving behind all mistakenness, they reach the final
nirvana.

Thus, to apply the unity of the two realities is to pay complete attention to our
mental, verbal, and physical actions in the experiential context of seeming real-
ity, while constantly imbuing and lightening—not annihilating—this process
with a good dose of awareness of ultimate reality. “To lighten” may well be under-
stood here in two senses: not being so heavy-handed with ourselves and others,
as well as bringing more light into this world. The better we understand the two
realities and their relationship, the more this will enhance our practice of com-
bining wisdom and skill in means. As Padmasambhava says:

Our view is as high as the sky,
And our conduct is as fine as barley flour.



110 The Center of the Sunlit Sky

THE EMPTINESS OF EMPTINESS
Freedom Is the Nature of Not Having a Nature

By now, we should be familiar with the standard Centrist phrase “all phenom-
ena lack a nature.” On the other hand, it is said that “emptiness is the nature of
all phenomena.” Surely, this is not meant to be left standing as an outright con-
tradiction, nor should it allow for emptiness to be misconceived as a “real core”
of things.*® Therefore, it is obvious that Centrists use the terms “nature” and
“entity” in two different ways.** To epitomize this distinction, one could say,
“The nature of phenomena is that they do not have a nature.” Buddhists in gen-
eral and Centrists in particular reject essentialism, but once this is made clear, they
seem to have no problem with employing essentialist terms. Thus, to say that
“phenomena lack a nature” refers to their lack of a nature in the sense of some
real, identifiable, intrinsic “own-being” that exists independently. Such a nature
is the primary target that is refuted in Centrism. On the other hand, when empti-
ness is called “the nature of all phenomena,” this designation is only justified on
the mere conventional level in light of the following three aspects: the nature of
phenomena is not produced newly through any of these phenomena, it is always
unmistaken, and it does not change into something else when it finally is fully
realized. Thus, it is only from such a conventional perspective that this “nature”
is said to be unfabricated and not dependent on anything else. As The Funda-
mental Verses states:

It is not reasonable that a nature

Originates from causes and conditions.

A nature that originates from causes and conditions
Would be a nature that is produced.

How could a “produced nature”

Be suitable as a nature?

Natures are unfabricated

And not dependent on anything else.’”

Taking the five aggregates (such as form) as examples, The Sitra of Vimalakirti’s
Instructions states:

Form itself is empty. Form does not become empty through being
destroyed, but it is the nature of form to be empty. . .**!

As “the emptiness of emptiness” and “the emptiness of the nature” among the
twenty emptinesses described below explicitly teach, emptiness is no exception to
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being empty. In other words, emptiness as “the nature of all phenomena” just
indicates the lack of nature of all phenomena, including emptiness itself. Thus,
what is called ultimate reality is just the fact that seeming reality does not exist by
its nature. In this way, the very lack of any nature is the unmistaken nature of both
realities. However, a nature that is established in any way—be it by a nature of its
own or the lack thereof—is not suitable as the nature of either of the two realities.

In brief, all phenomena are empty of a nature of their own, which is conven-
tionally called their nature. As Nagarjuna’s Seventy Stanzas on Emptiness declares:

The eye is empty of an identity of its own.
It is also empty of any other identity.
[Visible] form is empty in the same way.

Also the remaining sources are alike.?

The Entrance into Centrism says:

Since it is its nature,

The eye is empty of an eye.

In the same way ears, nose, tongue,

Body, and also mind are to be interpreted.

Since it is its nature,

[Visible] form is empty of [visible] form.
Sound, smell, taste, tangible objects,
And also phenomena are just like that.*

What is said here is that the eye and all other phenomena lack a nature in the
sense that they are empty of a nature of their own and that this is their nature.
That the eye is empty of a nature of its own does not mean that the eye is empty
of a nature that is something other than the very eye itself, as Candrakirti’s auto-
commentary explicitly clarifies:

Here, one speaks about emptiness [as the fact] that the eyes and so on
[are empty] of these very eyes and so on. This makes it completely
clear that [this is] the emptiness of a nature, whereas it is not an empti-
ness of one not existing in an other, [such as] “the eye is empty, since
it lacks an inner agent” or “it is empty of the nature of apprehender and
apprehended.”*

As usual, however, such formulations of phenomena being empty of them-
selves or lacking a nature are not presented as the results of reasoned analysis that
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are established in any way through the Centrists” own system. It is only in order
to accord with the kind of analysis that is common consensus for others that
emptiness is said to be the nature of all phenomena in the above sense of being
unfabricated and not dependent on anything else. Thus, this “nature” that is
expressed in such a way does not have any nature itself, nor is it established as any
nature. This is the intention that is contained in the above verses. They are for-
mulated by superimposing this notion of “nature” onto the lack of a nature for
the sake of counteracting the common notion of an independent, intrinsic, and
real nature that ordinary beings entertain. In actual fact, there is no nature of the
two realities that is established in any way at all. Therefore, the Buddha said that
all phenomena are neither empty nor nonempty, neither existent nor nonexist-
ent, neither unarisen nor not unarisen. It is just with the intention to counteract
specific wrong views of different beings that some Centrists have taught that
there is a nature of phenomena, while others said that there is no such nature.
Some explained that this nature is emptiness and some that it is not emptiness.
Others said that entities exist, and still others stated that entities do not exist.
However, in the Centrists’ own presentation of the two realities, such reference
points as to whether a nature of anything exists or not are never put forward on
any level.

Some people interpret this term “nature” in a mistaken way, saying, “Since the
seeming nature of fire, for example, is dependently originated, it is not suitable
as its nature. On the other hand, since its ultimate nature is not dependently
originated, it is suitable as its nature.” However, neither of the two realities is
something static, but they are both presented in a way that is based on the process
of dependent origination. The nature of seeming reality is delusive dependent
origination, and it is in comparison to this that the nature of ultimate reality—
undelusive dependent origination—is justified as its nature. The Treasury of
Knowledge explains emptiness as signifying the unity of identitylessness and
dependent origination. In the word “emptiness,” “empty” means nonexistence,
and what does not exist is any identity of persons or phenomena; -7ess stands for
dependent origination, or the apparent conditioning of phenomena. One might
wonder then, “Does emptiness as the nature of phenomena exist?” From the per-
spective of the noble ones, since it is beyond speech, thought, and expression,
what could be said about it? However, from the perspective of the seeming, that
is, the world of dependent origination, one cannot say that it does not exist. If
one took the position that emptiness does not exist, it would be pointless for
bodhisattvas to train in the path of the six perfections in order to realize this
emptiness.

This is explained by using three technical terms: the basis of emptiness, the
object of negation, and the basis of negation:
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a) The basis of emptiness (all that bears the nature of being empty) is all phe-
nomena.

b) The object of negation (that of which phenomena are empty) is any personal
and phenomenal identity.

¢) The basis of negation (that which is empty of these objects of negation) is all
phenomena.

This formulation implies that the basis of emptiness, the object of negation,
and the basis of negation are identical. Thus, the way in which phenomena are
empty is that all phenomena are empty of themselves; they are empty of any real
nature or identity of their own. For example, let’s take the appearance of a table
as the basis of emptiness, that is, as that which has the nature of being empty.
When analyzed, this seemingly real appearance of a table has no findable real
identity as a table (the object of negation). For, “the table” exists only as a con-
ceptual construct through our having lumped together the distinct data of our
five sense perceptions into some imaginary whole. Apart from what we perceive
through our senses, there is no table. And these sensory data themselves are not
a table either, since they are nothing but color, shape, texture, and so on. More-
over, they also lack any real or inherent existence, since they are merely a series
of ephemeral, flickering appearances without any identifiable core. In this way,
the basis of negation is the mere appearance of a table. In summary, the table is
empty of (being) a table.

This is why it is said that all phenomena are empty of themselves: When ana-
lyzed through reasonings that analyze for the ultimate, there is no phenomenon
that is established as this given phenomenon itself. However, emptiness does not
mean that phenomena are not empty when not analyzed and then become empty
when analyzed with reasoning. Emptiness is not some kind of spiritual atom
bomb that evaporates our world. Nor do we meditate on phenomena that are
actually nonempty as being empty, thus producing some conceptually fabricated
emptiness. Likewise, it is not the case that phenomena are nonempty as long as
the wisdom of the noble ones has not arisen and then become empty once it has
arisen. Nor does emptiness refer to something that existed before and then
becomes nonexistent later, such as a candle flame that later dies out. Also, empti-
ness does not mean that phenomena are empty of an object of negation that is
something other than these very phenomena, such as a vase being empty of water.
Nor does emptiness mean that something is utterly nonexistent, like the horns
of a rabbit. All of these notions are mistaken emptinesses, since they are not
empty of their own nature and thus represent various kinds of mentally con-
trived emptiness, emptiness in the sense of extinction, or limited emptiness.
Therefore, they are not suitable as the foundation for the path to liberation nor
as the remedy for the two obscurations.
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In the midst of all the technicalities, reasonings, and concepts related to empti-
ness, it is important not to lose sight of the essential point of all this. The fun-
damental concern of Centrists is liberation from cyclic existence and attainment
of Buddhahood. Thus, emptiness is not some sophisticated philosophical or
metaphysical concept, nor is it just some kind of metalanguage. Rather, its real
and only significance is that the realization of what it actually refers to is the sin-
gle suitable foundation for achieving these goals of liberation and omniscience.
Primordially, all phenomena—{rom the everyday objects of our senses up to the
most subtle level of Buddha wisdom—are not established as any kind of reference
point, such as existent, nonexistent, real, delusive, empty, or nonempty. It is just
this fact that is conventionally labeled as “emptiness,” “true reality,” “suchness,”
and so on. In terms of labeling, there is nothing more to it. However, the direct
realization of the actuality to which the label “emptiness” points is precisely what
serves as the path to liberation and the remedy for the two obscurations. As The
Fundamental Verses says:

What is dependent origination
Is explained as emptiness.
It is a dependent designation

And in itself the middle path.>

Since both afflictive and cognitive obscurations originate from clinging to
really existing things, yogic practitioners put an end to all such clinging once
they realize that all phenomena are primordially free from all discursiveness and
reference points. To rest in meditative equipoise within the actual native state of
all phenomena—all phenomena being empty of a nature of their own—is the
remedy for all obscurations. It is the sun that outshines the darkness of mistaken
views and the cure that eliminates the poison of reification. Emptiness is the
quintessence of the Buddha’s teaching and the supreme cause for gaining mas-
tery over the five inexhaustible spheres of adornment of all Blissfully Gone Ones:
enlightened body, speech, mind, qualities, and activity.

Elaborations on Simplicity

This simple emptiness has been elaborated into a number of classifications of

emptiness in the scriptures. Of course, there are no divisions in emptiness, but such

classifications are made from various points of view and for specific purposes.
To begin, emptiness may be classified as twofold:

1) “emptiness of analyzing all aspects” that is limited and arrived at through men-
tal analysis and
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2) “emptiness endowed with the supreme of all aspects.”
Pawo Rinpoche quotes Mafijusri:

The emptiness of analyzing all aspects
Is without a core, just like a banana tree.

The emptiness endowed with the supreme of all aspects
Will never be like that.

When one thoroughly analyzes what phenomena’s own nature is, that nature is
emptiness. Thus, in having no core, all phenomena are similar to a banana tree.?*
However, the emptiness endowed with the supreme of all aspects lies completely
beyond the sphere of analysis. And no matter how it might be analyzed, it is not
and does not become like the first emptiness, a bare emptiness of inherent nature.
This is because the unity of wisdom and emptiness never changes into anything
other than just this unity.

What this latter emptiness is endowed with are all excellent remedial qualities,
such as the six perfections. Thus, it is both emptiness and that which makes one
attain unsurpassable Buddhahood. In The Sublime Continuum,” illustrated
through the example of a group of painters drawing the king’s portrait, this
emptiness is explained as the full manifestation of the Dharma Body. 7he Siztra
Requested by Crown Jewel gives an extensive description of this emptiness:

Donning the armor of great love and grounded in great compassion,
[the bodhisattva] practices meditative stability that manifests in the
form of the emptiness endowed with the supreme of all aspects. Here,
one may wonder, “What is this emptiness endowed with the supreme
of all aspects?” It is that in which [the perfections of] generosity, ethics,
patience, vigor, meditative stability, knowledge, and means are com-
plete. It is that in which great love, compassion, joy, and equanimity
are complete.”® In it, engagement in the wisdom of reality is com-
plete. The mind of enlightenment—considering sentient beings—is
complete. The application of [a bodhisattva’s] intention and supreme
intention is complete. Generosity, pleasant speech, beneficial activ-
ity, and consistency [in words and deeds]* are complete. Mindfulness
and alertness are complete. The four applications of mindfulness, the
four correct exertions, the four limbs of miraculous powers, the five
faculties, the five powers, the seven branches of enlightenment, and
the eightfold path of noble ones* are complete in it. Calm abiding
and superior insight are complete too. Giving, being tamed, perfect
control, and certainty are complete. Shame and embarrassment are
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complete. It is not endowed with negative dharmas and is endowed
with all positive dharmas. It is continuously blessed with the mode of
being of Buddhas. It is perfectly embraced by the blazing mode of
being of the dharma. It is endowed with the all-encompassing mode
of being of the spiritual community. It is blessed by beholding all sen-
tient beings. It is exquisitely embellished by the full accomplishment
of Buddha bodies. It consummately entails melodious Buddha speech.
It is endowed with the equality of the meditative concentration of
Buddhas. It possesses the miraculous powers and the individual per-
fect awarenesses of Buddhas. It is perfectly embraced by the force of
the ten powers, dwells in the four fearlessnesses, and is in accordance
with the eighteen unique qualities of Buddhas; that is, it is not mixed
with the vehicles of hearers and solitary realizers. In it, afflictions
together with their affiliations with latent tendencies are eliminated.
It is not separated from the wisdom of supernatural knowledge. It is
the reliance of all sentient beings and entails the four reliances. It
includes the equality of mundane and supramundane phenomena. It
is without blame, since it fully matures all sentient beings. It is skill-
ful in guiding them and eliminates all sufferings of sentient beings. In
it, all afflictions are purified. It has crossed the stream [of cyclic exis-
tence], and all clinging is severed in it. It is utter natural peace and not
disquieted in the midst of karma and afflictions. It is equanimity
through the nature of phenomena. It observes all Buddhadharmas. It
is inert by its own specific characteristic. It is courageous in granting
blessings. Its intrinsic state is to be disengaged while constantly
engaged in the activities of Buddhas. It is composure through utter
peacefulness. It is the constant effort to mature sentient beings. This
is called “the emptiness endowed with the supreme of all aspects.” . .
. If it does not exhibit one of these aspects, it is not the emptiness
endowed with the supreme of all aspects. At the point when the
aspects of all Buddhadharmas are fully complete and visible and when
there is no coexistence with any afflicted agitations or discursiveness
of focusing on characteristics, this is the emptiness endowed with the

supreme of all aspects.*

In his Stages of Meditation, Kamalasila emphasizes the meditative cultivation
of this emptiness, since—unlike a bare emptiness—it leads to perfect Buddha-
hood.*?* Miky6 Dorje agrees that this emptiness is the great perfection of knowl-
edge. Pawo Rinpoche’s commentary clearly says that the emptiness that is taught
in the Prajiaparamita sitras and commented on by Nagarjuna is this “emptiness
endowed with the supreme of all aspects.” The reason is that this emptiness com-
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pletely forsakes all reference points and thus connects one with all the qualities
of the five paths, the ten grounds, and the final result of Buddhahood.

There is another twofold classification of emptiness:

1) emptiness associated with stains and
2) emptiness without stains.

As The Distinction between the Middle and Extremes says:

As for afflicted phenomena and purified phenomena,

[One] is associated with stains and [the other] is without stains.
Its purity is considered in the same way

As the element of water, gold, and space are pure.”®

The second chapter of The Siitra of the Arrival in Lasikalists seven emptinesses:

Mahamati, in brief, emptiness is sevenfold: the emptiness of defining
characteristics, the emptiness of the nature of entities, the emptiness of
possibility, the emptiness of impossibility, the emptiness of all phe-
nomena being inexpressible, the great emptiness of the ultimate wis-
dom of noble ones, and the emptiness of one [not existing in] an other.
... This emptiness of one [not existing in] an other, Mahamati, is
very inferior, and you should abandon it.**

Among these, it is only the emptiness of defining characteristics that qualifies as
the ultimate emptiness of Centrists.

In terms of the bearers of the true nature of phenomena, the stitras even speak
about sixteen, eighteen, or twenty kinds of emptiness. The Prajiidparamizi Siitra
in One Hundred Thousand Lines™ and the revised edition of The Prajiidpdramita
Sutra in Twenty-five Thousand Lines* list all these twenty emptinesses. Based on
this, Aryavimuktiscna and Haribhadra have ascertained their total number as
twenty. The Prajadparamita Sitra in Eight Thousand Lines and the tantras speak
about sixteen emptinesses. Thus, Maitreya’s Distinction between the Middle and
Extremes, Dignaga’s Summary of Prajiidparamita,®”
emptinesses. Needless to say, all these enumerations are merely explained in terms

and other texts list sixteen

of the seeming in order to remedy certain concepts, wrong views, and clingings
of different disciples on various stages of the path.

The Twenty Emptinesses
In his Chariot of the Tagbo Siddhas, the Eighth Karmapa follows the explanation

of Candrakirti that presents twenty emptinesses.*® In general, these can be con-
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densed into the two identitylessnesses. Thus, the twenty emptinesses are asserted
as the path of the great vehicle, since they teach phenomenal identitylessness as
the remedy for cognitive obscurations in detail.

1) The emptiness of the internal means that the six sense faculties of eye, ear, nose,
tongue, body, and mind are empty of any nature of their own. To lack any
nature of their own is their very nature.

2) The emptiness of the external indicates the same for the six objects of these six
faculties, such as forms and sounds.

3) The emptiness of the internal and the external means that both the inner sense
faculties and their outer objects are without nature.

4) The emptiness of emptiness clarifies that emptiness itself is also empty of a nature
of its own. The purpose of explaining this fourth emptiness is to put an end
to the clinging that emptiness itself is established as anything in any way. In
The Siitra Requested by Kasyapa, the Buddha warned against holding on to or
solidifying emptiness in any way:

“Kadyapa, those who conceptualize emptiness by focusing on it as
emptiness [ explain as those who fall away from this teaching. Kagyapa,
those who have views about the person that are as big as Mount Meru
are better off than those who proudly entertain views about empti-
ness. Why is this? Kasyapa, as emptiness means to emerge from all
views, I declare that those who have views about this very emptiness are
incurable. Kasyapa, it is as follows: For example, if you give a diseased
person medicine and this medicine cures the entire disease but stays in
the person’s stomach and does not come out again, Kasyapa, what do
you think? Will this person be released from disease?” “O Blessed One,
this person will not [be released]. If this medicine cures all of the [orig-
inal] disease but stays in the stomach and does not come out again, the
person will develop a very severe stomach disease.” The Blessed One
said, “Kasyapa, in the very same way, as emptiness is the only way to
emerge from all views, I declare that those who have views about this
very emptiness are incurable.”

Nagarjuna’s Praise to the Supramundane says:

In order to relinquish all imagination,
You taught the nectar of emptiness.
However, those who cling to it
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Are also blamed by you.



The Middle from Beginning to End 119

The siddha Saraha is also quite outspoken about this in his statement that
those who cling to the existence of things are as stupid as cattle, while those
who cling to emptiness are even worse.

5) The emptiness of the great refers to the lack of an intrinsic nature of the whole
universe, which consists of the outer surroundings and the sentient beings
that live in them.

6) The emptiness of the ultimate refers to nirvana’s absence of a nature of its own.
Nirvana is considered the ultimate supreme purpose to be achieved by sen-
tient beings. However, the Buddha taught it to be empty too in order to put
an end to the wrong notions of nirvana being existent, nonexistent, both, or
neither. This emptiness of the ultimate refers to the natural nirvana or the
nonabiding nirvana. It does not refer to the nirvanas with remainder’” or

without remainder®”!

in the vehicles of hearers and solitary realizers.

7) The emptiness of conditioned phenomena refers to the emptiness of everything
in the three realms of existence that originates from causes and conditions and
entails arising, abiding, and ceasing,.

8) The emptiness of unconditioned phenomena is the lack of an intrinsic nature of
everything that is without arising, abiding, and ceasing.

9) The emptiness of what is beyond extremes means that the middle way, which
is free from the two extremes of permanence and extinction and so on, is
itself empty of being beyond all extremes.

10) The emptiness of that which is without beginning and end refers to the empti-
ness of cyclic existence, which is without beginning and end because it is free
from coming from somewhere or going somewhere. Its emptiness is that it
is empty of being without beginning and end.

11) The emptiness of what is not rejected refers to what is to be adopted. In gen-
eral, flaws are to be rejected, and what has no flaws designates what is to be
adopted. The latter are the purified phenomena, that is the two accumula-
tions of merit and wisdom. That these are empty of being something that is
not rejected is the emptiness of what is not rejected.

12) As for the emptiness of the primordial nature,” the very nature of phenomena
is that they have no nature. It is nothing but their lack of any nature that is
labeled their “nature.” This nature is not something that was made by the
noble ones or the Buddhas. Rather, the nature of all phenomena is primor-
dially empty emptiness. Thus, phenomena are not made empty through
emptiness or anything else; they are just naturally empty. However, this
empty nature of phenomena is also not established as any nature whatsoever.
In fact, the nature of phenomena itself lacks any nature, and this is what is
called “the emptiness of the primordial nature.” In terms of the basis of
emptiness, as for their meaning, there is no difference between this “empti-
ness of the primordial nature” and “the emptiness of emptiness.” However,
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13)

14)

15)

16
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these two are explained separately in order to put an end to two aspects of
clinging: clinging to emptiness as being emptiness and clinging to emptiness
as being the actual nature of phenomena. The essential point for both these
emptinesses is that the Buddha taught emptiness as the remedy for viewing
all phenomena as nonempty, solidly existing things. If this remedial empti-
ness itself were not empty of a nature of its own as well, or if it had the nature
of being an identifiable and actually existing nature, which reifying view
could be more enormous than that? This is precisely the situation that is
referred to as the antidote turning into poison. The Karmapa gives a further
analogy for the detrimental effect of clinging to emptiness: If water is all that
one has to extinguish a fire and then this water itself turns into a blazing fire,
there is no means left to extinguish the fire.

The emptiness of all phenomena means that each single phenomenon within
the entire spectrum of conditioned and unconditioned phenomena is with-
out a nature of its own.

The emptiness of specifically characterized phenomena” refers to the lack of a
nature of the entire range of specifically characterized phenomena, starting
with form up through omniscience.

As for the emptiness of the unobservable,” what is unobservable are the three
times. The past has ceased already, the future has not yet arisen, and the pres-
ent moment cannot be found when analyzed for a beginning, a middle, or an
end. However, to consider what is not observable in this way as having the
nature of being unobservable is an error. Thus, the emptiness of the unob-
servable means that the unobservable three times lack the nature of being
unobservable.

The emptiness of the nature of nonentities” means that all phenomena origi-
nate from infinite interdependent causes and conditions and thus lack any
intrinsic nature of being a real collection that is set up by anything in any way.

After this explanation of sixteen emptinesses in the above-mentioned Prajiia-

paramita sitras, there follows a description of four more emptinesses that sum-

marize them.

17)
18)

19)

The emptiness of entities™ is the emptiness of the five aggregates.

The emptiness of nonentities” refers to the emptiness of all unconditioned
phenomena, such as space and nirvana.

The emptiness of self-entity’” means that there is no nature of the self-entity of
all phenomena. It is the nature of phenomena—emptiness—that is explained
as their “self-entity,” since it was never produced through the seeing of the
wisdom of the noble ones. That this empty self-entity too is empty of itself
is expressed as “the emptiness of self-entity.”
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20) As for the emptiness of other-entity,””” Candrakirti’s autocommentary on 7he
Entrance into Centrism gives three reasons that emptiness can be called “other-
entity.” First, conventionally, emptiness is not established as any nature what-
soever. In actual fact, however, emptiness abides all the time as the supreme
true reality of all things, whether Buddhas appear or not. In this respect, it is
other than the phenomena of the seeming that bear this nature, since they do
not exist all the time. Second, since emptiness is what is to be realized by ulti-
mate supreme wisdom, it is other than the things of the seeming that are not
what is realized by this wisdom. Third, emptiness is beyond cyclic existence.
Thus, it exists “on the other side” of it. The seeming, however, is not beyond
cyclic existence.* Thus, the highest reality or the suchness that is completely
unchanging and has the defining characteristic of emptiness is “the emptiness
of other-entity.”

In the context of these last two emptinesses, the single emptiness that is the
basic nature of all phenomena is expressed in two different ways by using the
conventional terms se/f-entity and other-entity. However, again, both of these
emptinesses are not established as any entities of their own. In order to determine
this single emptiness, first, it is taught that the self-entity of this emptiness lies in
its being a natural emptiness that is not produced by the noble ones. Conse-
quently, the emptiness of such a self-entity is that it is empty of being this natu-
ral, unproduced emptiness. Second, this very same emptiness may also be called
other-entity or supreme entity. However, while using such a formulation in order
to comply with some systems that are the common consensus of others, it is
clearly determined that the very nature of such an other-entity is also nothing but
emptiness.

The way in which these twenty emptinesses are related to the different levels
of the path are presented in Haribhadra’s commentary //lumination of The Orna-
ment of Clear Realization® The first three pertain to the phase of engagement
through devoted interest. The fourth is related to the level of the supreme
dharma.’® The following seven (s—11) correspond to the seven impure grounds
of bodhisattvas, and the next three sets of two (12-17) to the three pure grounds
respectively. The last three emptinesses (18—20) pertain to the Buddha ground.
They are associated with Buddhahood, because the first is the foundation for
relinquishing the afflictive obscurations including their latent tendencies; the
second is the foundation for relinquishing the cognitive obscurations including
their latent tendencies; while the last has the sense of self-existence.?®* When
explained in this way, during the phase of engagement through devoted interest,
the corresponding emptinesses are the objects that are realized through the valid
cognition of a reasoning consciousness, or the objects that are realized through a

consciousness that is approximately concordant with yogic valid perception.’
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Those emptinesses that relate to the grounds of bodhisattvas explain what is real-
ized through the corresponding levels of yogic valid perception. On the Buddha
ground, none of these twenty bearers of emptiness is observable as anything what-
soever by the wisdom of omniscience.

In some scriptures, one finds references to “eighteen emptinesses.” However,
these are not a different set of emptinesses. With the exception of numbers (17)
and (20), they are the same as those in the preceding enumeration.

The Sixteen Emptinesses
In general, when one speaks about “the sixteen emptinesses,” this can refer to one
of two slightly differing sets of sixteen. The first set consists of the sixteen empti-
nesses as they were described in the enumeration of twenty emptinesses above.
The second set is found in Maitreya’s Distinction between the Middle and Extremes
and other texts.”*® The following is a presentation of this second list.

The first four emptinesses are related to seeming reality:

1) The emptiness of the internal is the lack of nature of the six sense faculties.

2) The emptiness of the external is the lack of nature of the six objects of these fac-
ulties.

3) The emptiness of the internal and the external is the emptiness of any physical
bases of these two, such as the sense organs®” and outer matter.

4) The emptiness of the great refers to the lack of nature of the whole universe,
including the inanimate surroundings and all sentient beings who live in
them.

The next two emptinesses correspond to ultimate reality:

5) The emptiness of emptiness refers to the emptiness of the wisdom that directly
sees that the first four emptinesses are empty.>®

6) The emptiness of the ultimate refers to the way in which this wisdom sees
emptiness as the perfect actual mode of being of all phenomena. This mode
of being is called the ultimate because it is undeceiving. That this ultimate is
not established as a nature of its own is “the emptiness of the ultimate.”

The bases of emptiness of the next eight emptinesses are taught for particular
purposes, because the eight phenomena that are the bearers of these emptinesses
are related to the practice of bodhisattvas:

7) The emptiness of conditioned phenomena is the emptiness of the conditioned
positive phenomena of the path.
8) The emptiness of unconditioned phenomena means the emptiness of the uncon-
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ditioned positive phenomena of nirvana.

9) The emptiness of what is beyond extremes refers to the emptiness of the middle
way that bodhisattvas practice in order to benefit limitless sentient beings.

10) The emptiness of what is without beginning and endis the emptiness of a bodhi-
sattva’s practice of not giving up cyclic existence in order to not abandon
sentient beings.

11) The emptiness of what is not rejected means the emptiness of rendering all that
is positive inexhaustible within the nirvana without remainder through ded-
ications and the perfection of power.

12) The emptiness of the primordial nature refers to the emptiness of cultivating the
bodhisattva’s primordial nature—the naturally abiding disposition®® that is
naturally pure and also empty of adventitious stains—in order to purify it
from these stains.

13) The emptiness of specifically characterized phenomena means the emptiness of
the major and minor marks of a Buddha.

14) The emptiness of all phenomena refers to the emptiness of all the qualities of a
Buddha, such as the ten powers, the four fearlessnesses, and the eighteen
unique qualities.

The first four of these last eight emptinesses refer to what bodhisattvas have in
common with hearers and solitary realizers. The last four refer to the uncommon
features of practicing the great vehicle.” The key for bodhisattvas to engage in
the great vehicle in a fully qualified way is the realization of emptiness. How is
that? The word “bodhisattva” denotes a being who is courageous enough to gen-
erate the mind of enlightenment and strive for Buddhahood for the sake of all
sentient beings. Bodhisattvas are said to be courageous, because they are not
afraid of three things: the infinite number of sentient beings to be liberated, the
infinite time it takes to liberate them, and the great hardships they have to go
through in order to help these beings. Considering this overwhelming task, how
can bodhisattvas be so brave or—as one would say nowadays—unrealistic? Even
with great compassion and a lot of goodwill, as long as they take cyclic existence
to be real, there is no way that they could reasonably entertain the hope of ever
accomplishing the liberation of infinite beings or lightheartedly take upon them-
selves all the difficulties that such a project involves. Thus, it is precisely because
bodhisattvas are fundamentally “un-realistic’—not taking things as real alto-
gether—that they can bear whatever appears and work with it. On the other
hand, if cyclic existence is not realized as being empty, it is impossible not to
become weary of both its many sufferings and all the effort it takes to liberate
one’s fellow beings. Consequently, one will reject cyclic existence and abandon
sentient beings.

Through the realization that cyclic existence is just an illusion, a bodhisattva’s
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own experiences and perceptions are completely unaffected by all samsaric
defects, just as a lotus has its roots in the muddy ground of a pond but rises above
the water as an immaculate flower. However, emotionally, bodhisattvas are not
at all unaffected by seeing the states of sentient beings who—unlike themselves—
still take this illusion of cyclic existence to be real and thus are under its sway. In
a way, this is the same as when we watch the usual bad news on television and
are aware that none of it is really happening on our screen. Still, what we see
might very well trigger compassion in us for those who are going through the
actual experiences that we are seeing. So in itself, what we see there is not our own
experience, and—unlike the people whose actual experience it is—we are not
under its control. Rather, it is still we who have the remote control and can flip
through the channels (unfortunately, this does not mean that we are in full con-
trol of that process . . .). Likewise, since bodhisattvas are not under the control
of what happens to others in cyclic existence, they have no problem in staying and
working within what appears to others as samsaric reality. However, realizing
emptiness is not at all a dull, numb, or undifferentiated blank state of mind in
which nothing goes on anymore. In fact, in terms of bodhisattvas’ own experi-
ence, it is said that it is their greatest joy to help other beings who suffer, so they
enter cyclic existence with the same delight as when we plunge into the refresh-
ing waters of a cool lake on a hot summer day.

Finally, there are the last two emptinesses that summarize the preceding four-
teen:

15) The emptiness of nonentities is presented in terms of the two objects of nega-
tion—imaginary persons and phenomena—being negated.
16) The emptiness of the nature of nonentities is presented from the perspective
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that the persons and phenomena in terms of the nature of phenomena®"' exist

as the remainder after the negation of the above two objects of negation.*”

Again, these last two emptinesses are not self-sufficient emptinesses that dif-
fer in any way from the other fourteen. Rather, they are just further divisions by
way of conceptual isolates. The purpose of presenting them separately is to elim-
inate the two extremes of superimposition and denial with respect to each indi-
vidual basis of emptiness. Therefore, the last two emptinesses are added for the
sake of understanding that the elimination of the extremes of superimposition
and denial must cover all fourteen preceding emptinesses. These two extremes
mean neither mistakenly superimposing existence onto imaginary persons and
phenomena nor categorically denying the persons and phenomena in terms of the
nature of phenomena.

When we compare the two above presentations of (A) twenty emptinesses and
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(B) sixteen emptinesses, in addition to slightly varying orders of enumeration,**
there are a number of differences in content and emphasis. Roughly speaking, one
could say that (A) presents emptiness more from a general point of view or in
terms of it being the object to be realized. On the other hand, (B) often empha-
sizes the emptiness of the path as the process of realizing emptiness and of the
mind that travels on this path, that is, the subjective aspect that cultivates and
realizes emptiness. These tendencies show in that certain bases of emptiness are
more or less dissimilar in (A) and (B).

In the enumeration of sixteen emptinesses, the emptiness of the internal and
the external (B3) does not refer to the sum of internal sense faculties and exter-
nal objects but specifically to their physical bases. The emptiness of emptiness
(Bs) does not refer to emptiness in general or to emptiness as the object to be real-
ized; it emphasizes that also the subjective side—the wisdom mind that realizes
emptiness—is empty. The same goes for the emptiness of the ultimate (B6), as
it refers to the subjective mode of realizing the ultimate, in which the emptiness
of “subjective” wisdom and the emptiness of “objective” emptiness are undiffer-
entiable. Emptinesses (Bg) through (Br2) all highlight certain aspects of the prac-
tice of bodhisattvas: The emptiness of what is beyond extremes (Bg) does not just
refer to the emptiness of the middle way itself but makes it clear that the actual
practice of this middle way is empty as well. The emptiness of what is without
beginning and end (B10) not only indicates the emptiness of cyclic existence but
also shows that the ongoing compassionate activity within this empty cyclic exis-
tence by a bodhisattva who has realized its emptiness is empty too. The empti-
ness of what is not rejected (B1r) means that all activities on the path to provide
for and to ensure the inexhaustible qualities and activities of a Buddha are empty.
As for the emptiness of the primordial nature (B12), the basis of this emptiness
is not the empty nature of all animate and inanimate phenomena in general.
Rather, it is the practice of uncovering the true nature of sentient beings’ mind,
or Buddha nature, which is called their “naturally abiding disposition.””* No
doubrt also this practice of revealing our Buddha nature is no exception to being
empty. The bases of the emptiness of specifically characterized phenomena (B13)
are not all such phenomena but only the excellent major and minor characteris-
tics of a Buddha. Finally, the basis of the emptiness of all phenomena (B14) does
not refer to the entirety of all phenomena in general but is limited to all the
enlightened qualities of Buddhahood.

In conclusion, the Eighth Karmapa says that in reference to the “sixteen empti-
nesses” in Centrism, their definitive meaning is the interpretation as given by
Candrakirti in the above enumeration of twenty emptinesses. This is because in
Centrism all phenomena are empty of a nature of their own.
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Tue Two TyPEs OF IDENTITYLESSNESS
Lost Identity

The contemporary Tibetan master Dzongsar Khyentse Rinpoche said in one of
his talks, “Some people are afraid that, in Buddhism, they would lose their ego.
That is true, but you can tell them that they don’t have to worry, it will come
back.” This statement is surely good for a laugh, but—as we will soon see—at the
same time it profoundly illuminates the basic problem.

On a slightly more serious note, I am afraid a few words on the translation of
the Sanskrit term nairatmya (Tib. bdag med) as “identitylessness” are unavoid-
able. Nowadays, in English translations, a persistent, common worldly consen-
sus of rendering this term as “selflessness” or “egolessness” has developed. If one
disregards the relatively superficial flaw that the word “selflessness” usually refers
to something completely different (an altruistic attitude or behavior) from what
nairdtmya means, the above renderings may be acceptable as common worldly
consensus when used in a more casual context. Such translations not only entail
a number of major problems when used in a more strict philosophical sense, but
are in fact obstacles to a correct and deeper understanding of the meaning of
nairdtmya as one of the most central topics in Centrism.

Originally, the Sanskrit word afman meant “breath.” In non-Buddhist
Indian philosophy, it came to primarily indicate the ultimate true essence of each
individual sentient being—one’s “true self,” “soul,” or “pure spirit.” Notwith-
standing other varying features, all schools that assert this atman agree that it is
permanent, singular, independent, and really existent. It is what has to be liber-
ated from the illusions of cyclic existence. In Buddhist philosophy, the term is not
limited to an eternal individual soul but refers to the general notion of a singu-
lar, permanent, and independent entity or identity that really exists by its own
nature.

This notion is precisely what Centrists negate. They distinguish two types of
the lack of such an atman: the lack of a personal atman and the lack of an atman
of all other inner and outer phenomena. For example, Centrists speak of the
nonexistence or the lack of an atman of a table. Now, the English terms “self” and
“ego” refer solely to a person’s being or individuality; they are never used in rela-
tion to inanimate things. Thus—except in modern-day “Buddhist hybrid Eng-
lish”—one would normally never speak of the “self of a table,” much less the
“ego of a table.” Both linguistically and in terms of meaning, it is more appro-
priate to speak of analytically seeking and not finding any real identity of a table.
The same goes for a real identity of a person. This is clearly expressed in Can-
drakirti’s commentary on Aryadeva’s Four Hundred Verses:

“Identity” (@tman) refers to a nature (svabhiva) of entities that does not
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dependend on anything other. The nonexistence of this is identity-
lessness (nairatmya). Through classifying it in terms of phenomena
and persons, it is understood as twofold: “phenomenal identityless-
Y
» « . . » « » . . .
ness” and “personal identitylessness.” The “person” is what is imputed
in dependence on the five aggregates. . . . “Phenomena” are the enti-
ties that are called “aggregates,” “sources,” and “constituents.”*

Thus, in order to cover this meaning of nairdtmya, the terms “personal iden-
titylessness” and “phenomenal identitylessness” were chosen.”” From this expla-
nation, it should also be clear that “identitylessness” in general is an equivalent
of emptiness. The lack of a real identity and the lack of a real nature refer to the
same basic fact. Hence, what is explicitly described in detail through the various
presentations of emptiness above refers mainly to phenomenal identitylessness,
while personal identitylessness is implicitly included in these emptinesses.

Specifically, as for “personal identitylessness,” there is no clear distinction in
ordinary Western thinking between “self,” “ego,” and “person.” In addition, var-
ious psychological and philosophical schools use a great many different defini-
tions for each of these terms. Hence, by using expressions such as “the self of a
person,” “the ego of a person,” or “personal self,” it is very difficult, if not impos-
sible, to understand the striking difference between the two terms “identity” and
“person” as they are used in Buddhist philosophy. As a consequence, the crucial
point of precisely identifying the actual target of the Buddhist refutation of a
real personal identity is likely to be missed. For, the conventional notion of a per-
son who performs various functions on the seeming level is never questioned. 7he
Entrance into Centrism says:

Although he is free from the views about a real personality,*®
The Buddha taught “me” and “mine.”

In the same way, all entities are certainly without nature,
But he taught the expedient meaning that they “exist.”*”

Thus, in terms of personal identitylessness, the object of negation through Cen-
trist reasoning is the idea that a person really exists in an independent way
through his or her own nature. This notion is precisely what the deeply ingrained
instinctive impulse of believing in ourselves as single individuals holds on to.
That this impulse is largely unconscious just makes it all the more effective and
powerful.

According to Centrists, the clinging to a personal identity is in turn based on
the even more fundamental grasping for a real identity of phenomena in general.
This means that as long as we take things in general to be real, we will always pick
out one or more among them and cling to it as something real, taking it either



128 The Center of the Sunlit Sky

in itself to be our imagined personal identity or as something that supports or
reinforces this sense of identity. Thus, the two kinds of identity are very closely
interconnected.™ Nagarjuna’s Precious Garland says:

As long as the clinging to the aggregates exists
For that long there is also [the clinging to] “me.”
Through this identification with “me,”

Again, there is karma and thus, again, rebirth.

So how is the term “identity” used here? On the one hand, “personal identity”
is a mere imputation on the basis of the five aggregates that lacks any nature.
Through beginningless fundamental ignorance and in dependence on the five
aggregates, we presume a nature of a person that serves as the particular founda-
tion or continuity for our actions and experiences. In more technical terms, such
a person is seen as the underlying basis for karmic actions and their results. This
is the imaginary referent object of the clinging to “I” and “me,” which is con-
tinuously present in all sentient beings who possess basic ignorance. In other
words, it is just what we fancy when we think, “This is me.” It may also be called
“the experiencer,” “the individual,” and so on.

“Phenomenal identity” refers to the assumed real existence of all phenomena
on the basis of which such a personal identity is ascribed or that seem to be under
its control (such as one’s own body and mind) as well as to all other objects, such
as other beings or inanimate forms. In dependence on the material elements and
our mind, we cling to a real nature of phenomena such as visible forms and the
various consciousnesses experiencing them. We take some phenomena to exist as
the objective entities that give rise to others—our subjective consciousnesses—
which apprehend them. In brief, to cling to phenomenal identity means to cling
to the real existence of all material and mental phenomena that are other than
what we regard as our personal identity.

This description of the two types of identity may give rise to a number of
questions. We might think that we do not really see ourselves or phenomena as
having such hard-and-fast identities. And even if we did, what is wrong with
experiencing ourselves as “me” and phenomena as real and different from this
“me”? Why did the Buddha teach identitylessness? And why should we try to get
rid of some identity that we obviously never had in the first place? In other words,
why is it such a big issue in Buddhism to negate the two identities?

When we look a bit closer into our habitual ways of referring to ourselves,
such as in ordinary language and thinking, we discover a number of obvious
inconsistencies and contradictions that show the underlying fundamental con-
fusion. Sometimes we label and treat some or all aspects of our individual five
aggregates as constituting an “I,” while at other times we rather regard them as
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something related to this “I.” The funny thing is that usually nobody seems to
be aware of this, let alone bothered by it. For example, we tend to say such things
as “my legs,” thus making—and experiencing—a clear distinction between “me”
and these legs that are “mine.” We do not think, “I am my legs.” We clearly feel
that “me” is something more than just legs. Still, we say, “I am walking,” though
what actually moves are the legs or maybe the whole body. However, we wouldn’t
say, “My legs walk” or “My body walks.” Now, if it is really “me” and not just
my legs walking, does that mean that my mind or my feelings walk too? Similarly,
we say, ‘I am sick,” “I have a headache,” and also “My head aches.” So who or
what aches here or is sick, the head or me? Usually, we consider our head and our-
selves as different, so what harm does it do to “me” if my head aches? And how
is this different from anybody else’s head aching, which is equally different from
“me”? Another typical example is to say both “my mind” and “I think” or “I
feel.” So, again, is it my mind that thinks and feels, or is it “me”? If the mind were
“me” or the self, it would be a contradiction to call it “mine”; this would be as
impossible as something being both me and my car. To take yet another instance,
what do we really mean when we say, “I wash myself”? Does the “I” wash the “1,”
does the mind wash the body, or does just one hand wash the other parts of the
body? So sometimes we regard our mind as “me” and the body as “mine,” and
sometimes it is the other way around. We might think of “myself” being located
somewhere in the upper body or in the head and then consider the feet as “my
feet.” Or, we see the head as “mine” and the rest of the body as “me.” Usually,
the “I” feels to be inside “my skin” and sees this skin as something outer that still
belongs to this “I.” Occasionally, we even feel “out of our minds” altogether.
No doubt, we can easily come up with a zillion more examples of such highly
inconsistent talking and thinking. So how does all this nonsense come about? The
main reason for such inconsistencies is that we are constantly shifting the object

» «

or basis to which we are referring when we say “I,” “me,” and “mine.” In fact, this
very shifting of what we regard as “me” and “mine” points in itself to the fact that
there is no such thing as a stable and unchanging “me.” As long as we do not ques-
tion all of this, it seems to be a completely natural and convenient way of dealing
with ourselves and our world, and it usually works just fine. However, faced with
the simple question “Who am I?,” we all have a very hard time coming up with a
clear answer or definition of exactly who or what we are. The more we think about
this, the more difficult it is to pinpoint something. In fact, it is not at all clear
what this “I” or “me” really is, evidently not even to “ourselves.” So, if we do not
question it, our self seems to be the most obvious and close thing we can imagine.
However, as soon as we search for it, other than running into further inconsis-
tencies, there is nothing to be found. It is like trying to catch a rainbow in space.

Of course, one might say, “Well, all of this is just conventional talk, so why
make it into a problem?” From one point of view, nothing could be truer, and if
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we were to leave it as nothing but conventional discourse, also from the Centrist
point of view, there would in fact be no problem whatsoever. But the crucial
point here is that it is not really this notion of “me” or some personal identity as
such that is considered the root of cyclic existence. Rather, the problem lies with
our instinctive subjective clinging to such a vague personal identity, which is in
turn based on the even more fundamental clinging to phenomenal identity. This
basic impulse of experiencing everything from the perspective of “I” and “me”
seems to be the most natural thing in the world and usually goes completely
unquestioned. For example, we may go to a shopping mall and look at some
nice, expensive watches. If the shop owner drops one of these watches and it
breaks, we are not really too worried. We might even be relieved and think, “I'm
glad it wasn’t mine.” However, if we receive this very watch as a birthday pres-
ent and it breaks, our reaction is surely not that detached. Yet it is the same watch
and the same thing that happened to it. We might watch a multicar crash on the
news and not waste many thoughts on all those wrecked cars (though one would
hope we would on the people who drove them). But how do we feel if we detect
a small scratch on our own car? Where is this “mine” that seems to make all the
difference and causes us suffering? Is “mine” the same as the Swiss watch? Or is
“mine” different from it? Is “mine” inside the watch or outside of it? When
searched for, it is nowhere to be found. However, according to the Buddha, it is
precisely this tendency to experience everything in terms of “me” and “mine”
that makes us feel distinct from others, develop attraction and aversion, and act
these emotions out, which in turn causes all our well-known miseries. As Dhar-
makirt’s Commentary on Valid Cognition says:

If there is a self, consciousness about others [arises].

From the aspects of self and others, clinging and aversion [result].
Then, through our close connection with these,

All flaws come forth.*?

To be sure, there is no problem in just thinking or saying, “I am Kim,” “I
walk,” “This is my car,” and so on. As good Buddhists, we might even have tried
to go through all these painful Madhyamaka reasonings to disprove a single and
unchanging self and understand that there is no such thing. However—and now
we come back to Dzongsar Khyentse Rinpoche’s words—our actual hang-up is
that we constantly keep thinking and acting as ifwe really were independent and
single individuals with our own case history or personal file. This shows in our
impulses to protect this somebody from what he or she does not like and chase
after what he or she feels attracted to. This is how we find ourselves in the mid-
dle of the rat race of cyclic existence. The spontaneous, natural ease with which
this functions is illuminated by an anecdote about a great siddha who remained
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in advanced meditative equipoise for many years. During all this time, he stayed
in the hut that belonged to him and his wife. When he finally rose from his med-
itation, the first thing he asked his wife was, “Where is my dinner?” She just
answered, “If this is all that came out of your meditative equipoise, you’d better
go right back and practice some more.”

In general, when asked, most of us would agree that we are not permanent or
completely independent. However, when we are directly reminded of our imper-
manence in ways that we cannot ignore, such as getting gray hairs, falling ill,
being in a car accident, or facing death, we usually become very upset. Likewise,
if asked, we would surely say that our left big toe is not our personal self, but when
it hurts or when we even lose it, we do not at all regard ourselves as separate from
this toe. Thus, one very effective meditation on personal identitylessness is to
consider how it affects our individual sense of identity to imagine losing, one by
one, all our body parts. In addition, we can ask ourselves, at what point in this
process of losing our limbs do we still feel like the same person whom we believe
we are now, in full possession of all our body parts? Do we change in our existence
as John or Mary when we lose one finger, or does that take several limbs? What
if just our torso and head were left? And when do we cease to exist as a person alto-
gether? The same contemplation can be applied to losing our relatives, our friends,
our possessions, and certain features of our mind, as with senility. Such medita-
tions might sound strange, but in practice they are excellent and powerful tools
for learning something about ourselves and our attachments in a personal way that
is quite different from mere theoretical speculations about a hypothetical self. At
the same time, they also work on our concepts of regarding our body and mind
as well as all other phenomena as real and distinct entities, such as seeing the col-
lection of many body parts as a single “body”; taking the diversity of our momen-
tarily changing feelings, thoughts, and perceptions to be one “mind”; or regarding
an assemblage of various wooden or metal parts as a “chair” or a “car.”

Thus, the fundamental reason that the precise identification of these two kinds
of clinging to an identity—personal and phenomenal—is considered so impor-
tant is again soteriological. Through first uncovering our clinging and then work-
ing on it, we become able to finally let go of this sole cause for all our afflictions
and sufferings. Thus, the actual object of negation of reasoning in the context of
knowledge through study and reflection is nothing more than this instinctive
mistaken mode of cognition that takes the two kinds of identity to be really exis-
tent. This very same tendency to reify where there is nothing to be reified is also
what must be let go of in meditation practice. In more technical terms, it is the
object of negation of the path of yogic valid perception that arises from medita-
tion. In this way, such innate clinging is the actual object of negation of both rea-
soning and the path. The Entrance into Centrism says:
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First, we cling to our self, saying “me,”
Then we develop attachment to things, saying “this is mine.”

Through mentally seeing that afflictions and mistakes without exception
Originate from the views about a real personality

And realizing that the self is the object of these [views],

Yogic practitioners negate a self®

When we analyze the object of negation in Centrist reasoning, it should be
clear that the two kinds of identity have no possible existence as actual objects that
are to be negated. It is impossible for any phenomenon to exist as a permanent,
singular, and independent personal identity. Likewise, a phenomenon that is
really established through an intrinsic nature of its own is not possible either.
However—and this cannot be repeated too often—the actual target in the con-
text of negating the two kinds of identity is the clinging to these identities on the
subject side. In other words, the object of negation is a mistaken cognition, a
wrong conception that apprehends something nonexistent as existent. Since there
is no actual object of negation on the objective side, there never was anything
objective to be relinquished. So “negating an identity” is just another expression
for the process of letting go of our subjective clinging to imaginary identities. Of
course, from the Centrist point of view, this clinging itself is not something real
either. However, as long as there is an individual mistaken notion of an object,
there is also the notion of a subject. Consequently, with the realization that an
object is illusory, the subject that held on to it dissolves naturally. On the other
hand, if there were an object of negation that was established as an actual object,
we would not be able to relinquish it anyway, no matter how hard we tried. For
no one can successfully negate something that actually exists or, for that matter,
prove the existence of something that does not actually exist.

Thus, for Buddhist reasoning and meditation to be soteriologically efficient,
it is crucial to acknowledge that their actual target lies not at the level of the
apprehended objects—the notions of a real personal or phenomenal identity—
buct at the level of the apprehending subject—the largely unconscious and instinc-
tive clinging to such identities. Again, the reason that this clinging needs to be
tackled is that it is the initial spark that triggers the blaze of desire for some phe-
nomena and aversion to others, eventually spreading into the wildfire of samsaric
distress. For example, desire arises from thinking that “I” need something or
someone. Hatred arises when people harm us and we think that they harmed
“me.” Pride is based on the thought that “I” am better than others. We experi-
ence jealousy or envy because we think that some persons, possessions, qualities,
or honors should be “mine.” As for unawareness or ignorance, it is often a hazy
state of mind. However, it also shows clearly and most fundamentally in this
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very sense of “me” and “mine,” which in turn is the basis for the arising of “my”
other mental afflictions. Further, more active expressions of ignorance are the
thought “I don’t care” and the refusal to look at how things really are.

Fundamentally speaking, it is impossible to tackle our subjective experiences
and our clinging right away. We cannot stop this initial impulse of grasping by
simply telling ourselves, “Just don’t cling.” Nor does it help to think, “I will not
give rise to mental afflictions anymore.” Yet, whenever we think “me” or “mine,”
this always refers to some object, sometimes our body and sometimes our mind,
that we mistakenly call “me” and “mine.” That is why Madhyamaka works via
the demonstration and realization that there are no such identities to be grasped
in the first place. There is nothing that could serve as a reference point for our
clinging and our afflictions. It is only upon clearly seeing this that we can finally
relax and let go of holding on to what is not there.

This is similar to what happens if someone mistakes a water hose with a zig-
zag pattern in the garden for a snake. There never was a snake in this hose in the
first place, but due to the misconception of a snake this person will panic, start
to tremble and sweat, and run away. So there is a whole chain reaction of mis-
taken—and completely unnecessary—cognitive, emotional, physical, and verbal
actions and reactions, but they are all due to the initial mistaken notion of a
snake. What would somebody else do to help that person calm down? Surely
there is no point in administering tranquilizers, doing psychotherapy against fear
of snakes, or merely trying to soothe the person by saying, “Don’t be afraid. Just
relax, take it easy.” And even if these methods were to help for a while, the next
time the person would encounter that hose (or a similar one), the same drama
would unfold again. So other people would point out that there never was a
snake, but just a hose. Still, just having this pointed out by somebody else is also
not sufficient. The person who is afraid has to arrive at her own certainty that
there was no snake, is no snake, and will be no snake in that hose. Such certainty
can only be gained through this person’s own examination of the hose, thus see-
ing that it lacks any characteristics of an actual snake. Only then can the person
finally relax and maybe even laugh about the whole event. Thus, it is only
through the personal realization that there is no object to justify the fear which
is experienced that the experiencer—the perceiving subject—can let go of the
clinging to the existence of a snake and be relieved of the ensuing suffering.
Another example for this kind of misconception are patients who wander from
one doctor’s office to another, deeply convinced that they have a tumor, despite
the evidence from countless tests and examinations that they do not. As The
Commentary on Valid Cognition says:

Without invalidating its object,

One is not able to relinquish this [clinging to identity].***
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To return once more to the initial statement that people are afraid to lose their
ego in Buddhism, is it really frightening or maybe just boring to realize identity-
lessness? Do we have to give up all of our individuality or personality and become
some lifeless enlightened clone or zombie? As was shown, we don’t lose anything,
since we realize that we never had any real identity in the first place. Rather, there
is only a lot to gain—{reedom from suffering—Dby letting go of what ties us down
and makes us suffer: our clinging and grasping to something that does not exist
anyway. When we realize that there is nothing to lose and nobody to be harmed,
we can relax and let go of the idea that we have something to lose, and let go of
our attempts to hold on to or protecting this something. Usually, we are afraid
that without our sense of “me” and real things we would not be able to live our
lives in an organized way. In fact, however, such grasping to real things and a real
“me” makes everything quite heavy, complicated, and clumsy. In addition, it uses
up a lot of our energy that could be spent in more joyful and beneficial ways. So
when we stop this misguided use of our mental potential, we have free access to
the whole scope of its dynamic vitality. The true qualities of the nature of our
mind can shine forth unimpededly, and life may become a playful dance of
appearances. And we don’t have to wait until enlightenment for this to happen,
since such effects show during all phases of the path in accordance with how
much we loosen our tight grip on “us” and our solid world.

There actually are situations in ordinary life that might give us a glimpse that
not apprehending a personal or phenomenal identity is a joyful state of mind.
Imagine you start to play a musical instrument. At the beginning, everything is
very clumsy; you have to think a lot and coordinate your mind, your fingers, the
instrument, and the notes, and they all seem separate and disconnected. But once
you are trained to a certain degree, you might become completely absorbed in the
process of making music, “losing yourself” in your playing. You don’t think of
or experience yourself as a particular person or a player; there is not even a sense
of “me” anymore. Likewise, you don’t perceive the instrument, the fingers, and
your mind as different or separate things. Still, or—from the Buddhist point of
view—because of that, this does not mean that there is nothing going on or that
this situation is depressing. On the contrary, it is an alive and joyful state of
mind. Everything flows together in a playful and lighthearted dance. In fact, the
less you think about yourself—or anything else, for that matter—the better you
can play and the more the instrument, the melody, and the player become one.

Technically speaking, personal identitylessness and phenomenal identityless-
ness are taught in order to liberate all beings from both afflictive and cognitive
obscurations. Personal identitylessness is taught mainly to liberate hearers and
solitary realizers. In addition, phenomenal identitylessness is taught for the sake
of bodhisattvas attaining omniscience. One might wonder, “If there is no self,
does that mean that there is also nothing that is *mine’?” Obviously, if there is
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no agent, there is nothing to be acted upon either, just as there is no vase if there
is no potter to produce it. Thus, without “me,” there is nothing that is “mine”
or “other.” And if visible forms and so on are not observed, there are also no
thoughts of attachment and aversion. Therefore, when the aggregates are seen as
being empty of a self and what is related to such a self, nobody sees anything that
could be cyclic existence. This is called liberation. 7he Precious Garland says:

The aggregates that originate from the clinging to “me”
And the clinging to “me” are actually delusive.

How could there be a real arising

Of something whose seed is delusive?

When one sees that the aggregates are thus not real,
The clinging to “me” will be relinquished.

Once this clinging to “me” has been relinquished,
The aggregates will not originate anymore.*”

Aryadeva’s Four Hundred Verses on the Yogic Practice of Bodbisattvas says:

If one sees that objects are without identity,
The seed of existence ceases.*®

The Entrance into Centrism says:

Because there is no object without agent,

Therefore, what is mine does not exist without a self.
Consequently, yogins regard a self and what is mine as empty
And thus are completely released.”

Therefore, by not grasping at cyclic existence, hearers and solitary realizers pass
into nirvana. As for bodhisattvas, they realize both identitylessnesses completely,
but because of their great compassion they continue to assume various forms of
seeming existence that merely appear for the benefit of others.

Phenomenal Identitylessness
Two types of phenomenal identitylessness may be distinguished:
1) the innate type, which comes from the instinctive clinging to phenomenal

identity
2) the imaginary type, which is superimposed through philosophical systems
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The innate phenomenal identity refers to the object of the instinctive mis-
conception of ordinary worldly beings who naturally see each phenomenon as
having a real and specific nature of its own. “Phenomena” includes everything
from form up to omniscience. In other words, this term encompasses the entirety
of the five aggregates, the twelve sources, and the eighteen constituents, includ-
ing all phenomena of nirvana.

The imaginary phenomenal identity is based on the innate clinging to the real
existence of phenomena in general. It refers to all kinds of speculative superim-
positions of phenomenal entities that are described by different philosophical
and scientific schools, such as that it is the nature of phenomena to be permanent
or impermanent, that they consist of infinitesimal atomic particles, or, that they
are made up of smallest moments of mind.

The Eighth Karmapa says that most expressions of the general clinging to a real
nature of all phenomena exist merely from the perspective of ordinary worldly
mistakenness and its conventions. This category includes most of the words in the
Buddha’s teachings, which are employed as mere conventions from the perspec-
tives of particular disciples. The terminology of these teachings is either expressed
in terms of common worldly consensus or is suitable to become some sort of
common consensus. In addition, there are the conventions of those who cling to
some particular identity of phenomena. These are the conceptual imputations by
Buddhists and non-Buddhists that are neither common worldly consensus nor
something spoken by the Buddha. They do not exist even on the conventional
level and include non-Buddhist notions such as all knowable objects being

48 notions common to some

included in six, sixteen, or twenty-five categories;
Buddhists and non-Buddhists, such as infinitesimal atomic particles; and Bud-
dhist notions, such as hidden but real outer referents, a real, nondual, and self-
aware other-dependent nature, a ground consciousness, a permanent and
unconditioned Buddha nature that is adorned with all the major and minor
marks, or an imaginary personal self that is established through conventional
valid cognition.

Of course, most people will object here that the Buddha indeed spoke about
a ground consciousness and the other Buddhist notions above. Karmapa Miky®
Dorje’s answer is that, in general, when the Buddha spoke on the level of no
analysis, conventionally, one can distinguish between an expedient meaning and
a definitive meaning in his words.*” On this conventional level, such terms as
“ground consciousness” are of expedient meaning that entails a certain intention
and is meant to guide disciples toward liberation. Still, some Buddhists might
cling to these expressions as presenting something real, since they were spoken by
the Buddha. However, the Buddha’s intention was to communicate something
on the conventional level, and it is precisely on this conventional level that such
terms do not carry any definitive meaning. The main reason for this is that they
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do not even represent common worldly consensus but just imputations arrived
at through philosophical speculation. For example, the notion of a ground con-
sciousness was mainly introduced to explain how karmic actions are stored and
ripen into their results, even over many lifetimes. Centrists question the neces-
sity of such a storehouse consciousness as the basis for karma, but not the mere
dependently originating operation of karmic cause and effect on the seeming
level. As such, this operation definitely is a part of common worldly consensus.
Likewise, it is said that self-awareness is necessary for having a memory. Again,
the mere fact of remembering is common worldly consensus and thus not dis-
puted in Centrism, but it is denied that there is some further really existent basis
for memory, be it self-awareness or anything else.

On the other hand, everything that the Buddha said on the level of analysis—
all the presentations within the setting of the two realities—is solely of definitive
meaning. Nothing of what he taught on the level of analysis is of expedient mean-
ing. In brief, both on the level of the seeming and the ultimate reality, any hypo-
thetical, real nature of any phenomenon from form up through omniscience in
general as well as all superimpositions of such a nature are natural emptiness.
This is the supreme essential pith of the Centrist teachings.

In the general context of explaining the view, among the two types of iden-
titylessness, phenomenal identitylessness is usually ascertained first for the fol-
lowing reasons:*'°

First, the coarse form of phenomenal identitylessness is the negation of real
existence (its object of negation). Certain degrees of understanding coarse phe-
nomenal identitylessness are common to both Buddhists and non-Buddhists.
Thus, in general, it is easier for everybody to start with phenomenal identity-
lessness than personal identitylessness, which is extraneous to non-Buddhist
systems.

Second, after one has determined that all phenomena are empty of a nature of
their own, it is implicitly established that a so-called personal identity that we
impute through innate ignorance onto our five aggregates is also empty of a
nature of its own. For it is realized that all possible bases for the mistaken view
of a personal identity are without nature.

In this way, the realization of phenomenal identitylessness relinquishes the
two obscurations. Therefore, phenomenal identitylessness is said to be the pri-
mary one among the two types of identitylessness.

Personal Identitylessness

Personal identitylessness is the unique, distinctive feature of the followers of Bud-
dhist philosophical systems. Obviously, there are also many non-Buddhists who
possess various degrees of realizing coarse phenomenal identitylessness as well as
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those whose beliefs entail following a course of positive ethical conduct. There-
fore, the actual difference between non-Buddhist and Buddhist views lies in the
acceptance versus the denial of a real identity of the person.

As with phenomenal identity, there are two types of a hypothetical personal
identity:

1) the subtle, innate personal identity, which is the object of the innate clinging
to it

2) the coarse, imaginary personal identity, which is imputed through philosoph-
ical systems

The so-called innate personal identity or self refers to the object of “the innate
views about a real personality.” Here, “a real personality” refers to a really exist-
ing self that is somehow related to the five aggregates, which are in themselves
momentarily impermanent and collections of many parts. “The views about it”
may simply be classified as two: the clinging to “me” and to “mine.” Usually,
however, they are explained as twenty in number. These consist of four different
possible ways of relating each of the five aggregates to a personal self. To take the

11 a5 an example, these four are as follows:

aggregate of form
a) the view that form is the self

b) the view that the self by nature possesses form
c) the view that the self by nature exists in form

d) the view that form by nature exists in the self

The same applies to the remaining four aggregates, thus resulting in a total of
twenty such misconceptions. These misconceptions are called views, but in the
context of the innate clinging to a personal identity, they are to be understood
more as the various natural expressions of our instinctive, gut-level impulse of
experiencing ourselves as distinct beings. This originates from the beginningless
habituation of taking the five aggregates as reference points for thinking “I,”
“me,” and “mine.” This habituation naturally exists in all sentient beings, and in
a sense one could call it a kind of survival instinct, since it leads to our efforts of
sustaining what we see as “me” and protecting it from harm. Thus, neither this
clinging nor its object—"I” or “me”—depends on any imputation through philo-
sophical or other belief systems. When not analyzed, the personal identity or
“self” that is the object of the innate views about a real personality can be said to
nominally exist on the mere conventional level, because the clinging to “I” and
“mine” is experientially present in all sentient beings and shows through their ver-
bal expressions and behaviors.

The so-called “imaginary personal identity or self is based on the innate cling-
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ing to a personal identity, but it is not naturally present in all beings. Rather, it
is what is newly imputed in various ways through studying, reflecting on, or
meditating on the conceptual superimpositions in different views or philosoph-
ical systems. This may be seen as a real self, an individual true identity or the core
of the person, such as a permanent, self-sufficient, and single atman or the vari-
ous theories about an “ego” in Western psychology. The clinging to such imag-
inary personal identities is called “the imaginary views about a real personality.”
The objects of these views are nothing but labels by certain people and schools.
They are not common worldly consensus. Therefore, they do not exist either as
conventions that appear in common for everybody or as parts of seeming reality.
Karmapa Miky® Dorje lists three general types of an imaginary personal identity:

a) imputations of a personal identity that is either something other than or the
same as the five aggregates, such as an eternal, single, and autonomous self as
advocated by most non-Buddhist Indian schools, or the position of some of the
Highly Venerated Ones*? who say that the aggregates or the mind itself are the
self

b) the imputation that the self is neither the same as nor different from the aggre-
gates, as it is upheld by the followers of Vatsiputra®?

c) Tsongkhapa’s assertion of a personal self that is established through conven-
tional valid cognition and serves as the support for the continuity of karmic
actions and their results, that is, the personal self that is imputed onto the
aggregates and not mingled with the personal self that is understood as the
object of negation of reasoning,.

When expressed on the conventional level, the assumed, innate personal iden-
tity that is the object of our innate clinging is just a label applied in dependence
on the five aggregates, such as saying, “I am Ben.” This is not different from call-
ing a collection of different parts a “car.” Centrism does not at all negate that this
plain convention exists on the seeming level without analysis. On the level of
analysis, however, what Centrism does negate on the level of both seeming and
ultimate reality is that there is something really existing by its own nature to
which this label “I” refers. The reasons for this object of our innate clinging to a
personal identity being negated are as follows: All afflictions and problems orig-
inate on the basis of the views about a real personality, which constitute the sub-
jective mental states of clinging to an innate personal identity. In addition, the
wisdom in the meditative equipoise of noble ones does not see any such innate
identity even on the conventional level.

On the other hand, any “imaginary personal identity” is categorically negated
on both the level of no analysis and the level with analysis, as well as on both lev-
els of reality. For, let alone ultimate reality, such an imaginary personal identity
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does not even fall under seeming reality, since it does not accord with any of the
common conventions of either worldly people or noble ones. As for the impact
of the imaginary views about a personal identity (which take imaginary personal
identities as their objects), in addition to being mistaken in themselves, they
intensify and solidify the innate views about a personal identity as well. Further-
more, if one clings to any kind of imaginary personal identity or self, one will not
travel the path to liberation and omniscience through the middle way that relin-
quishes the two extremes.

When considering the many imputations and technicalities in the views that are
refuted in Centrist texts, one might come up with the following objection: “As was
said, the fundamental cause of cyclic existence is the innate clinging to a personal
identity or self. However, Centrist texts do not state any reasonings to negate the
self that is the object of this innate clinging. Is it not unreasonable to exclusively
reason against all kinds of imaginary types of self, when the actual cause of sam-
saric suffering is the innate clinging to a self?” There is no problem here, since the
object of the innate clinging to a personal identity—whether this is considered to
be a self, a real personality, an individual, or a sentient being—is not the object
of negation as long as it is just accepted as a mere convention on the level of no
analysis, such as saying, “I walk” or “I meditate.” Such a mere conventional label
“I” as it is used in our everyday transactions is not negated in Centrism, because—
just as with all other conventions—it is neither possible nor necessary to negate
it. All conventions are mere agreements to put certain tags or symbols on certain
appearances, so what is there to negate? In other words, there is no reason for not
calling a house a house. This name is as good as any other name, such as maison
in French or casa in Italian, but since English-speaking people have agreed on
house, there is no reason for them not to communicate with this label. Otherwise,
one would have to negate all naming altogether. Thus, there is no need to negate
such conventional labels as “I” and “house,” since—as bare labels—they do no
harm and in fact assist us in accomplishing our worldly transactions.

On the other hand, in the context of negation through analysis, the reasonings
that negate the first three types of an imaginary personal identity also function
as reasonings to negate any innate personal identity. For, any notion of an innate
self does not lie beyond the three ways of analysis through reasoning that cover
these three types of imaginary self. Moreover, these reasonings negate the entirety
of all objects onto which both the innate and imaginary views about a real per-
sonality can possibly grasp. Therefore, it is not the case that Centrist texts fail to
negate the innate type of a personal identity.

In general, if one does not realize that all kinds of personal identity are empty
of a nature of their own, one is not able to realize phenomenal identitylessness
in an exhaustive way. In other words, if personal identitylessness is not fully real-
ized, there is no complete realization of phenomenal identitylessness either.
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Are the Two Identitylessnesses One or Different?

In general, all phenomena lack both a personal and a phenomenal identity. More
specifically, the question of the existence of a personal identity primarily applies
to such phenomena as our body and mind, as it is pretty obvious for most people
that such inanimate things as tables and houses do not have a personal self. Thus,
in Centrism, inanimate things are addressed primarily in terms of their lack of real
existence, or phenomenal identitylessness. As was said earlier, holding on to a per-
sonal identity with respect to body and mind is based on regarding body and
mind as really existent. In the same way, other phenomena may also serve as addi-
tional reference points for sustaining our clinging to a personal self that per se pri-
marily focuses on our psychophysical continuum. Therefore, both types of
identitylessness apply to all phenomena. They just differ in their specific objects
of negation. Since the object of negation in the case of personal identitylessness is
an “T” or “self,” this identitylessness is formulated as the inverse of its particular
object of negation, that is, “personal identity.” In terms of phenomenal identity-
lessness, what is to be negated is “real existence,” or a real “phenomenal identity”.
Consequently, this identitylessness is also presented from the perspective of revers-
ing its specific object of negation. In this way, both identitylessnesses are concep-
tual specifications that are the inverses of their respective objects of negation.
Thus, technically speaking and on the mere conventional level, the two iden-
titylessnesses can be said to be one in nature and different isolates. The reasons
for this are as follows: Since all phenomena are equally without identity, they can-
not be differentiated in the slightest through their entities. Consequently, any
kind of assumed personal identity is just a specific instance among hypothetical
identities of phenomena in general. For example, a phenomenon such as a book
may serve as a basis for attributing certain features to it, yet there is nothing in it
that can be apprehended as a really existing thing. However, if the appearance of
this book is identified as such a basis for attribution in the context of mere tem-
porary designation, the “personal identitylessness” of this book may be under-
stood as its lack of an identity of its own. The book’s phenomenal identitylessness
means that there is no book that is really established. These two facts—that an
own identity of the book is not established and that the book is not established
as something that really exists—are undifferentiable in nature. They can only be
separated in a conceptual way by referring to different objects of negation.

The Purpose of Teaching Two Identitylessnesses

Here, one may wonder, “If the two identitylessnesses are undifferentiable in
nature, why is it necessary to distinguish between them? Moreover, if personal
identitylessness is an instance of phenomenal identitylessness, it should be suf-
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ficient to teach only phenomenal identitylessness. Also, if the purpose to be
accomplished—liberation and omniscience through the elimination of the two
obscurations—is already fulfilled through one’s realizing the teaching on phe-
nomenal identitylessness, it seems pointless to speak as well about personal iden-
titylessness.”

The reasons for explaining both identitylessnesses are as follows: The Buddha
taught personal identitylessness primarily in order to take care of those with the
disposition of the lesser vehicle. Thus, this identitylessness serves to gradually
introduce those of lesser capacities to the teachings. Furthermore, it is the step-
ping-stone for the liberation of those who have the dispositions of hearers and
solitary realizers. There is a definite necessity to teach personal identitylessness to
those with these dispositions, because release from cyclic existence is not possi-
ble if this identitylessness is not taught and cultivated accordingly. However,
hearers and solitary realizers are not suitable vessels for the extensive teachings on
the identitylessness of all phenomena in the continua of infinite sentient beings.
For their goal of personal liberation from cyclic existence, it is sufficient to explic-
itly teach them only personal identitylessness (which is, however, based on and
implicit in phenomenal identitylessness). Thus, even if phenomenal identity-
lessness were explicitly and fully taught to them, for the time being, they would
neither need it nor benefit from it. Therefore, they are taught only personal iden-
titylessness, they meditate on it, and they realize it completely. On the other
hand, phenomenal identitylessness is taught extensively in order to take care of
bodhisattvas as those who have the disposition of the great vehicle. Since it is the
goal of bodhisattvas to attain omniscience and work for the welfare of all other
beings, it is for this purpose that they are mainly taught phenomenal identity-
lessness. As Candrakirti’s Entrance into Centrism says:

In order to liberate beings, this identitylessness
Was taught in two aspects, classified in terms of phenomena and
persons.**

FroMm KNOWLEDGE TO WisDOM

The Perfection of Knowledge

To conclude the discussion of Madhyamaka ground, let us take a closer look at
what it is that knows or realizes all these things like “the two realities,” “empti-
ness,” “the two identitylessnesses,” and “the nature of the mind.” As mentioned
in the introduction, it is the perfection of knowledge—prajiaparamita—that is
the primary subject or mental factor that actively develops and experiences all the
levels of insight into the nature of all phenomena. As for the scope of the term
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prajid—knowledge or understanding—in Buddhism, this term does not refer to
some kind of passive knowledge or to merely knowing some facts. Rather, it
stands for the vast range of actively knowing and investigating the appearances
and the true nature of all phenomena from form up to omniscience. It means
intelligence in its original sense of being able to know or cognize,”* which entails
the capacity to clearly discriminate. Thus, the definition of “knowledge” in Bud-
dhism is “that which fully and exhaustively discriminates the general and specific
characteristics of phenomena.”

In other words, prajiia is the basic inquisitiveness and curiosity of our mind,
which is very precise and playful at the same time. Usually it is symbolized by a
double-bladed, flaming sword. This sword is extremely sharp, and such a thing
obviously should be handled with great care. It even may seem somewhat threat-
ening. Prajfia is indeed threatening to our ego and to our cherished belief systems,
since it undermines our very notion of reality and the reference points upon
which we build our world. Thus, it is what questions who we are and what we
perceive. Since this sword cuts both ways, it not only serves to slice up our very
solid-looking objective reality, but it also cuts through the subjective experiencer
of such a reality. In this way, it is also that which makes us see through our own
ego trips and self-inflation. It takes some effort to continuously fool ourselves
about ourselves. Prajfia means being found out by ourselves, which first of all
requires taking an honest look at the games we play. If we keep inflating ourselves,
prajiia is what punctures the balloon of ego and brings us back to where we are.

All of this is especially important on the Buddhist path, since prajfia cuts not
only through delusion but also through any tricky attempt by our ego to take
credit for doing this. Our ego has no scruples about swallowing spirituality in
general or Buddhism in particular and incorporating it into its territory to just
serve as a further embellishment of King Me. No, we are not just an ordinary per-
son; now we have become a spiritual person, studying difficult philosophical texts
and doing profound meditation practices. Thus, as we proceed along the path,
prajiia seems to become increasingly important and must be refined more and
more in order to spot and immediately pierce the colorful bubbles of personalized
spiritual attainments. This quality of prajia is symbolized by the flames on the
sword: They illuminate our dark corners, put us right under the spotlight, and
burn all the seeds of fancy and ignorance. There is a sense of having no escape. We
cannot hide from ourselves or pretend to be unaware of what is going on in our
mind. Prajfia lights up the entire space of our mind, so where could our mind hide
itself? In this way, prajfia is also the direct antidote to the more active tendencies
of our ignorance, our not wanting to look too closely at ourselves and our lives.

Sometimes, we think that knowledge means having all the right answers, but
prajia is more like asking all the right questions. Often the question s the answer,
or much better than any answer. Trying to get all the right answers down may
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just create more reference points in our mind and thus more rigidity and prob-
lems. Also, often one answer produces ten new questions. To let prajiia unfold
in a natural way means to give our basic inquisitiveness more space to take a walk
and look around on its own with its astute and unbiased freshness. We should not
restrict it to merely rearranging or expanding our cocoon of dualistic categories.
Iconographically, prajiia is mainly represented by the female deity Prajfiaparamica
and the male deity Mafjusri. Prajfiaparamita has four arms, with her first left
hand holding a text, her first right hand raising a flaming sword, and the remain-
ing two being in the gesture of meditation. Together, these represent the three
types of prajia: knowledge through study, cutting through and illuminating
delusion, and direct realization of the true nature of all phenomena. These are also
called the prajfias through study, reflection, and meditation. Mafjusri also holds
a wisdom sword in his right hand and usually a lotus flower with a text on it in
his left hand. The book stands for knowledge that comes from letters and instruc-
tions, while the lotus symbolizes the natural unfolding of our inner seed of prajfia.
Instead of the flower and the book, sometimes Mafijusti is depicted holding a vase
containing the nectar of prajia. Here the sword indicates the active aspect and
the sharpness of prajiia, while the nectar symbolizes its quality of intuitive insight
into true reality.

Prajia may show in knowing and distinguishing ordinary things in the world
or in realizing the true nature of the mind by gradually progessing on the Bud-
dhist path. Accordingly, its most basic classification is into mundane knowledge
and supramundane knowledge.

Mundane knowledge in general refers to all empirical, scientific, and artistic
knowledge that is not specifically related to the Buddhist “science of mind,” that
is, everything that we may learn in our lives, whether at home, at school, in pro-
fessional training, or at universities, such as the humanities, the natural sciences,
or arts and crafts. Traditionally, it refers to the “four major and five minor com-
mon sciences” of Indo-Tibetan culture.

Supramundane knowledge stands for all knowledge, insights, and spiritual real-
izations in the context of Buddhism as the fifth major science, which is the uncom-
mon inner science of the mind. For the main objective of these teachings is to go
beyond the world of cyclic existence. Such knowledge may again be classified as
a) lesser supramundane knowledge and b) great supramundane knowledge.

Lesser supramundane knowledge encompasses the knowledge that arises from
study, reflection, and meditation in the vehicles of hearers and solitary realizers,
such as realizing the four realities of the noble ones and personal identitylessness.

Great supramundane knowledge results from study, reflection, and meditation
within the great vehicle of bodhisattvas, such as realizing that all phenomena are
unarisen and empty of an inherent nature of their own. As The Prajiiaparamiti
Sittra in Seven Hundred Lines' says:
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Knowledge is that which realizes that all phenomena are unarisen.
Adsa’s Lamp for the Path to Enlightenment states:

Knowledge is comprehensively explained
As that which realizes that aggregates,
Constituents, and sources are unborn
And empty of a nature of their own.**

Thus, among all these types of knowledge, the Centrist teachings prima-
rily deal with the great supramundane knowledge. This knowledge is devel-
oped during the three phases of studying, reflecting, and meditating on the
profound and vast topics of the great vehicle, so the three types of knowledge
that are gained through study, reflection, and meditation are distinguished.
Among these three, the first two can only be conceptual in nature, while the
latter may be either conceptual or nonconceptual. During the first two of the
five paths of the great vehicle—the path of accumulation and the path of
junction—the knowledge through meditation is still conceptual, though its
conceptuality becomes increasingly refined and subtle. During the medita-
tive equipoises of the paths of seeing and meditation, this knowledge is exclu-
sively nonconceptual, since it directly realizes the nature of all phenomena
without any mental reference points. During the phases of subsequent attain-
ment on these paths, however, there are still traces of conceptuality in bodhi-
sattvas. As for the omniscient knowledge of a Buddha on the path of no
more learning, it is always nonconceptual and free from reference points,
since it is the constant and panoramic awareness of the nature of all phe-
nomena and does not involve any shift between meditative equipoise and
subsequent attainment. This knowledge of a Buddha and the knowledge of
bodhisattvas during their meditative equipoises are what is called wisdom or
the perfection of knowledge in the strict sense. In general, in the Prajiia-
pdramitd siitras, there are three main ways in which the term “perfection of
knowledge” is used. Dignaga’s Summary of Prajiidgparamita says:

The perfection of knowledge is nondual wisdom,

Which is the Thus-Gone One.

[Its] texts and the path [bear] its name,

Since they are associated with this actuality to be accomplished.*”

The Eighth Karmapa’s commentary on The Ornament of Clear Realization elab-
orates:
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(1) The definition of the perfection of knowledge: Suchness that is never
something other and bears the name “wisdom which lacks the duality
of apprehender and apprehended.” This is [also called] the nazural per-
fection of knowledge, which is classified as two:

(a) When suchness is obscured by various formational elements, it is
the basic element, the Heart of the Blissfully Gone Ones. [This is
called the causal perfection of knowledge.]

(b) When this fundamental state itself is free from entanglement—the
impregnations of negativity—it is the result, the Dharma Body. [This
is called the resultant perfection of knowledge.)

(2) The definition of the scriprural perfection of knowledge: [All expres-
sions of] the mind that appear as assemblies of names, words, and let-
ters and are suitable to be observed by the disciples’ consciousnesses
which entail dualistic appearances.

(3) The definition of the perfection of knowledge of the path. The per-
fection of knowledge that arises as the nature of nonconceptual wis-
dom when settling in meditative equipoise.™

Wisdom

As these quotes and Centrist texts in general show, there is a very close connec-
tion between knowledge (prajiia) and wisdom (jiidna). Often, these terms are
simply used as synonyms, or it is said that wisdom is nothing but the culmina-
tion or perfection of knowledge, prajhiaparamita. In general, however, knowl-
edge stands more for the analytical and discriminating aspect of superior insight
and realization (both conceptual and nonconceptual), while wisdom mainly
emphasizes the nonconceptual, immediate, and panoramic aspects of realization.
When talking specifically about the wisdom in the meditative equipoise of bodhi-
sattvas and the wisdom of Buddhas, the stitras and the Centrist texts often use the
term “nonconceptual wisdom,” which indicates the wisdom that is the direct
yogic perception of the nature of phenomena and thus is free from all mental ref-
erence points and conceptual projections. One also finds the expression “nondual
wisdom,” which emphasizes the complete lack of any duality of a perceiving sub-
ject (wisdom) that is different from its perceived object (ultimate reality). As
noted before, “personally experienced wisdom” means that emptiness or the
nature of the mind can be realized only within the individual meditative equipoise
of yogic practitioners through the practitioner’s own wisdom that constitutes
this meditative equipoise, and not through anything else. Thus, here, “personal
experience” does not refer to the usual kind of self-awareness in ordinary beings,
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such as one’s own mind experiencing one’s own happiness or suffering. Rather,
it is the most sublime expression of the principle that mind is able to be aware of
itself without the duality of subject and object. This means that the nondual,
nonconceptual wisdom in meditative equipoise is aware of its own nature, which
is nothing but the lack of any nature. Therefore, it is also called “the awareness
of the lack of nature.” Candrakirti says in his Lucid Words.

The ultimate is not known due to something other. It is peace. It is
what the noble ones are aware of as that which is to be personally expe-
rienced [by them]. . .. This is not consciousness.”'

Once stainless nondual wisdom has been manifested . . . through the
power of personal realization . . ., one will be released.

His autocommentary on The Entrance into Centrism states:

The ultimate of the Buddhas . . . is ultimate reality by virtue of its
very undeceptiveness. Still, all of them have to personally experience

it on their own.*

The ultimate reality of all phenomena is that they are primordially empty,
without nature, and identityless. So ultimately, all phenomena are completely
pure and at peace. However, this mere fact does not help anybody who suffers
because of not realizing it. For example, in its nature, the gold in gold ore is
always completely pure and unaffected by all the dross around it. However, this
pure nature of gold does not become manifest and useful for people as long as the
elements that cover it are not removed through processing the ore. Likewise, the
true nature of the mind of all sentient beings is primordially pure and at peace,
but since they take phenomena to be real, they suffer. Consequently, they have
to go through the gradual process of realizing and familiarizing themselves with
ultimate reality in order to finally experience its benefit of releasing them from
suffering. In this way, all the many teachings and methods that the Buddha
taught are meant for those who do not realize their true nature. As 7he Sitra of
the Ornament of Wisdom Light That Engages the Object of All Buddhas® says:

The explanations about the connections between causes and conditions
And the teachings on gradual engagement

Were spoken as means for the ignorant.

What gradual training could there be

In this spontaneously present dharma?
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The Siitra Requested by Sky Treasuré™ states:

As long as we have not fused with the ocean of the expanse of dharmas,
there surely are different grounds and paths, but once we have fused
with this ocean of the expanse of dharmas, there are not in the slight-
est any grounds and paths to be traveled.

When one thinks of Centrist reasoning, one might wonder how a conceptual
reasoning consciousness could ever give rise to nonconceptual wisdom, since
these two types of mind seem so contrary. The classic analogy for this is that if
one rubs two sticks against each other, heat is produced that eventually results in
fire. The fire burns the two sticks and then dies itself. In the same way, all the way
up to the last moment of the path of junction, in our reflection and meditation,
we rub the two sticks of the factors to be relinquished and the remedies against
each other. This increasingly subtle conceptual activity produces the heat that is
an early sign of the actual fire of nonconceptual wisdom on the path of seeing,
when the nature of phenomena is directly seen for the first time. When this lumi-
nous wisdom blazes forth, both the factors to be relinquished and their remedies
melt away. All dullness and all agitation are also outshone. However, once all
conceptual firewood is burned, the fire of wisdom does not literally die. Rather,
the analogy points out that wisdom is not established as anything separate from
the open and luminous nature of the mind and just naturally settles within this
nature. As Ati$a says in his Centrist Pith Instructions.

For example, if you rub two sticks [against each other], fire comes
forth. Through this condition, the two sticks are burned and become
nonexistent. Thereafter, the fire that has burned them also subsides by
itself. Likewise, once all specifically characterized and generally char-
acterized phenomena are established as nonexistent [through knowl-
edge], this knowledge itself is without appearance, luminous, and not
established as any nature whatsoever. Thus, all flaws, such as dullness
and agitation, are eliminated. In this interval, consciousness is without
any thought, does not apprehend anything, and has left behind all
mindfulness and mental engagement. For as long as neither charac-
teristics nor the enemies and robbers of thoughts arise, consciousness

should rest in such a [state].

Thus, although the sticks and the fire are different, when rubbed against each
other, the sticks have the capacity to give rise to the fire. Likewise, both our
wrong ideas and their remedies appear to be different from nonconceptual wis-
dom, but when we work on our mistaken notions through Centrist reasoning,
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there is definitely the chance that this will make wisdom shine forth. Another way
to put this is that conceptual thinking—by overheating, so to speak, in the
process of reasoned analysis—is potentially self-dissolving. Thus, it has its ordi-
nary quality of being discursive and referential, but it also has a liberating qual-
ity of acute sharpness. In a way, it is a matter of how we direct and use its energy.
For example, a soft, diffuse light does not illuminate very much, and its glare
might even blind us and prevent us from secing things clearly. However, if this
light is concentrated into a laser beam, it is very sharp and penetrating, and we
can use it for a lot of purposes, such as cutting hard materials, running sophisti-
cated technical equipment, and heating up things.

When we look at this conceptual reasoning process and how it might turn
into the nonconceptual wisdom that realizes its own nature, in terms of the basic
experience of our mind, there is neither a gradual process of transformation nor
a sudden transmutation of conceptual thinking into direct experience. To pro-
gressively negate all our mistaken reference points—to see clearly that none of
them exists—is in effect only to work on the direct experience of our mind all the
time. For example, we might mistakenly see three dangerous appearances in the
twilight, such as a snake, a bear, and a robber. To us, it seems as if we then expe-
rience three different kinds of fear and must find out how to get away from
these threats. But if we take a closer look, we might first see that the snake is actu-
ally a long tree root, and we can recover some of our breath. Next, we dare to
investigate the bear and see that it is a big rock with a bearlike shape. We already
feel much better. Finally, checking on the robber, we find only an old scarecrow
beside the road. In the end, both our false reference points and the misconcep-
tions about them have dissolved and our mind can fully relax, since there is noth-
ing to grasp at and nothing that grasps at something. All three false objects and
our subjective experiences of them have dissolved. However, what is left is not just
nothing, but throughout this process, there is first the experience of all of this
happening in our mind and then the basic experience of this very mind relaxing.

Likewise, in the reasoning process, our subjective mind gradually lets go of
holding on to its nonexistent reference points once it acknowledges their nonex-
istence. The more our mind lets go of its reference points on the object side, the
fewer reference points there are on the subject side; that is, there is less and weaker
grasping at objects. Clearly, all this is not merely a conceptual operation in which
one concept simply cancels out another; the subjective process of letting go is
directly experienced in our mind and makes it more relaxed. Once our mind is
stripped of all reference points—both objective and subjective—the very experi-
ence of a most fundamental relaxation does not dissolve with them. Rather, this
is precisely the peaceful experience of the nature of our mind resting at ease
within itself, since there are neither any reference points nor something that cre-
ates such reference points. Having progressed through the ten grounds of bodhi-
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sattvas in this way, the various expressions of nonconceptual dualistic types of
consciousness will gradually subside too. Finally, when all fluctuations of mind
and mental events have ebbed away, this is called Buddhahood. As Candrakirti

says in his Entrance into Centrism:

The dry firewood of knowable objects having been burned entirely,
This peace is the Dharma Body of the Victors.

At this point, there is neither arising nor cessation.

The cessation of mind is revealed through this Body.*”

His autocommentary explains:

In this Body that has the nature of wisdom and [in which] the dry
firewood of knowable objects has been burned entirely, there is no
arising of knowable objects. Therefore, that which entails such nonar-
ising is the Dharma Body of the Buddhas. Thus, the object of wis-
dom—true reality—is in no case engaged by the [corresponding]
subjects of such [knowable objects], that is, mind and mental events.
Therefore, on the seeming level, this is expressed as [true reality] being
revealed through this very Body.**

The Eighth Karmapa elaborates:

This “cessation of mind and mental events” does not mean that some-
thing that has existed before up through the end of the continuum of
the tenth ground [of bodhisattvas] has become nonexistent [now]. The
reasons for this are as follows: If it were like that, this would represent
the extremes of permanence and extinction. If something [really]
existed before, it is impossible that it could become nonexistent later.
It is also not justified that what is primordially nonexistent becomes
nonexistent later. Therefore, here, it is just the dissolution of all cling-
ing of mind and mental events, or the vanishing of the mistaken
appearances of fundamental unawareness, that is conventionally
labeled as cessation.*®

This process does not change or transform the true nature of our mind. Nor
is this nature produced from or arising from something else, such as our con-
ceptual reasoning consciousness. Rather, what obscures this fundamental
nature—afflictive and cognitive obscurations—has been removed in its entirety.
Thus, the primordial unity of expanse and basic awareness can just be clearly as
it is. However, strictly speaking, there is nothing to be removed and nothing to
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be added. The only thing that happens is that mind lets go of its grasping at ref-
erence points that never existed in the first place and lets this grasping melt back
into its own true nature. This is similar to when powerful waves produce thick
foam on the surface of the ocean and thus seem to obscure it. However, we do
not have to skim off the foam in order to “uncover” the ocean, since the waves
and the foam are parts of the ocean and have the same nature. All we have to “do”
is just let the waves and the foam naturally subside into the ocean, which basi-
cally means not to interfere with this process by further stirring up the ocean.
Likewise, in principle, the Buddhist path simply means letting our grasping—
which is part of our mind and has the same nature—settle into its own empty and
luminous nature. In practice, there are a variety of methods on different levels of
how to let this happen, and the perfection of knowledge through the Centrist
approach is one of them. As both The Ornament of Clear Realization and The

Sublime Continuum say:

There is nothing to be removed from it
And not the slightest to be added.

Actual reality is to be seen as it really is—
Who sees actual reality is released.

The Benefit of the Perfection of Knowledge

The perfection of knowledge or wisdom stands for directly encountering the
highest objective of bodhisattvas—ultimate reality—and thus is the main high-
way to liberation and omniscience. Therefore, to be immersed in such wisdom
is explained as the supreme of all practices and realizations. This is why its qual-
ities as well as its profound and far-reaching impact on our minds cannot be
overestimated and are repeatedly praised in the scriptures. It is declared that to
rest for a single moment within the perfection of knowledge is of far greater merit
than—and actually includes—all other perfections, such as generosity. As The
Sutra of the Meditative Concentration of the Vajrd®' says:

If one does not move away from emptiness,
The six perfections are assembled.

The Siitra Requested by Brahmavisesacinti declares:

Not reflecting is generosity.

Not abiding in any difference is ethics.

Not making any distinctions is patience.
Not adopting or rejecting anything is vigor.
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Not being attached is meditative stability.
Not conceptualizing is knowledge.

Likewise, it is stated that to abide in prajfiaparamita is far superior to any stud-
ies, reflections, or other meditations on the dharma, even if these are performed
for many eons. It is also the supreme way of making offerings, taking refuge in
the three jewels, generating the mind of enlightenment, and purifying all nega-
tivities.

The sutras and such texts as Maitreya’s Ornament of Clear Realization describe
many signs that indicate increasing familiarity and ease with the perfection of
knowledge. To summarize, one is able to see much more clearly in any situation
and to deal more carefully with both oneself and others. One mindfully engages
in positive actions, and afflictions become weaker. Compassion for sentient
beings naturally develops, the dharma is practiced wholeheartedly, and distrac-
tions are relinquished. Clinging in general is reduced, particularly the attach-
ment to this life.

There remains the question of how compassion can unfold from the realization
of emptiness or from the realization that there is no self. It is the very nature of com-
passion not to arise on the basis of thinking in terms of ourselves. Rather, it is only
to the degree that we gradually let go of concern for ourselves that there is more and
more space for compassion to naturally blossom. When all clinging to a personal
self and the entire notion of “me and mine” has vanished, all the mental energy that
we spent to uphold this illusory reference point is set free. The mental potential
does not just disappear, but, having lost its internal mistaken focus of a self, it nat-
urally radiates out to all other beings who are still tied down to their little selves,
thus suffering. Once the emptiness of all phenomena and beings is realized, not
even a subtle reference point—such as beings who are closer or more distant—is
left on which this radiant, unbiased compassion could become stuck or by which
it could be inhibited. It is in this way that the realization of identitylessness and
emptiness paves the way for all-encompassing and inexhaustible compassion. Then
the term “selflessness” can be used in a doubly meaningful way: Being self-less,
one cannot but be “selfless,” or unselfish, in the best sense of the word.

Technically, there are three types of compassion:

1) the compassion that has all sentient beings as its reference point
2) the compassion that has the dharma (or phenomena) as its reference point
3) nonreferential compassion

The first type corresponds to the compassion of ordinary beings and is not
informed by any realization of impermanence or identitylessness. The second is
informed by the knowledge of realizing impermanence. This means that, through



The Middle from Beginning to End 153

meditation on the four realities of the noble ones as well as cause and result, the
mind turns away from taking things to be lasting and solidly existent. When one
sees that other beings suffer because they lack this realization and helplessly cling
to things as being permanent, compassion for them arises. The third type unfolds
through directly realizing the emptiness or identitylessness of all phenomena.
The Eighth Karmapa explains that all three types of compassion equally express
themselves in the wish that sentient beings be free from suffering. In terms of their
differences, the first compassion is connected to the superimposition that sentient
beings or persons exist in some substantial way, thus taking such sentient beings
as its reference point. The second is connected to the realization that sentient
beings do not exist in a substantial way. However, mere phenomena, such as the
five aggregates, are still labeled as sentient beings and taken as the reference point
for compassion. The third type springs from the realization that both persons and
phenomena are identityless and thus merely labels their very lack of nature as
“sentient beings.”

Think of a pressure cooker on the stove with the lid on tight, filled with boil-
ing water and highly energetic steam painful to touch. There is no place for this
energy to go other than to boil away and dissolve everything inside the cooker. If
we try to open the lid slowly, without having read the instruction manual, some
steam will hiss out of the cooker and might frighten or burn us, and we will try to
tighten the lid again. Once we have read the manual and remove the lid properly,
the steam spreads throughout our kitchen and condenses on the windows and
walls. If we open the pot outdoors, all the steam naturally spreads into space. As it
cools, it may become part of a cloud, moisten the plants, provide water to drink,
and so on. In the same way, trapped by the airtight lid of ego-clinging and reifi-
cation, the natural display of the energy of our mind lacks the quality of spacious-
ness and just gets uptight and self-destructive. Experiencing a little bit of ordinary
compassion may be possible, but it may quickly prove to be too overwhelming or
frightening. Having worked with our minds through studying and practicing the
instruction manuals of the dharma, the process of “pressure release” for our men-
tal energy becomes more natural, but it still tends to condense on the reference
points of those whom we like and burn those whom we do not like. Without such
reference points, the moistening warmth of the open and compassionate nature of
our mind naturally radiates and intelligently benefits others in many ways.

2 Madhyamaka Path

Traditionally, the paths in all Buddhist schools or vehicles are presented as three-
fold—study, reflection, and meditation—or fourfold if we add conduct to the
list. The relation between study, reflection, and meditation was highlighted in the
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introduction, so an example by The Dzogchen Ponlop Rinpoche of how they
represent an interconnected process may suffice here. He compares this process
to baking chocolate chip cookies. First, we have to read a recipe for such cook-
ies in a cookbook to see what the ingredients are and get an overview of the pro-
cedure. This obviously corresponds to the phase of study on the Buddhist path.
Next, we make a shopping list and buy all the necessary ingredients. Now we can
begin actually preparing the dough, heating up the oven, and so on. Depending
on how well we have studied the recipe, we can do this from memory or we
might have to consult our book from time to time. Once the cookies are in the
oven, we will soon start to smell their appetizing scent. Thus, we arrive at the first
direct experience that results from our efforts. At this point, the cookies are no
longer just some letters in a book but are about to become delicious food that is
a part of our immediate experience. All of this corresponds to the phase of reflec-
tion, in which we actively process the things that we have studied and gain some
personal experience of them. Finally, the cookies are finished and we can eat
them. To relish and assimilate this product means that the actual cookies are
directly experienced and become a part of our body. This is the phase of medi-
tation, during which we gradually experience and integrate our studies and reflec-
tions into our whole being. This analogy is quite fitting, as the original meaning
of the Sanskrit term for meditation— bhdvani—is one of scent fully pervading
something like a cloth and actually becoming inseparable from it. In the same
way, one might say that we “perfume” our mind stream with liberating insights.

Obviously, the baking process and the resultant quality of the cookies will
depend on how well we have followed the recipe. We will be able to enjoy the
result of this process—the cookies—only by doing everything properly. Like-
wise, the efficacy of our reflection depends on how extensively and well we have
studied the relevant materials. Consequently, our meditation practice is subject
to the certainty that we have gained through systematic reflection. This does not
mean that we should exclusively study for many years, then only reflect on all this
for even longer, and then finally—if we are still alive—meditate. Rather, Gam-
popa said that the best way to practice is to do all three steps in an integrated
manner: to study a topic, reflect and meditate on it, and then go on to the next
topic. Also, Buddhist study should not be approached like a school curriculum
in which various topics are studied just so they can be crossed off the list and are
never looked at again. Since Buddhist study and practice are meant to change
some of our most ingrained habits, they need to be personally worked on and
integrated into our whole being. Thus, they are necessarily processes that involve
repetition and training until these things become natural and effortless, much as
one learns to play an instrument. Processing the same issues again and again
enables us to discover new and larger perspectives and understandings each time.
This is also the point where conduct comes into play, since conduct in Bud-
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dhism basically means taking the insights and experiences that we gained during
the more formal phases of studying, reflecting, and meditating and applying
them to our daily lives. In summary, such Buddhist rehearsal has the effect of
bringing us to increasingly deep levels of experience and realization.

Especially in Centrism, the path also means gradually letting go of both the
problems and their respective remedies. As stated earlier, the many volumes of the
Prajraparamita sistras and Centrist texts can be epitomized by the following two
points: (1) Motivated by the altruistic attitude of the mind of enlightenment for
the sake of all beings, bodhisattvas make every effort to attain the omniscience of
a Buddha that is accomplished through practicing the six perfections. (2) There
are no such things as bodhisattvas, omniscience, Buddhas, beings, the six per-
fections, or any attainment. To integrate these two aspects in Buddhist practice
is called the unity of means and knowledge, or the unity of the seeming and the
ultimate mind of enlightenment. The training in the illusionlike means to accom-
plish the benefit of oneself and others is constantly informed by the knowledge
that realizes the empty nature of all phenomena. Thus, motivated by great com-
passion, the dreamlike accumulations of merit and wisdom that are contained in
the perfections are gathered.

The framework for the actual practice on the Centrist path is threefold: prepa-
ration, main practice, and conclusion. Every practice starts with bringing to mind
our basic motivation for engaging in this path. First, we take refuge in the three
jewels: the Buddha, his teachings, and the community of those who practice these
teachings. To take refuge in the Buddha does not mean to supplicate some other
person for help. Rather, we appreciate the qualities of Buddhahood as the supreme
state of liberation and omniscience that is the true nature of our mind and thus
strengthen our resolve to accomplish this state ourselves. Taking refuge in the
dharma indicates our determination to actually apply the means that enable us to
attain Buddhahood. To take refuge in the community of the practitioners of these
methods means to open up to our spiritual friends who help us during this jour-
ney and to be ready ourselves to help others who travel with us. Next, we affirm
our aspiring mind of enlightenment, our wish to perform all our Buddhist prac-
tices not just for our own liberation but for the sake of accomplishing perfect
Buddhahood for the welfare of all sentient beings. Seen in this way, Buddhahood
becomes a sort of by-product of gradually “forgetting” ourselves on the path of a
bodhisattva by increasingly focusing on the needs of others. In fact, it is impos-
sible and a contradiction in terms to attain Buddhahood for oneself or by oneself.

All of the main practices are contained in the applied mind of enlightenment,
that is, the actual engagement in the six perfections. In general, the first five per-
fections—generosity up through meditative stability—are considered the means,
also called the accumulation of merit. The sixth perfection—knowledge—rep-
resents the accumulation of wisdom. However, the crucial point on the Centrist
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path is to practice wisdom and means as a unity, since this is the only way to
attain the great “nonabiding nirvana.” Through supreme knowledge, Buddhas
and bodhisattvas are not stuck in the extreme of cyclic existence. Through com-
passion, they are also not just resting in—or limited to—the one-sided nirvanic
peace of arhats merely for their own benefit. Thus, through uniting compassion
and knowledge, bodhisattvas appear in the world without being in the world. As
for such unified practice, it is solely through being inseparably linked with the
wisdom of realizing the nature of phenomena—emptiness—that all the perfec-
tions become truly supramundane perfections. Only then can they serve as the
genuine means for liberation and perfect Buddhahood. Strictly speaking, this is
possible only for practitioners on the ten bodhisattva grounds, since they have
directly realized the nature of phenomena. However, to some extent, ordinary
beings also can—and actually are supposed to—train in the methods to make the
perfections supramundane. There are three steps or means to “perfect the per-
fections”:

1) They are enhanced through wisdom.
2) They are expanded through knowledge.
3) They are made limitless through dedication.

Enhancing the perfections through wisdom refers to not fixating on the three
spheres, that is, an agent, its object, and the action itself. To take the perfection
of generosity as an example, this means that we practice it with the constant
awareness that the giver, the recipient, and the act of giving are all illusionlike and
empty of a real nature.

The positive impact, or the meritorious power, of the perfections is expanded
through knowledge. This is again threefold: First, as for generosity, we practice
it not just for the sake of some temporary, limited benefit or relief but—no mat-
ter how modest our act of giving may be—always with the supreme motivation
that this generosity may be a cause for all beings to attain enlightenment. Second,
we do not cling in any way to what we give, which is again based on not taking
it to be real in any way. Finally, we do not entertain any hopes or expectations
about the personal karmic rewards of our generosity.

Dedication is the third means to perfect the perfections, and it is also the con-
clusion of every practice. When all positive activities on the path are dedicated
for the welfare and enlightenment of all sentient beings, these activities become
inexhaustible, just as a drop of water that falls into the ocean does not get lost or
exhausted. The supreme way of dedicating does not refer to any dedicator, any
beings to whom we dedicate, or any act of dedicating. Since true bodhisattvas per-
form all their practices exclusively for the sake of all other beings, they have no
problem in passing on the benefit of whatever positive actions they commit. For
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them, dedication is an expression of their all-encompassing activity for others.
Moreover, not keeping anything for ourselves directly works on our clinging to
{3 g2d « . » . . . .

I” and “mine,” and by letting go of all our accomplishments, we avoid making
them into just another—more sophisticated—hang-up, such as making them a
source of pride.

How CaNn MapHYAMAKA BE A PERsoONAL PRACTICE?

Before we get into the excruciating intricacies of Centrist reasoning, a short sketch
may be useful to convey an idea of how Centrist practice, which includes rea-
soning, may serve as a practical and transformative path that is very relevant to
our personal issues and problems, which often may seem so different from what
Centrists address. One of the main problems that arise when we encounter Cen-
trist reasonings is that the classical texts mostly presented them in terms of “how”
rather than “why.” They may appear as a kind of extremely sophisticated tool kit
that we can use to pulverize all kinds of views, if we are so interested, but often
there is little background information on why we should ever dive into such
complicated argumentations to accomplish this. If any explanations are offered
about what the point of this logical overkill may be, they are usually very brief
and/or highly technical. Moreover, as for our own worldview, often we do not
think we hold any of the views that the Centrists are refuting. Nor do we feel any
relation to these ancient people and schools that supposedly maintained such
positions many hundreds of years ago in India or Tibet. So why even start to pur-
sue endless chains of complicated reasonings that deal with problems that are
not ours and address people whom we do not know?

Now, when we go to a pharmacy, we usually know what our problem is and
then select the appropriate medicine for it; we do not consume the entire assort-
ment of drugs. Likewise, we do not go to our physician for help when we have
no specific health problem, nor do we want the doctor to put us through every
available high-tech diagnostic procedure or prescribe many different pills that
we do not need. We definitely prefer to have just our present problem treated.
In a similar way, Centrist texts are like well-stocked pharmacies and Centrist
masters are like well-equipped physicians, so the issues described equally apply to
the treatment of the Madhyamaka type.

First—and this is so self-evident that we usually do not even consider it—we
have to decide that we have a problem that needs treatment. If such is the case,
we must then identify our individual problem as clearly as possible. There is no
point in using any medical or Madhyamaka treatment, if we have no problem or
in just applying the treatment to some pseudo-problem. Finally, we have to treat
our problem with the specifically appropriate methods. In principle, Centrist
texts can help us with all three points, since they keep telling us that we do have
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a problem, even if we are not aware of it (whether this message rings true for us
is of course entirely up to us). The scriptures also clearly identify the basic prob-
lem of existence and its ramifications and present a rich variety of remedies. Thus,
rather than just plunging into the middle of all kinds of treatments for all kinds
of problems, we should be aware of these issues in order to find out which treat-
ment really addresses our own problem.

In general, there are many reasons for engaging in philosophy, but to my knowl-
edge—at least in the West—no philosophers have ever expressed that the funda-
mental reason for presenting their system is to liberate all sentient beings from their

suffering.®?

To some degree, Plato in his final statement in the famous cave dia-
logue may be an exception. To be sure, I do not intend to present an overview of
Western philosophy here, nor do I deny its value. I am just trying to contrast the
Madhyamaka approach with the overall approach of classical Western philoso-
phy. If this is too generalized or oversimplified, may the educated philosophers for-
give me. Aristotle (384—322 BCE) defined philosophy as the teaching about the first
cause and reason. In this sense, philosophy is the search for the initial cause of, or
reasons for, what is. It is an attempt to describe or explain the world and our own
place in it as coherently as possible and in a way that is assumed to be the way that
the world—and what lies beyond it—really is. In this process, such disciplines as
logic, ontology, epistemology, metaphysics, and ethics are employed as means to
establish one’s own worldview and question those of others. On the subjective
level, this involves solidifying and reifying one’s notions by trying to establish—
or just taking for granted—that there is a connection between these notions and
something to which they refer. In particular contrast to Buddhism, the issue of a
personal self is usually tacitly considered a given (one of the very few exceptions
is in the writings of David Hume). As exemplified by Descartes’s famous sentence
“I think, therefore I am,” exactly what this “I” might be is hardly ever questioned.
Moreover, as the familiar phrase of “the ivory tower of philosophy” indicates,
Western philosophies often remain quite theoretical edifices that offer little prac-
tical instruction in how to apply them to our daily problems. Or, as in some mod-
ern deconstructive philosophies, we may be left with some kind of “sophisticated”
nihilism after having rejected all positivistic philosophical engagement. Some “edi-
fying” philosophers like Heidegger, Wittgenstein, and Dewey seem to have turned
away from these tendencies and, as Rorty says, aim “to help their readers, or soci-
ety as a whole, break free from outworn vocabularies and attitudes, rather than to
provide ‘grounding’ for the intuitions and the customs of the present.”*?

As was stated before, Centrist masters like Nagarjuna, Candrakird, and
Santideva all clearly agree on their “mission.” Their purpose in working with
others lies at the heart of what Buddhism is. It is not some theoretical philoso-
phy or metaphysical speculation but a practical system of gradual mind training
in order to release sentient beings from suffering. Its intention is to fully realize
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the true nature of mind, which in itself is beyond the problem of suffering and
any of its remedies. Thus, for these masters, their teachings are just tools that they
employ out of compassion to help others realize what they realized themselves.
Centrists simply do not care about philosophy in the usual sense, or about such
things as logic, reasoning, ontology, epistemology, phenomenology, and meta-
physics per se. If one of these topics comes into play at some point in their teach-
ings, it is only insofar as it may be suitable to serve the purpose of a provisional
device for their liberating activity. As Centrist analysis shows, it is exclusively
within the essentially mistaken perspective of deluded beings and their conven-
tional communications that logic, reasoning, and such can be applied as tools to
go beyond this framework.

Therefore, the point of engaging in Madhyamaka is not at all to create just
another system of philosophy that claims to accurately describe the final picture
of the world. We have more than enough ideas about all kinds of things, which,
—from the Madhyamaka point of view, is precisely the problem. Rather, it is a
matter of letting go of our solidifying notions of the world and not building up
even more sophisticated ones. In Madhyamaka, no effort is made to establish any
ontology. As was explained earlier, the two realities are not ontological categories,
since seeming reality is just the illusion that appears to the mistaken minds of
ordinary sentient beings. Ultimate reality is explicitly said to defy any description
or accessibility through samsaric mental states and thus also any ontological ascer-
tainment. The two realities are not presented in order to establish an ultimate
mode of existence (how reality “really” is) as opposed to a conventional mode of
existence (how things seem to be). There is also no attempt to justify or establish
anything within seeming reality, such as precisely how it is that karma—cause and
effect—works. The thrust of talking about the two realities is soteriological.
Seeming reality is identified as the problem, that is, cyclic existence and its cause,
which is basic unawareness. Ultimate reality is just the solution to this problem,
not a new problem. Thus, to realize ultimate reality does not mean to substitute
one thing with another, such as samsara with nirvana. This is very much like
when an illness is cured. It is not that the thing “illness” is replaced by the thing
“health.” Rather, it is just the removal of the causes of the illness that makes its
symptoms disappear, and this absence of symptoms is what is called health. So
when Centrists address seeming reality, it is only for pedagogical purposes in
order to cure samsaric illusion.

In this way, Centrists use their tools quite dispassionately, as if they were
merely crutches offered to provide support until the patients—sentient beings—
can finally walk alone. Nobody whose broken leg has healed would continue to
walk on crutches, and nobody would bother to carry a boat forever once it has
reached the other shore of a river. In the same way, those who follow the Cen-
trist approach have no use for their methods once they arrive on the other side
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of cyclic existence. Instead, the Centrists’ rigorous deconstructive analysis of any
philosophy or thought system points beyond all of these systems, including Cen-
trism itself. One could say that the Centrist approach has a built-in mechanism
of self-destruction, since it not only eliminates other systems but eventually dis-
solves itself by itself.

In brief, if Madhyamaka were explained as a coherent philosophical, ontolog-
ical, or logical system, it might appeal much more to our clinging to some neatly
organized, all-explanatory picture of the world and our perception of it. We just
want to have something that makes good sense, in which all the parts fit together,
something on which we can build our belief system. However, any attempt to
force Madhyamaka into any system at all must necessarily fail because of the very
nature of what Madhyamaka is: the deconstruction of any system and concep-
tualization whatsoever, including itself. If one were to reintroduce into Madh-
yamaka any notion of an explanatory or justifying approach, one would simply
reestablish the very traps that this specific approach is designed to take apart.

However, Centrists certainly do not go to such great lengths to deconstruct our
complex and mistaken mental processes merely to arrive at a big black hole of
nothing whatsoever. Nagarjuna’s Commentary on the Mind of Enlightenment says:

The mind is arrayed by latent tendencies.
Freedom from latent tendencies is bliss.

This blissful mind is peacefulness.

A peaceful mind will not be ignorant.

Not to be ignorant is the realization of true reality.

The realization of true reality is the attainment of liberation.*

The contemporary Kagyii meditation master and scholar Khenpo Tsultrim
Gyamtso Rinpoche often gives the following example:

In terms of the sky alone, there is no difference between the sky at
night and at day. But in order for rainbows to appear within the sky,
there needs to be the quality of light or illumination. If there is just
mere empty space with no illuminating quality, rainbows cannot
appear. In the same way, blank emptiness cannot give rise to the
appearances of samsara and nirvana. Here, space refers to the empty
essence of the mind, the light stands for mind’s luminous nature, and
the rainbows indicate its unimpeded way of manifestation.

If we misunderstand emptiness as mere empty space without awareness, how
could this be a liberating realization or even Buddhahood with all its qualities?
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Furthermore, it would be very difficult to inspire anybody to embark on a path
of hard work for all sentient beings for countless eons just to end up in something
like a vacuum. The path to arhathood—to be accomplished within a maximum
of seven lifetimes—would certainly be the quicker and better option in that case.
Thus, what is stripped away on the path is deluded superficial mental activity, but
we are surely not trying to get rid of the nature of our mind. The absence of sub-
ject and object, of dualistic clinging, and of any reference point whatsoever does
not mean that there is no awareness at all. Pawo Rinpoche comments:

You might ask, “What kind of result comes from meditating on this?”
All aspects of discrimination and observation as such and such are
reversed. So one knows that there is no phenomenon whatsoever to be
attained through anything, which extinguishes [all] hopes for nirvana.
Just like knowing that a dream is a dream, one knows that suffering is
not observable through its nature. Thus, there is no fear of cyclic exis-
tence. Apart from all phenomena just being mere imputations, they
neither abide as any nature whatsoever nor do they abide as anything
at all. Just that is what is seen as precisely this empty and luminous
expanse of mind. This puts you in the position where you have com-
plete power over everything you could possibly wish for, just as if all
phenomena were resting in the palm of your hand.*’

Practically speaking, Centrism tries to bring the dialogue that we have both
with ourselves and others as far as a conceptual or verbal dialogue can possibly
go and then has us look for ourselves. The crucial issue here is this: Other than
just being intellectual gymnastics, how could this dialogue affect our minds, our
subjective experience? From the point of view of personal Buddhist practice, the
Centrist approach is not primarily about simply negating all kinds of objects. In
terms of mental focus, negating objects is still a somewhat externally oriented
conceptual mental activity, even when the object that is negated is one’s own
mind, that is, the perceiving subject. Negating should also not be understood as
a kind of destruction, in the sense that what exists initially is later blown up by
emptiness or reasoning. Rather, this approach is an increasingly refined process
of just pointing out that none of these objects of negation—our fixed ideas—ever
existed at all. Centrism is about facilitating the insight that there is nothing to all
that which we assume to exist in the first place.

At the point of having negated everything in this way—even the negation and
the negator themselves—we are taught to cautiously shift our focus to the “inside.”
Of course, strictly speaking, there is no focusing going on at this time and also no
reference points of “inside” or “outside.” What this means is that our mind directly
looks at its own nature in that open space, at the experience of being stripped bare
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of all clinging and conceptual constructions. What is seen then? Centrists do not
give us something to hold on to here—which is their whole point—but as the
statements above show, it is certainly not utterly blank nothingness or some kind
of coma. It is nothing other than the perfection of knowledge, or prajiaparamita.
This is called “personally experienced wisdom realizing the nature of phenom-
ena.” It is also said to be the “Great Madhyamaka.”

In functioning thus as a pointing-out method, Madhyamaka is not really dif-
ferent from the pointing-out instructions in the Mahamudra or Dzogchen
approach and is indeed very similar to certain Zen methods. Of course, techni-
cally speaking, the methods of pointing out might appear rather different in these
systems, but what is pointed out is not different in terms of experience. This is
amply documented by realized beings in these traditions as well as in such texts
as the Eighth Karmapa’s Chariot of the Tagbo Siddhas, Mipham Rinpoche’s Lamp
of Certainty,® and Diidjom Rinpoche’s The Nyingma School of Tibetan Bud-
dhism. Khenpo Tsultrim Gyamtso Rinpoche commented on verse IX.34 of 7he
Entrance to the Bodhisattva’s Way of Life:

At this point, no other aspects except for the genuine object—the
nature of phenomena free from discursiveness—appear for the mind.
Therefore, also the perceiving subject—the knowledge that realizes
emptiness—abides without any observing or apprehending, in a way
that is free from discursiveness. Within the natural state of the object
(the nature of phenomena free from discursiveness), also the mind that
perceives this is nothing but the complete peace of all discursiveness.
This situation is then conventionally called “realizing emptiness.”
“Realizing” is just a conventional term, since here, there is nothing to
be realized and nothing that realizes, just like water poured into water.
Sometimes one also speaks of emptiness as spaciousness, or openness,
because it is free from discursiveness.

On the experience of the expanse of dharmas, he explains:

The expanse of dharmas in which the aggregates, the sources, and the
constituents display is open, spacious, and relaxed. Here, the conven-
tional term “emptiness” is not used. What is described instead is their
natural openness and spaciousness, the expanse of dharmadhacu. In
order to reverse our clinging to things as being real, we are taught in
terms of emptiness. In order to reverse our clinging to things as being
empty, we are taught in terms of the expanse of dharmas, the openness,
spaciousness, and relaxedness of the dharmadhatu.
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Surely, emptiness understood as the free openness of mind’s own true space was
at least one aspect that Candrakirti had in mind when he said in his Entrance into
Centrism:

Those in whom, even as ordinary beings, upon hearing of emptiness,
Great joy wells up from within again and again,

Whose eyes become moistened with tears born from that great joy,
And whose hairs on the body stand on end—

These persons bear the seed of a perfect Buddha’s insight.
They are the vessels for the teaching on true reality,

They should be taught ultimate reality,

And it is they who possess the qualities associated with such.®

In terms of our own experience, we can easily compare how we feel when we
hear the word “empty” and when we hear “open, spacious, and relaxed.” Thus,
we have to distinguish between the context of reasoned analysis and looking at
our minds in a very direct way. In order to cut through our reference points and
superimpositions through reasoning, it is helpful to talk about things being empty
of inherent nature, characteristics, or existence. In this context, “empty” refers to
a negation, the absence of real existence or properties. As was said, actual ultimate
reality is beyond existence and nonexistence or affirmation and negation. We
might wonder then why Centrists always talk in negative terms, such as there
being no arising and no ceasing. The reason is that we have a much stronger
clinging to existence than to nonexistence. And even if we are nihilists and think
that nothing exists, there is still the more or less subtle, reifying notion that “noth-
ing exists.” Hence, the danger of actually clinging to utter nonexistence is very
minor in comparison to the deeply ingrained tendency to take everything to be
existent. So it is in order to overcome this strong habit of clinging to existence
that Centrists keep pounding us with its opposite, the negation of existence.
Once this fundamental grasping at existence is overcome, then all other kinds of
clinging to certain attributes of what we assume to exist will collapse naturally,
just as it is pointless to ponder the color and shape of the horns of a rabbit or how
to best construct a ladder out of them.

However, in the context of practicing meditation on emptiness—when empti-
ness is fundamentally understood as the richness of the nature of our mind—it is
also crucial to not reinforce our habitual poverty mentality when we hear the word
“empty.” Particularly in experiential terms, it is important to see that when we talk
about emptiness, we are surely not talking about it in the negative sense of an
empty room or an empty bottle but in the sense of spaciousness, openness, relax-
ation, and letting go. This means no longer being confined by our own narrow,
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rigid mental framework. There is another traditional analogy for how to relieve
ourselves of fixation and grasping. How can we relieve the pain that is caused by
clenching our own fist as hard as possible? Here, leading doctors do not recom-
mend taking painkillers or amputating the hand. We just have to relax our fingers.

In the same way, realizing emptiness has a lot to do with relaxing our clinging
mind. It is not merely a matter of following a dry routine of technically negat-
ing all the objects of clinging without ever being aware of what this does to the
mind that holds on to all these objects. It is crucial to be aware that the actual tar-
get of Centrist analysis is not the objects that are refuted but this grasping mind,
which—through its clinging to mistaken notions—is the cause of all suffering.
However, it is extremely difficult to directly stop it from grasping and make it
relax. We cannot simply tell ourselves, “Well, just don’t cling.” This is why Cen-
trism works at inducing certainty that there are no objects whatsoever that would
justify any of our clinging. When we realize that there are no objects for our
grasping, we can finally relax and let go of self-inflicted pain.

When Centrists say that everything is like a dream or an illusion, the point is
not just to establish the objective side of our experience to be illusory or dream-
like but to see what effect this has on our mind as the subjective experiencer.
Again, this is not at all to make an ontological statement about how things exist.
Centrists do not really care whether things as such actually exist like illusions or
in any other way. However, they are very interested in how we feel about and
behave toward illusionlike things as opposed to how we feel about and behave
toward solid, really existing phenomena. In his Treasury of Knowledge, Jamgon
Kongtrul Lodrd Taye says:

This is like the following example: The realization that it is the nature
of space to be accommodating means that space itself has become
inseparable from the mental state [that realizes this].™®

Usually, if we recognize that something is just a dream or an illusion, we do not
take it so seriously or fixate on it. It is easier to let go of a bad dream when we rec-
ognize that it was just a dream. Being convinced about this makes us relax, which
is the aim of Centrist analysis. We learn to relax by becoming convinced that the
snake is merely a hose and, apart from our holding on to it, there never was any
snake out there, and there is no one in here who could be afraid of it either.

This is also how we evaluate whether our own Centrist analysis has actually
become a mind-transforming practice or remains merely intellectual gymnastics.
If our mind and the Centrist approach have mixed, we find ourselves more
relaxed in encountering the different situations of “real life.” If there is more
space in the way we experience and react to these situations, we do not immedi-
ately look at people and things from our usual narrow, fixed perspectives, which
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habitually lead to equally rigid patterns of behavior. At the same time, we see that
approaching the realization of emptiness does not mean that we become careless,
indifferent, or depressed. Rather, such a development widens our perspective and
our awareness of people and situations. It enriches our range of possible actions
and reactions in the direction of being more mindful, skillful, and compassion-
ate, since we are less caught up in our own fixation and more free to see other peo-
ple’s situations. This can surely be regarded as a first step on the path of realizing
emptiness or complete openness. On the other hand, it is a serious error simply
to say, “Oh, it’s all just an illusion and empty” and not care about anything,
especially the suffering of others. This is certainly not the result to be attained
through Centrist analysis. So if our genuine interest in other people and our
compassion decrease, it is a sure sign that the dharma in general—and Madhya-
maka as a personal practice in particular—has not blended with our experience,
to say nothing of getting any closer to realizing emptiness.

The process of personally working with Madhyamaka reasoning involves both
our wisdom and our ignorance. This can be very interesting and illuminating
and at the same time deeply disturbing. It may cause inner resistance to a degree
that is hardly expected. On the one hand, when properly applied, the Madhya-
maka approach will sharpen and refine our discriminative awareness in a notice-
able and broad way, enabling it to function in an increasingly encompassing
manner on various levels. This does not refer to just the intellectual realm but also
extends into the fields of psychological, emotional, and meditative fine-tuning,
which is to say that it is not just a matter of becoming more clever or witty. This
process enables us to see more clearly through our fixations and hang-ups in
many respects and, as a result, gradually let go of them.

On the other hand, engaging in such analysis exposes our basic and specific
ignorance in a very immediate and personal way, which at first might seem to be
an unwanted side effect. Sometimes, one’s initial reaction to Madhyamaka is to
feel stupid or bewildered to the point of utter speechlessness. This shows the
deep impact that such an approach may have on our minds. More important, it
provides us with otherwise unknown opportunities to have access to the most
direct and vivid experiences of the one mental affliction that we usually do not
consciously experience: our ignorance or unawareness. We all have plenty of
chances to clearly experience all the other afflictions—such as anger, desire, or
pride—and are very familiar with them. Although Buddhists always speak of
ignorance or basic unawareness as the root of cyclic existence, experientially, we
often do not really know what we are talking about here. Of course, we can be
aware of our ignorance in the sense of not knowing how to fix our car or where
exactly New Guinea is. However, the powerful and profound ignorance that is
at the heart of cyclic existence is not just a matter of being ignorant about some
facts. It is more the general tendency—on many levels—to be fundamentally
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unclear about the true nature of one’s mind, which leads to becoming caught up
in all kinds of beliefs about ourselves and others. Such ignorance contains two
aspects: We may be passively ignorant in the sense of not being able to look at
ourselves and what is going on in our minds, but we may also be actively ignor-
ing things by not wanting to look at them and turning away.

One of the characteristics of basic unawareness is that we are literally unaware
of our unawareness. Of course, when we think about what unawareness is, it
appears obvious that unawareness includes unawareness of itself. However, in
terms of our experience, it is precisely because we are unaware of our instinctive
and habitual blind spots that we have no idea that we have them; much less do
we face them and work on them. So when do we normally get a glimpse of this?

Centrism provides us with the opportunity to gain firsthand insight into how
deeply rooted and pervasive our basic unawareness is. Moreover, it lays bare the
various intricate layers of this unawareness. Often Centrist reasonings and texts
seem overly complex, ramified, and repetitive. However, this is not at all the
fault of this system. Centrism is complicated and repetitive only in response to
our many layers of complicated concepts, unfounded beliefs, and convoluted
trains of thought, most of which are deeply ingrained. Therefore, Centrist texts
cannot but go into every little detail we could think of, and even into those that
we would not think of. If the targets for Centrist reasoning were just simple
issues that are located on the easily accessible surface level of our minds, their dis-
cussion could likewise be very simple and straightforward. Obviously, our abil-
ity to differentiate and conceptually eliminate what is wrong is not strained when
we are only talking about distinguishing tables from chairs. However, we must
certainly exercise our discriminative capacity more powerfully when we try to
understand subatomic particles and their interactions in quantum physics.

Such discrimination is even more essential when we approach the ultimate
nature of phenomena, which is beyond our usual range of cognitions. As was
said, this is not an object of any of our present perceptions, such as seeing or
hearing, and is also not an object of conceptual mind. So the approach here is
basically to refine our initially vague mental image of emptiness into an increas-
ingly vivid notion by gradually eliminating everything that it is not. Emptiness
is so subtle and elusive that the whole range of what needs to be negated in order
to define it clearly is not immediately apparent, and the process of conceptually
refining our understanding naturally requires many details. This conceptual
refinement is of course different from the final point of nonconceptual realiza-
tion of emptiness, but we cannot reach the latter by simply trying to get rid of
thoughts. The Centrist approach enables us to strip away mistaken notions by
first creating more “correct” ones and then gradually letting go of the correct
ones too, including the vivid notion of emptiness itself. We may also compare our
thoughts and our intellect to an axe that has to be sharpened before we can use
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it to cut down a tree obscuring the view from our window. Afterward, we can let
go of this axe, but if we throw it away right at the start and just wish for the tree
to fall down by itself—or pretend it isn’t there at all—we get nowhere. Moreover,
the process of refining our insight is not based on mere superficial reflection; it
must be deeply and repeatedly cultivated through meditation, that is, the unity
of calm abiding and superior insight. There is no question that conceptual mind
can be a stepping-stone toward an immediate awareness that simply sees what is,
without any conceptual distortion. Thus, we use our intellect in a systematic way
that eventually leads to its own exhaustion (which is surely also meant in a literal
sense!) and gives way to a different perspective altogether: the natural outlook of
the nature of our mind, which is neither tied up in thinking nor caught up in
ordinary sense perception.

When we look at the seemingly endless and pointless repetitions of the same
reasonings in Centrism, we may also understand them as remedies that poke at
our awareness, which tends to fall asleep again and again, since our ingrained
tendencies instantly cover up much of what we might have detected about our
fixations the first or the second time. Centrists would surely prefer to make all of
this much easier, but our discursive mental framework, with its billions of refer-
ence points, forces them to relate to at least the main principles of mistakenness
therein. Many of our clingings and delusions are unconscious or so subtle that
we do not even know we have them. However, they are to a large extent what
determines our thinking and our actions. Centrism brings all of our hang-ups to
light and at the same time provides the means to face and dissolve them. How-
ever, we usually do not want to give in that quickly but desperately try to hold
on to our beliefs, however unreasonable they might be. Thus, the reason Centrist
texts are often wordy lies mainly in our multiple defense strategies, be they emo-
tional or argumentative. In fact, if just once in a while we could remember to be
aware of our unawareness—to look at some of our clinging instead of letting its
underground work continue unnoticed—then that alone could remove a tremen-
dous amount of mental dullness. Looking at this unawareness lifts some of the
veils that this unawareness casts over the true nature of our mind but also over
itself, which means that unawareness itself usually makes sure that we do not
want to look at it. And if we are forced to look at it, with unequaled skill it makes
us swiftly turn away and escape.

In this process, there is a definite chance for sudden openness, insight, and gap
experiences in the midst of reasoning, in the midst of a tornado of whirling
thoughts, and in the midst of the dullest states of mind. The crucial point here
is again what this analysis does to our minds and how we relate to the experiences
it brings up. Do we see more clearly? Do we experience more space? Are we
becoming more relaxed?

Another striking feature of Madhyamaka analysis is how much emotional resist-
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ance it can produce in us. Normally, we do not really want to get into all these
reasonings and deconstructions of concepts, and we find all kinds of wonderful
rationales for why this is pointless, counterproductive, too intellectual, and so on.
The main reason we do this is that the more active part of our ignorance doesn’t
want us to look at ourselves. We do not really wish to have our belief systems
questioned, probably because we have some feeling that they might not be in such
perfect touch with reality as we like them to be. We like our little world as intact
and secure as we can possibly make it, or at least pretend so. We actually enjoy our
tendency to lump together all kinds of—sometimes contradictory—ideas and
beliefs and call that sophisticated. Here, the Madhyamaka approach is actually
quite down to earth. Centrists basically say, “Sure, in your mind you can think of
and define all kinds of things, but that does not turn any of them into something
real. So if you think that certain things really exist, you have to either directly
show them to us or come up with some good proof for them. If you cannot do
either, then where are these things, other than just in your imagination?”

We do not like other people poking around in our private little thoughts and
our treasured ideas about ourselves and the world. Everybody or everything that
questions them is immediately registered as a hostile threat to “Planet Ego,” and
all our defense systems gear up. In this sense, the Madhyamaka system is Public
Enemy Number One in Egoland. It does precisely all of this repellent prying
into our supposedly private business in a most unnerving and relentless way. It
messes up the whole planet—nothing is like before. It even wipes out the defense
systems. It does not care about all these signs everywhere that clearly say “off
limits—private property—ego-clinging territory.” But Madhyamaka just walks
straight in and does not go along with our self-cherishing at all. It is as if there is
a jumbled storage room in the basement of our mind in which we keep stashing
our emotional and conceptual garbage. We try really hard not to look at this
mess, let alone clean it up, but Madhyamaka picks up every single piece and
holds it under our nose and says, “This thing goes out, and that does too, and all
the rest as well. Let’s get some space and fresh air in here.” It operates with a kind
of merciless compassion that does not give up on us, no matter what kind of
clever excuses, tricky defenses, or outright escape techniques we might come up
with. Somehow it has this tendency to get under our skin and get us at some
point, often in unexpected ways. It is like the worst self-unfolding computer
virus that sneaks onto our well-protected hard drive of reification and, no mat-
ter what we do, wrecks both the software and hardware that run our ego pro-
grams, including all firewalls, before it dissolves itself. It affects us even—and
maybe most effectively—in the midst of our enormous efforts to ward it off.

It can be overwhelming when we discover this and realize that Madhyamaka
analysis and reasoning is not just an intellectual game but can deeply affect us at
the basic level of our personal and emotional existence. Suddenly, we may find
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ourselves not only working with our various ways of clinging to ourselves and our
world but also—and maybe even worse—facing our aversion and resistance to the
very remedy for that clinging. However, it is important to regard this not as an
additional difficulty but as an intrinsic and crucial constituent of the process of
applying the Madhyamaka approach as a practice of personal transformation. It
is part of the game, so to speak, to acknowledge, look at, and work with our
inner resistance to Madhyamaka analysis at the very time we are engaged in it.
There are, of course, other topics that we might be more willing to subject to
analysis and mindful introspection, but it is very effective to regard whatever
comes up in our mind during that process as an immediate and most suitable
object to look into. Our direct experience is our mind in action, which displays
the whole range of our habitual patterns right there on the spot, so there is plenty
of material to work on. We do not have to look very far beyond ourselves, nor
for lofty philosophical concepts or at other people, to find proper objects for
Madhyamaka analysis. It is meant personally, and if we allow it to be, it gets as
personal as anything could get.

When we read Madhyamaka texts, we might think, “I have nothing to do
with all these ancient Indian non-Buddhist schools that are the opponents of
Centrists. Why should I bother with what these people said and how they were
refuted?” Of course, the point is not just to replay ancient debates as if they were
famous historical chess games, without being personally concerned with their
content. Moreover, it would be an endless enterprise to precisely identify all the
opponents in the Madhyamaka texts and their exact views. However, in terms of
applying what is said in the Madhyamaka texts, it is of secondary importance who
exactly said what—and often this is impossible to ascertain anyway. Rather, it is
helpful to take a closer look at the principles reflected in the various positions
under debate. When it comes to the fundamental questions of life, human
thought in its principal workings is not so different over time and across cultures
as we might think. Who knows, at some point some people might bother to
write “modern” Madhyamaka texts that address the whole range of Western phi-
losophy, religion, and science, though this would certainly be a monumental
task. In the meantime, if we just compare the “ancient” Eastern views with West-
ern ideas, we will find a lot of concepts that are used in Western philosophy,
metaphysics, and science too. The old Indian schools will not, of course, use
exactly the same words, but if we understand what their terms refer to, we will
recognize many of the same things in Western thought, whether the debate
revolves around a primal cosmic substance, a creator god, a final cause of the
universe, a permanent personal soul, or issues such as universals versus particu-
lars. And even if we do not find our own specific ideas—or anything of modern
Western philosophy or science—in Centrist texts, we still can apply Madhyamaka
techniques to look into such ideas, once we have understood the principles of
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these techniques. After all, they are just tools that can be applied to any view or
concept. For example, we could approach what these texts present by asking our-
selves whether we entertain similar views. Do they provide some guidelines for
looking into our own belief systems? Can they stimulate our reflection and under-
standing? Madhyamaka texts cannot address every detail of any possible view in
the past, present, and future and thus provide everything in a predigested man-
ner. Rather, the debates and refutations in these texts are just exemplary models
that are to be applied to our individual mental frameworks and views. The parole
is “do-it-yourself.”

The primary prerequisite for this to work—and it is in fact a significant
requirement—is to develop the courage and honesty to really let the Madhya-
maka approach illustrated in these texts into our world and our private ideas.
Some genuine inquisitiveness and willingness to question our own reference sys-
tems is necessary here. This is quite different from keeping our private defense
strategies intact while we just go through the motions of some impersonal tech-
nical reasonings or merely repeat what we read and hear from others about empti-
ness. Our ego and our various clingings could not be happier with this latter
approach, since it will leave them completely untouched and might even reinforce
them. Then, ego rejoices in security and waves smilingly from the far side of any
effort we might make. In such a case, our “practice” and our experience or way
of life are two different roads that do not meet.

As with any truly transformative process, when taken to heart, this approach
can be—and often has to be—quite disillusioning from the standpoint of cling-
ing to our ego and our world. The word “disillusion” usually has quite negative
associations. It indicates that we have lost something dear to us, which is, of
course, true for our cherished clingings. Actually, however, it refers to something
very positive: We see through our illusions and let go of hanging on to them, and
thus we realize what is actually there and worthy of being cherished. These dif-
ferent ways of looking at dis-illusionment are reflected in people’s various reac-
tions to the Madhyamaka approach. Depending on what it does to their minds,
they may be angry and frustrated or utterly thrilled. Following their usual light-
hearted way of putting things, Centrists might well epitomize the path by saying,
“Buddhism is one disappointment after another, but, fortunately, enlightenment
is the last.”

As was said earlier, Buddhism in general can be understood as a system of
increasingly subtle concepts that counteract relatively coarser concepts. This is
especially true of the Madhyamaka teachings. The coarser concepts of reality and
true existence are remedied by the more subtle concepts that things are like illu-
sions and dreams and do not really exist. However, these remedial concepts also
must be remedied by putting them through all four positions of the typical four-
cornered analysis and finally letting go of all of them. So the way Madhyamaka
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works can be compared to a kind of homeopathic remedy: The discase—mis-
taken conceptualization—is remedied by this same disease in a more refined
form; that is, essentially mistaken conceptions perform the provisonal function
of canceling the coarser symptoms of the disease of confused conceptuality. Just
as homeopathy allows the body to regain its natural healthy condition through
its own balancing power, Madhyamaka assists our mind in finding its way back
to its natural, primordial ease by secing its own fundamental being. And like a
homeopathic medicine, the remedy of Madhyamaka dissolves itself in the heal-
ing process that it triggers, since it finally has no ground within the resulting
healthy state of realizing ultimate reality.

Some may approach reading Madhyamaka as they would a guidebook, and
then follow the path it describes. However, it is a very odd guidebook, in that it
only tells us where 70z to go. We are instructed to take neither the path of exis-
tence, nor the path of nonexistence, nor the path of both, nor the path of neither.
Still, the very process of not entering these paths is walking on a path. In more
positive terms, this is called the five paths or the ten grounds of bodhisattvas.
However, it is up to us to figure out exactly how and where to step. There isn’t
really any broad highway that stretches out straight ahead of us for miles on
which we can just blindly stumble along. This path has more of a sudden, instan-
taneously emerging quality. There is just a tiny new section appearing each
moment, and no trodden path or even any traces when we try to look back at the
way we came. As though out of nowhere, each inch of this path reveals itself just
in the very immediate and intimate moments when we realize why it is pointless
to follow one of the other paths that our guidebook identified as wrong. When
we clearly see where not to go to the left, the right, uphill, downhill, and so on,
we naturally make our mental steps into just the space in between—or around—
all these nonoptions. Yet, even one second before our next step, we actually had
not the slightest idea where to go or even whether there was a path at all. Thus,
we are led up to the point where we have left behind each of the paths that could
have led us astray. At this moment, we realize that we no longer have to watch
out for dead ends and misleading routes. Now we just take our nose out of the
guidebook for a moment, relax, and look around, and without any warning we
happen on this incredible view. We might have completely forgotten about any
kind of view while we were busy following this nowhere path. This view comes
as completely unexpected, and it is all the more breathtaking, heart-warming,
and completely beyond anything we might have imagined. Other than stand and
stare, there is nothing left to do—OM. We might wonder why our guidebook
never said anything about it and want to check—it’'s GONE. We might want to
look at ourselves who walked on the path and arrived now—GONE. We look
around and cannot even see the slightest indication of how we got here—GONE
BEYOND. But we know for sure now that there is no further path to be searched
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for or to be avoided either—COMPLETELY GONE BEYOND. Without any-
body looking anywhere, the view is astounding and the panorama enjoys itself—
BODHI SVAHA.

REASONING AND DEBATE IN CENTRISM

In the framework of ground, path, and fruition, Centrist reasoning is usually
presented in the context of the ground. However, in terms of the practical appli-
cation of the Madhyamaka teachings, it seems more appropriate to treat analyt-
ical reasoning in the context of the path. For, as was explained earlier in detail,
it is not just some abstract logic or theoretical material; it is explicitly meant to
be put into practice by being applied to all aspects of our existence.

Three Stages of Analysis by Nagarjuna and Eijadeva

To give us a slightly broader context for where Centrist reasoning fits in on the
path, it is helpful to first take a look at the three phases of Nagarjuna’s and Arya-
deva’s presentation of the Buddhist teachings. Nagarjuna spoke of the three turn-
ings of the wheel of dharma as “the wheel that teaches identity,” “the wheel that
teaches identitylessness,” and “the wheel that puts an end to all bases for views.”
In his Four Hundred Verses on the Yogic Practice of Bodhisattvas, Aryadeva says:

First, one puts an end to what is not meritorious.
In the middle, one puts an end to identity.
Later, one puts an end to all views.

Those who understand this are skilled.*”

These three wheels of dharma as well as the texts of Nagarjuna and his fol-
lowers are often further described in terms of the three stages of no analysis, slight
analysis, and thorough analysis. Here, the ground (the aggregates, constituents,
and sources), the path (the aspects of conduct and means), and the result (enlight-
ened bodies, enlightened activity, and so on) are described in accordance with the
conventions of the worldly seeming, that is, according to what is consensus from
the perspective without examination and analysis. Most of what is described in
the stage of no analysis exists as worldly seeming reality in such a way that it is
already worldly consensus or that it is suitable to serve as such consensus. How-
ever, there are also some parts in the presentations of ground, path, and fruition
that are adapted to the yogic seeming, such as the ways of appearance during
meditative equipoise and subsequent attainment.

Those passages in the texts that negate the object of negation—the two iden-
tities—and then present nonarising, emptiness, and ultimate reality are explained
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from the perspective of slight analysis, that is, for a consciousness based on cor-
rect reasoning.

Examples of the final stage, that of thorough analysis, can be found in most of
the explicit statements of the Prajidparamita sitras. These say that nothing is
established as anything whatsoever—Dbe it as existent or nonexistent, permanent
or impermanent, empty ot nonempty, and so on—and that nothing is suitable
to be apprehended as anything whatsoever. In his Fundamental Verses, Nagarjuna
agrees:

Do not pronounce “empty”

Nor say “nonempty.”

Do not say both nor neither.

It is [only] for the sake of imputation that they should be pronounced.®

Such passages are explained by relating them to the final stage of thorough or
excellent analysis. Here, “analysis” does not mean conceptual analysis but refers
to directly seeing the true nature of phenomena as it is. Candrakirti’s Entrance
into the Knowledge of Centrism says:

In this natural state of primordial nonarising,

There is nothing to be negated and nothing to be affirmed.
Nirvana and nonnirvana

Are without difference in the natural state of nonarising.

This is not even nonarising as such,

Because arising things do not exist.

The seeming does not exist, the ultimate does not exist,
Buddhas do not exist, sentient beings do not exist,

Views do not exist, something to be meditated on does not exist,
Conduct does not exist, and results do not exist:

The actuality of this is what is to be cultivated.

Let this mind free from thoughts rest in its own peace.

Without identifying something, without being distracted,
Without characteristics and luminous—thus meditate.*!

Presented in this way, the Centrist teachings are not at all contradictory to any-
thing the Buddha taught.

The necessity to connect one’s dharma practice to the three phases of the Bud-
dha’s teaching and the three stages of analysis is argued for as follows. The ini-
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tial phase of putting an end to what is not meritorious is necessary because,
through adopting positive actions and rejecting negative actions without analyz-
ing this process as to its ultimate nature, one first stops what is nonmeritorious
and accumulates merit. Thus, the provisional path to favorable rebirth in the
higher realms within cyclic existence is accomplished, which serves as the appro-
priate support for further practice. The second phase of putting an end to iden-
tity is necessary because when one brings slight analysis into experience, all
mistaken views about personal and phenomenal identities are eliminated. This
accomplishes the path to liberation from cyclic existence. The third phase of put-
ting an end to all views is necessary, because when one brings excellent analysis
into experience, all reference points of any kind of view will finally dissolve. Thus,
the path to omniscience is accomplished.

Is Reasoning Reasonable?

In general, whenever reasoning is used in Buddhism, it is always understood as
a means to an end—liberation from suffering—and not as an end in itself. In
terms of its practical application, two situations are distinguished. We may
employ reasoning as a tool to eliminate our own confusion or to help others dis-
pel their mistaken views. In both cases, our motivation to engage in the process
of reasoning and our attitude toward ourselves and others are what determine
whether this process just makes us more uptight or serves as a transforming prac-
tice that helps us relax our mental grasping. Thus, in Buddhism the motivation
to use reasoning should be compassion, which is the heartfelt wish to eliminate
suffering for both ourselves and others. When we go through Centrist reasonings
for our own sake and do not just analyze outer things or the positions of others
in a book but allow the Centrist approach to enter our private territory, it will get
very personal. Here, we basically debate with ourselves; in other words, our prajia
communicates with our ignorance and clinging. In this process, having compas-
sion for ourselves means having a very gentle approach when we investigate our
belief systems, neuroses, and emotions. We will encounter various degrees of
inner resistance depending on the solidity of our clinging to certain fixed ideas
or to what seems to make up our personality. If this becomes too overwhelming,
we are well advised to take a break, relax, and remember that all of this—includ-
ing our resistance—is not as real and heavy as it seems. We may also consider that
Centrist reasonings can be compared to some temporarily painful surgery that
eventually leads to greater well-being. In addition, to look at our resistance too
and examine it through Centrist reasoning is an integral and important part of
the whole process.

When Centrist reasoning is used in communicating with others, from the per-
spective of more advanced practitioners who have already gained incontrovertible
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certainty through these reasonings, debate can only be an expression of their
compassion. In other words, for them, discussions with others are only accept-
able when they are founded on the motivation to help other people remove their
suffering. On the other hand, for people who have not yet gained incontrovert-
ible certainty, their motivation to engage in debate should be twofold: Of course,
the basic wish to help others is indispensable, but clearly also the openness to
question one’s own views and understandings is necessary. It is explicitly said
that one should not even start a debate with any other motivation. Thus, rea-
soning and debate in Centrism are not performed to fulfill a mission, to show off
our skill at argumentation, to win a contest and put others down, or to confirm
that we are right. When debate is embedded in a genuine mutual wish to sharpen
one’s understanding in an unbiased way, it is not a contest in which one person
wins and the other loses. Rather, in contrast to just reviewing certain topics by
oneself, debate is understood as a joint venture of discovering more about the
truth by uniting the individual analytic capacities of the two debaters in the inves-
tigation of a topic that is of interest to both parties. Consequently, the two par-
ties do not work against each other or fight; they cooperate so that both win in
the sense that they mutually enhance their insights. In other words, two eyes of
prajiia see better than one.

Needless to say, in order to engage in meaningful debates using Centrist rea-
sonings, one must have gained at least some degree of understanding of these
reasonings. There is no point in just reading Madhyamaka books without
attempting to practice and understand the reasonings they contain. Otherwise,
there is a danger of consequently presenting a wrong view of dharma to others,
such as trying to bless the world with one’s own version of “the highest Buddhist
view that everything is empty.” Even if we have the proper motivation and are
well versed in the arguments and techniques of debate, we are discouraged from
debating with people who are only eager to dispute and not ready to change their
minds no matter which arguments they meet (of course, this applies to ourselves
t00). Also, we definitely should not pour our wisdom—or our lack of it—over
someone who does not even want to hear about Buddhism or Centrism. Mis-
sionary ambitions are clearly foreign to the Buddhist approach. Furthermore, in
both these cases, our efforts would be fruitless and a waste of time. More impor-
tant, we could create great resistance in other people to the Buddha’s teachings,
the very means for liberation from suffering. Therefore, it is surely detrimental
to use these teachings in a way that makes someone else suffer, such as by forc-
ing them upon a person who shows no interest in them.

Finally, it seems worthwhile to point to the seemingly paradoxical and elusive
nature of Centrist reasoning. If properly used, it not only deconstructs what is to
be refuted, but at the same time it naturally brings about its own disintegration
once its target has been invalidated. Thus, having dissolved both the problem and
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the remedy, the mind is left at ease, with no dualistic flux stirring in the peace-
ful, luminous expanse of the unity of wisdom and emptiness. One might won-
der, Why not just leave the mind at peace and not disturb it with all this
conceptual diffusion? To give a very simplified example, it is a bit like jogging.
After we have done our laps and taken a shower, when we sit down at home, we
feel relaxed, supple, and at peace. We could, of course, have saved the effort of
jogging and just stayed home and relaxed on our couch anyway. However, those
who jog know that this is definitely not the same. When we go through the
process of making an effort in training the body, our ensuing relaxation has a
completely different quality. In the same way, the process of having our mind do
its rounds of prajfia training makes a huge difference in the mind’s ability to rest
in its own true nature. Merely letting it rest naturally is possible too, but this is
far from easy. Moreover, just resting the mind is not enough. There also has to
be a quality of looking at our mind with fresh sharpness and wakefulness. As
Milarepa says:

Don’t be attached to the pool of calm abiding,
Buct let the foliage of superior insight burst into open bloom.

This same principle also applies to practicing the various levels of the creation
stage (Vajrayana deity visualization) that generally belong to the category of calm
abiding. They are followed by the completion stage, which adds the factor of
superior insight. Moreover, such concentrated mental activities as analytical med-
itation on emptiness or deity visualization may very well provide the chance of a
“gap experience” dawning right in their middle. As Jamgon Kongtrul Lodr Taye
sings in his Song on Having Gained a Mere Fraction of Certainty in the View and
Meditation of the Incomparable Tagbo Kagyii, Called The Self-Dawning of the Fun-
damental State:

In the midst of thought I found nonthought.
Within the freedom from ordinary mental states, wisdom dawned.*?

As for the benefits of using analytical reasoning in dharma practice, Khenpo
Tsultrim Gyamtso Rinpoche says that a great amount of merit can be gathered

by doing the standard Tibetan preliminary practices for Mahamudra*?

or other
Vajrayana practices. However, only very skillful and well-trained practitioners
can accumulate an equal amount of wisdom in this process. On the other hand,
through the practice of the progressive stages of meditation on emptiness, large
amounts of both merit and wisdom will accrue. This accords with the fact that
the practice of the perfection of prajiia includes all forms of meritorious actions.

In fact, it was a tradition in India to train in these meditations on emptiness as
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the preliminary practices for Mahamudra and Vajrayana. Consequently, Khenpo
Tsultrim Gyamtso often advises practitioners to follow the approach of using
such analytical meditations.

Reasons and Negations

The Three Modes of a Correct Reason

The standard form of a reasoning consists of three parts: the subject, the predi-
cate, and the reason. For example, in the sentence “Sound is an impermanent
phenomenon, because it is produced by causes and conditions,” the subject is
“sound,” the predicate is “an impermanent phenomenon,” and the reason is
“being produced by causes and conditions.” Whether such a reasoning is valid or
not mainly depends on the reason. In Buddhist logic, the three criteria to deter-
mine a valid reason are called the three modes. The reason in a formal probative
argument™ is a valid means to establish what is to be proven only if the subject,
the predicate, and the reason are in correct relationship to each other. The defi-
nitions of the three modes are as follows:

1) The subject property is a reason that has been determined to be present in all
instances of the flawless subject in question in a corresponding formulation.

2) The positive entailmentis a reason that has been determined to be present only
in the homologous set.

3) The negative entailment is a reason that has been determined not to be pres-
ent in a single instance of the heterologous set.

To explain this in a simple way,* let’s call the subject A, the predicate B, and the
reason C. The three modes correspond then to the following diagrams:

subject property or

positive entailment or

negative entailment or
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What is the purpose of these three modes? In terms of set theory, if the reason C
includes all of the subject A, and the predicate B includes all of the reason C, then
automatically the predicate B includes all of the subject A, which is exactly the
thesis (A is B) that one wants to prove: fCC Aand BCC= B C A.

or

As should be obvious from the diagrams, the subject, the predicate, and the
reason refer to sets of phenomena, not just names or abstract features. For exam-
ple, “sound” means the set of all possible sounds, and “produced by causes and
conditions” stands for all phenomena that are so produced. To give an example,
we may say, “Sound is an impermanent phenomenon, because it is produced by
causes and conditions.” Here, the reason “produced by causes and conditions”
must include the subject “sound,” and the predicate “impermanent phenome-
non” must include the reason. In other words, the set of sounds is included in the
set of what is produced by causes and conditions, and this latter set is included
in—here coextensive with—the set of impermanent phenomena. As a result, the
set of sounds is automatically included in the set of impermanent phenomena,
which is what is to be proven.

As can be seen from the diagrams, the subject and the reason on the one side
and the predicate and the reason on the other side do not necessarily have to be
mutually inclusive or coextensive. It is sufficient if the subject is a subset of the
reason and the reason is a subset of the predicate, for example, as in “The sound
of a flute played by a musician is an impermanent phenomenon, because it is pro-
duced by effort.” Here, whatever is a sound of a flute played by a musician is nec-
essarily something that is produced by effort, but whatever is produced by effort
is not necessarily the sound of a flute played by a musician. Likewise, whatever
is produced by effort is necessarily impermanent, but whatever is impermanent
is not necessarily produced by effort, such as a tree or a river.

In Buddhist reasoning in general, these three modes can be formulated in two
ways. One is called “inference for oneself” and the other “inference for others.”*
The first one serves to allow one to understand by oneself what is to be proven,
while the second is employed to assist others in understanding what oneself has
already understood. An example of a three-membered inference for oneself is:

(1) My own five aggregates as the subject are (2) impermanent, (3)
because they are produced by causes and conditions.



The Middle from Beginning to End 179
The same formulated as an inference for others reads:

(1) Whatever is produced by causes and conditions is (2) impermanent;
(3) for example, the five aggregates of someone who is dying.
(4) My own five aggregates too are (5) produced by causes and conditions.

Obviously, the meaning and what is to be proven are the same in both formats.
The latter format just adds an example (3) and explicitly states the first mode (4
and 5) and the second mode (1 and 2).*’

Types of Reasons

Regarding the characteristics of the reasons themselves, in Buddhist logic one
distinguishes three basic types of reasons:

I) nature reasons
2) result reasons
3) reasons of nonobservation

1) The first is a reason that has the same conventional or relative nature as the
predicate. To be sure, here, “nature” does not refer to the ultimate nature of phe-
nomena, emptiness, or the like. It is rather a matter of two sets of things being
of the same conventional type or the same category. For example, all vegetables
have the nature of being or belonging to the category of plants. Thus, one can say,
“Carrots are plants, because they are vegetables.” Or, as in the example above,
“impermanent phenomena” and “what is produced by causes and conditions”
have the same nature in that whatever is the one is necessarily the other. In other
words, all impermanent phenomena have the nature of being produced by causes
and conditions, and all that is produced by causes and conditions has the nature
of being impermanent.

2) Result reasons are reasons that are a result of the predicate and thus prove hid-
den causal phenomena. For example, when one says, “Behind this hill, there is
fire, because there is smoke,” smoke is a result of the existence of fire. Thus, from
the direct perception of a result (smoke), one can infer the prior existence of its
cause (fire).

3) The definition of a correct reason of nonobservation is “a reason with the three
modes in the proof of a probandum that is the negation of a phenomenon, or,
completeness of the three modes in the negation of that which is to be negated.”
In general, reasons of nonobservation prove the nonexistence of something
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through the fact that this something is not perceptible or observable through any
kind of valid cognition. There are two types of reasons of nonobservation:

a) reasons of the nonobservation of something that does not appear*®
b) reasons of the nonobservation of something that is suitable to appear*

a) The definition of a correct reason of the nonobservation of something that does
not appear is “a reason with the three modes that negates the conventional expres-
sion of ‘definite existence’ by negating the cognizing subject of something that is
not suitable to appear.” An example is the reason “because there is no valid cog-
nition that could observe a ghost,” which proves that the conventional expression
“the definite existence of a ghost” does not apply to the area in front of someone
who does not have any propensity to perceive ghosts. In brief, this negation serves
to clarify that one cannot claim the general existence of private, delusive appear-
ances such as ghosts for everyone just because they may appear from the per-
spective of certain people. Otherwise, all things such as hallucinations or
appearances in the minds of insane people would have the status of general exis-
tence for everyone.

b) The definition of a correct reason of the nonobservation of something suitable
to appear is “a reason with the three modes that proves both the fact and the
conventional expression of ‘nonexistence’ by negating the cognizing subject of
something suitable to appear.” This is the sole type of reason that is employed in
the Centrist reasonings that analyze the ultimate nature of phenomena or empti-
ness. The most straightforward way to put this is to say, for example, “In this
room, there is no elephant, because none is observable in it through any kind of
valid cognition.” Usually, if there is an elephant somewhere, given sufficient light
and nothing obscuring it, it is clearly observable to the people present whose
sense faculties are intact. Thus, the inverse of this—that is, if an elephant is not
observable in this place—means that it does not exist there.

There are many more of these kinds of reasoning that indirectly negate the
thing in question. In technical terms, these can be summarized into two:

i) reasons of the nonobservation of something connected®® (to the predicate of
what is to be negated)®!
ii) reasons of the observation of something contradictory*>

what is to be negated)

(to the predicate of

i) Something that is connected to the predicate of what is to be negated can be
(1) its conventional nature, (2) any of its results, (3) any of its causes, or (4) a
larger category to which it belongs. An example of an unobserved cause is the
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proof “On this lake, there is no smoke, because fire cannot be observed there.”
Here, the predicate of what is to be negated is “there 7s smoke.” Thus, the fact
that the cause (fire) of the phenomenon in question (smoke) cannot be observed
ata certain place serves as the reason to negate the existence of this phenomenon
(smoke) itself, since smoke is the result that is invariably connected to this cause
(fire). In other words, if a certain cause does not exist, its result cannot exist
either.

ii) Something that is contradictory to the predicate of what is to be negated may
be (1) its nature, (2) its result, or (3) a subset of it. An example of the first is the
proof “Right at the location of this blazing fire, there is no coldness, because a
blazing fire is observed there.” Here, the predicate of that which is to be negated
is “there 75 coldness.” The opposite of this is that “there is heat, such as a blazing
fire.” First, the existence of heat somewhere is established through the observa-
tion of a blazing fire there. Second, observing a blazing fire and its heat is con-
tradictory to and excludes observing coldness in this very same location. Thus,
what is 7or observed there is coldness, which directly negates the existence of
coldness. In this way, the observation of fire indirectly serves as the reason to dis-
prove the existence of coldness. Of course, the examples given here consist of
mundane trivialities, but when these reasons of nonobservation are applied to
such objects of negation as real existence, an intrinsic nature, or the two types of
identity, they get right to the heart of the matter of Centrist analysis.

In general, the first two basic types of reasons—nature reasons and result rea-
sons—are called affirming reasons, since they ecither affirm a common conven-
tional nature of different things or the conventional existence of something. The
third type—reasons of nonobservation—is called a negating reason, since it does
not affirm anything but merely negates the existence of something.

Pseudoreasons

Pseudoreasons are reasons in which one or more of the three modes are not estab-
lished. There are three main types of such mistaken reasons:

1) nonapplying reasons (reasons that do not apply to the subject as a means of
proof)

2) contradictory reasons (reasons that negate their own probandum)

3) uncertain reasons (reasons that create doubt about their own probandum)

1) Nonapplying reasons are of five types:

a) nonapplication for the proponent
b) nonapplication for the opponent
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¢) nonapplication for both (“Sound is permanent, because it is an object of the
eye consciousness.”)*?

d) nonapplication due to its basis being unestablished, that is, the subject in ques-
tion being nonexistent (“The present king of France has difficulty wearing his
crown, because he is bald.”)

e) nonapplication because the connection of the subject to the reason is doubt-
ful (“On the middle one of three mountain ridges in front of me, there is a pea-

cock, because I hear the sound of peacock cries.”)
2) Contradictory reasons are of four types:

a) contradictory reasons that negate the nature of the predicate (“Sound is per-
manent, because it is produced.”)

b) contradictory reasons that negate the nature of the subject (“Space can hurt,
because it is obstructive.”)

¢) contradictory reasons that negate an attribute of the predicate

d) contradictory reasons that negate an attribute of the subject

3) Uncertain reasons are of three types:

a) uncertain reasons in which the negative entailment is most obviously doubt-
ful (“This man has attachment, because he speaks.”)

b) uncertain reasons in which the positive entailment is most obviously doubtful
(“This woman is free from attachment, because she does not speak.”)

¢) uncertain reasons in which both are doubtful (“Living bodies have a self,
because they possess a life force.”)

Specific Applications of These Reasons in Buddhism

The particular topics to which nature reasons, result reasons, and reasons of
nonobservation are mainly applied on the Buddhist path are respectively the fol-
lowing:

1) impermanence
2) cause and result
3) the two identitylessnesses and emptiness

1) Nature reasons are mainly employed to prove the impermanence of all condi-
tioned phenomena. To be a conditioned phenomenon means first to be pro-
duced by certain causes and conditions. Then, the phenomenon’s continuum is
sustained by further causes and conditions. Finally, when these specific causes and
conditions end at some point, the conditioned phenomenon that was supported
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by them must necessarily cease too. Thus, it has the nature of being impermanent,
since the definition of being impermanent is to arise, abide, and cease. Reflect-
ing on this coarse aspect of impermanence serves as the primary means to reverse
our attachment to the things of this life. Reflecting on the notion of subtle imper-
manence—the impermanence of all conditioned phenomena changing in every
moment—Ieads us to understand emptiness. It is said that whoever understands
arising and ceasing will understand impermanence, and whoever realizes imper-
manence will realize the unity of dependent origination and emptiness. With
respect to dependent origination, Nagarjuna’s Sixty Stanzas on Reasoning says:

Through understanding arising, one understands ceasing.
Through understanding ceasing, one understands impermanence.
When one understands how to penetrate impermanence,

Also this genuine dharma will be realized.*

2) Result reasons are used to establish the functioning of cause and result in gen-
eral. This refers not only to outer or material causes but, more important, to the
inner level of causality, which is the operation of karmic causes and results. Karma
means that all our physical, verbal, and mental actions or impulses are causes
that have effects in the same way any other causes do. In Buddhism, this princi-
ple of causality is also employed to establish the continuity of former and later
lifetimes. In any case, result reasons infer prior material or mental causes from the
observation of certain material or mental conditioned phenomena in the present
that are the results of these causes. Basically, Buddhism says that the functioning
of cause and effect means both that something cannot come from nothing and
that something cannot become nothing. Otherwise, anything could randomly
happen at any time or nothing would ever happen. Moreover, without cause and
effect, all intentional actions, such as farming to produce the result of a harvest,
would be completely unpredictable or pointless.

Therefore, in Buddhism, it is not really a question of just believing or not
believing in the law of karma or former and later lifetimes. Rather, if we gener-
ally accept the process of cause and effect, we must acknowledge that it does not
make sense to arbitrarily exclude some causal phenomena—that is, certain or all
of our physical, verbal, and mental actions—from this general principle. This
holds true even if we do not see an immediate result of these actions and hope to
have avoided their consequences. In fact, we generally do experience the effects
of our impulses, emotions, and thoughts, since our physical and verbal actions are
constantly driven by them. When we plan a project or do our work, we do not
think at all that our mental activities have no results; we take it for granted that
our thoughts and imagination will result in visible actions and products. Also, we
know very well the strong and possibly devastating effects of certain mental
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impulses, such as falling in love or declaring war. That it might take a long time
for the effect of some action to ripen cannot be a basis for claiming that this
action has no effect. Otherwise, it would equally follow that the movements of
the original continents on earth are not the causes for the location and shape of
the present continents, since the beings at that time did not experience the effect
at present, nor do we at present observe these causes.

It would be highly inconsistent to say that some things or experiences have
causes while others do not. This would also imply that there are some causes that
have results and others that have no results. How could we reasonably define
and distinguish between such phenomena? (In addition, for those phenomena
that do not have causes, all the above absurd consequences would apply.) When-
ever someone discovers the cause of something that was previously considered a
random event—as has happened and continues to happen in science—the entire
notion of causelessness or randomness is fundamentally questioned. Moreover,
how could uncaused phenomena interact with phenomena that do have causes?
If they interacted in a purely random way, even phenomena within an estab-
lished causal continuum would become random phenomena. And if they inter-
acted in a way that is determined by causes, random phenomena would enter the
realm of causality. If there were, however, two entirely separate realms of phe-
nomena, they could not interact at all.

As for the classical proof for the existence of past and future lives, we must first
realize that if we accept the principle of causality as functioning in an all-encom-
passing way, then there have to be infinite chains of specific causes and results.
For example, a tree that we see now has a beginningless “case history” of causes
and conditions, each of which again entails its own causes and conditions. Like-
wise, according to Buddhism, the present moment of our mind does not come
out of nowhere but arises from the immediately preceding moment of this mind.
In other words, mind does not depend on anything other than mind as its spe-

cific substantial cause.®

By extending this backward and ahead in time, we nat-
urally arrive at a mental continuum without beginning or end, which manifests
as what is called the different lifetimes of cyclic existence. To arbitrarily postu-
late any starting point or a total extinction of this continuum—such as the begin-
ning or the end of this life—amounts to nothing more than saying that
something can come from nothing or something can become nothing. Yet this
openly contradicts the notion of cause and result as such in the first place.
Further indications that are adduced for the existence of other lifetimes include
facts such as newborn mammals immediately knowing without learning where
and how to drink milk from their mothers.*¢ Furthermore, what would account
for the immense range of differences just among human beings even at birth,
such as being born healthy or with a severe disease, being intelligent or dumb,
being born rich or in a slum, in a loving family or a violent one? How else could
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one explain that some people “have success” or get rich almost without any effort
and others always “have bad luck” or stay poor even if they work hard? Why is
it that some children can play complex pieces of classical music at an early age
without training or excel at sports, while others are never able to do nearly as well
even with a lot of training? Even conventionally, none of these facts can be suf-
ficiently explained by causes that can be found in this present life, but this usu-
ally just leads to subsuming them under rubrics such as “fortune,” “fate,” or
“talent.” The most fashionable category these days seems to be that “it’s all in the
genes.” This is not the place to discuss this issue in detail, but if we just consider
how little the genetic code of human beings differs from that of chimpanzees
and some primitive worms—by just 1 percent and about 30 percent respec-
tively—it is quite amazing to assume that the genes alone can serve as an expla-
nation for all the differences between humans and other beings. To be sure, these
differences do not consist of only physical features, but include the entire range
of the human mind and its expressions, such as culture, science, philosophy, and
religion, not to mention all the mental and behavioral diversity of human beings
themselves, who have even less genetic variance from one another.

3) Reasons of nonobservation specifically serve to negate all kinds of imaginary
things and mental reference points—such as real outer objects or a self—that are
imagined to exist by ordinary worldly persons as well as people who are influ-
enced by certain philosophical systems. Hence, particularly in Centrism, these
reasons are not just used to prove the nonexistence of an otherwise existing thing
in a certain spot, as in the example of an elephant given earlier. Rather, they are
primarily employed to demonstrate the nonexistence of all such hypothetical
things that never existed as knowable objects in the first place and thus can nei-
ther be directly perceived nor inferred through any means of valid cognition.
The general thrust here is that if something that is merely assumed to exist—such
as purple rabbits or a real personal self—cannot be observed through any kind of
valid cognition, then the only conclusion can be that there is no such thing alto-
gether and that it is just a figment of the imagination.

It is important to distinguish between our concept of, for example, a pink rab-
bit with wheels and an actual phenomenon that would correspond to this idea.
For the mental image of such a pink rabbit has some degree of conventional exis-
tence in that it can appear as an object of our thinking mind. Apart from this
mere fantasy, though, an actual such animal does not exist and will never appear
to us. As was said before, we can think about anything and create all kinds of
imaginary things in our conceptual consciousness. However, the mere fact that
we can think of or imagine something that does not actually exist does not make
it any more real or existent. Thus, what are “refuted” in Centrism are not actu-
ally existing, real things or an actual real self. Rather, since we construct all kinds
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of imaginary notions about such nonexistents (real things and a self), Centrist
reasoning only serves to deconstruct our mistaken ideas. For example, the exis-
tence of a lasting, independent, and singular personal self within an individ-
ual’s five aggregates is refuted by observing among them only what is
contradictory to such a self. This means that the five aggregates consist only of
phenomena that are momentarily impermanent, dependent on various causes
and conditions, and do not have an identifiable single core, since all of them can
be taken apart infinitely. Thus, all that we can observe among them is depend-
ent, not lasting, and not single. This then excludes the existence of anything in
these aggregates that is lasting, independent, and singular, such as this hypo-
thetical self.

Within the specific approach of Centrist reasonings, the two kinds of affirm-
ing reasons are used to some extent, but solely with respect to seeming reality and
by just employing the conventional notions of others, such as in the context of
cause and result. When investigating for ultimate reality—that is, when dealing
with emptiness or the two types of identitylessness—Centrists solely employ
negating reasons of nonobservation. As was explained at length, in emptiness,
there is nothing to be affirmed in terms of either nature or existence nor in terms
of nonexistence. Thus, when reasoning is applied in the Centrist search for the
ultimate, its only purpose is to eliminate wrong ideas and clinging to real exis-
tence. Therefore, affirming reasons—as they are used in accordance with con-
ventional dialectics—are impossible and useless here.

Negations

Obviously, the conceptual result of negating reasons is a negation. The general
definition of a negation is “a phenomenon to be cognized by the cognition that
directly cognizes it through excluding its specific object of negation.” In Indo-
Tibetan logic, there are two kinds of negations:

1) implicative negations and
2) nonimplicative negations.

The definition of an implicative negation is “the implication of another phe-
nomenon as a remainder after the negation of the object of negation by a cogni-
tion that directly cognizes the negation itself.” Thus, an implicative
negation—which may also be called predicative negation—implies or affirms
something else as a remainder after having negated certain features with regard
to the subject in question. An example would be to say, “Heaven is not imper-
manent,” which implies that it is permanent.”” The classic example is the state-
ment “Fat Devadatta does not eat during the day.” Being fat shows that he does
eat, and what is implied as a remainder of the negation of eating during the day
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is another phenomenon: that he eats during the night.

The definition of a nonimplicative negation is “something that is to be cog-
nized by a cognition that directly cognizes it through merely excluding its spe-
cific object of negation.” This may also be called “negation of existence,” since it
means that the existence of something is negated without affirming or implying
anything about it instead. Thus, the cognition that directly cognizes a nonim-
plicative negation cognizes that part of the sentence that represents the mere
exclusion—or the mere negation—of its specific object of negation. It does not,
however, cognize or imply any other phenomenon, be it directly or indirectly.
Examples of this kind of negation are “the nonexistence of heaven,” “space,”**
“emptiness,” and “identitylessness.” In terms of formulating a nonimplicative
negation, it does not matter whether there is a grammatical negative in the for-
mulation that represents the mere exclusion of the specific object of negation (as
in “the nonexistence of heaven” or “identitylessness”) or whether there is no neg-
ative in the actual term (as in “space” or “emptiness”). The point is that, in one
way or another, the formulation must indicate the absence of something and not
imply anything else in its place.

All Centrist reasonings arrive at nonimplicative negations. There is nothing
that is conceptually implied in their analysis of ultimate reality. Therefore,
implicative negations are not used in Centrist reasoning for the ultimate. In fact,
their use would be counterproductive to the Centrist approach altogether, since
they would just supply new reference points by implying something.

In terms of the path, ultimate reality or emptiness has to be realized in two
stages: first conceptually and finally within nondual and nonconceptual medita-
tive equipoise. Thus, first one cultivates the particular conceptual consciousness
that is based on Centrist reasoning and results from inferential reflection. This
is called an “inferential valid cognition.” It is the first type of valid cognition to
ascertain ultimate reality, and thus it precedes the second and final type of such
valid cognition, which is the direct, nonconceptual realization of emptiness from
the path of seeing onward.

The cultivation of an inferential valid cognition of emptiness involves again
two steps. First, in order to counteract our habitual strong clinging to the real
existence of all phenomena, we have to initially cultivate a number of inferential
valid cognitions for which various nonimplicative negations clearly appear, such
as the nonimplicative negation that “there is no arising, no abiding, and no ceas-
ing” or that “an intrinsic nature of phenomena does not exist.” Even on the con-
ceptual level, it is very difficult to immediately gain a correct realization of the
actual emptiness that is free from the four extremes and the eight reference

M 4
points,*”

which means nothing other than the complete lack of reference points.
To conceptually arrive at this kind of emptiness is the second stage and at the

same time the final result of analytical reasoning.



188 The Center of the Sunlit Sky

The negations in both steps are called “nominal ultimate reality,” since they
more or less accord with actual ultimate reality on the conceptual level. The most
subtle conceptual object “freedom from all reference points” is the mental image
that appears to an increasingly refined reasoning consciousness and concords
with ultimate reality to the highest degree that is possible for conceptual objects.
It is the result of prolonged familiarization with the major Centrist reasonings
that are all tailored to tackle our clinging to reference points from various angles.
Still, no matter how subtle a concept this final step of nominal ultimate reality
may be, whether it is “freedom from all reference points” or “no reference point
whatsoever, not even the freedom from reference points,” it cannot in itself go
beyond being a subtle conceptual object.

Thus, to approach the direct realization of actual emptiness in a gradual man-
ner, one first familiarizes oneself with a number of nonimplicative negations that
progressively negate each extreme and all reference points. Generally speaking,
this is the cultivation of inferential valid cognition as the initial direct remedy for
the clinging to real existence. It is a series of conceptual cognitions that progress
from eliminating more coarse superimpositions to negating very subtle ones.
Finally, the nonimplicative negation of “nothing whatsoever” or “emptiness”—
that is, no reference point at all—appears. Here, we have to distinguish clearly
between the plain fact of there being no reference point whatsoever and how this
fact appears to our conceptual reasoning consciousness. When we reflect on the
absence of any reference points, the very appearance of the concept that “there
are no reference points whatsoever” is not just nothing at all, but it is an object
that appears and thus exists for a conceptual consciousness. As such, it is clearly
still a reference point in itself.

Second, once there is familiarity with this conceptual remedy, one needs to go
beyond it, which means that this subtle reference point of “no reference point
whatsoever” has to be abandoned too at some point. As Nagarjuna’s Sixzy Stan-
zas on Reasoning says:

Those whose minds are not moved,

Not even by a flicker of a thought about “complete voidness,”
Have crossed the horrifying ocean of existence

That is agitated by the snakes of the afflictions.*®

In other words, negations that merely negate an actual arising, real existence, and
such are conceptual and nominal ultimates. These negations are not free from the
more subtle reference points of “nonarising,” “the lack of real existence,” or “the
freedom from reference points.” The actual direct experience of there being no
reference points—including the reference point of there being no reference
points—is the actual or nonnominal ultimate.
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If one approaches ultimate reality through this twofold process, it is said that
it becomes very accessible even for ordinary beings. In this way, it is definitely
possible to develop not only the correct conceptual view of nominal ultimate
reality but also the immediate experience and direct realization of genuine empti-
ness or nonnominal ultimate reality. Santideva describes this process in three
crucial verses:

Through familiarity with the latent tendencies of emptiness,
The latent tendencies of entities will be relinquished.
Through familiarity with utter nonexistence,

These too will be relinquished later on.

Once this “utter nonexistence”—

The entity to be determined—cannot be observed,
How should a nonentity without a basis

Remain before the mind?

Once neither entities nor nonentities
Remain before the mind,

There is no other mental flux [either].
Therefore, it is utter nonreferential peace.®'

The commentary of the early Sakya master S6nam Tsemo® (1142-1182) explains:

Proving that the realization of everything as an illusion is the path has
three parts:

1) Relinquishing clinging to existence

2) Relinquishing clinging to nonexistence

3) The justification for this

The first refers to “Through familiarity . . .” [lines 32ab above]. When
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meditating on an object generality* of emptiness, through the power

of [this] being mutually exclusive with reification, reification is stopped.

The second refers to “Through familiarity with . . .” [lines 32¢d].
“These too” refers to [such] positive [conceptual] determinations [of
an object generality] of emptiness. They are relinquished later on. If
you wonder why, this is through familiarity [with actual emptiness],
without there being any negative or positive determinations whatso-
ever. “So what is the reason for relinquishing the superimposition of
a positive determination of emptiness?”
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The justification for this refers to “Once this . . .” [verse 33]. How
should nonentities, [such as the negation of entities,] remain before the
mind as objects of reasoning? . . . They are without basis, because,
through the superimposition that is the negation [of something], the
basis [for this negation]—the superimposition of an object of nega-
tion—does not exist [anymore]. And if no object of negation is con-
ceived, its negation cannot be conceived [either]. . . . Without a
[specific] object of negation being identified, negation would be per-
formed in a [completely] indiscriminate way. Therefore, prior to one’s
being certain that a [specific] object of negation is negated, [this object]
has to be identified, since otherwise there is no focusing on this object
of negation as the basis [of its negation]. “How can it be that there is
no [such focusing]?” [Such happens] once this “utter nonexistence”—
the entity to be determined—cannot be observed.

The way in which supreme knowledge without appearance arises refers
to “Once neither . . .” [verse 34]. Once entities do not remain before
the mind, this means that they are not established on the path of rea-
soning. Once nonentities do not remain before the mind, this means
that a positive determination of nonexistence is not established as the
object of reasoning [either]. Then, the object generalities of existence
and nonexistence do not appear and there is [also] no clinging to what
is outside. Therefore, this is utter nonreferential peace. It is the arising
of supreme knowledge that is without appearance in that there is no
focus for superimpositions and the continuum of thoughts has
stopped. “However, there may be other superimpositions that repre-
sent some mental flux [different from] the object generalities of exis-
tence and nonexistence. Therefore, it is not necessarily established that
[this knowledge] is without any appearances at all.” There is no other
mental flux, because there is no [possibility] other than existence and

nonexistence. %t

Thus, it is explained that, after exhausting the power of terms, conceptions, and
objects of negation as well as their remedies, the ensuing mental peace is similar
to having finally recovered from some serious hardship or struggle.

Centrist treatises set up the positions of others and then analyze them by using
a great number of reasonings. However, none of this happens out of hatred of
other systems or a mere enjoyment of dispute. Rather, it is done solely from the
perspective of others and their benefit, that is, in order to put an end to their
intense clinging, bound as they are through the web of their conceptions. As The
Entrance into Centrism says:
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The analyses in [Nagarjuna’s] treatise were not performed out of
attachment to debate.

[Rather,] true reality has been taught for the sake of complete release.

It may well be that while explaining true reality

The scriptures of others become ruined, but there is no fault in this.*

Therefore, the whole spectrum of reasoned analysis that is employed in Centrist
treatises is nothing but an approach that aims at putting an end to the other
party’s conceptions that are engaged in superimposition and denial. However,
once superimposition and denial have been eliminated, the bare and direct real-
ization of the actual nature of phenomena does not arise through the force of
thorough analysis, because this true nature is not an object that can be analyzed
or grasped through study, reflection, or conceptual meditation. Thus, The
Entrance into Centrism says:

Ordinary beings are bound by conceptions.
Nonconceptual yogins will find release.

Hence, the learned state that the result of analysis
Is that conceptions are at peace.’®

Here, three things about every nonimplicative negation, no matter how sub-
tle or all-encompassing, should be very clear. First, a negation is by definition
exclusively an object of a conceptual consciousness, that is, an inferential valid
cognition. It can never be an object of a direct and nonconceptual valid cogni-
tion, since the process of negating and its object are of a conceptual nature. Sec-
ond, since it appears as a conceptual object, in terms of the categories of existents
and nonexistents, this negation itself is still considered an existent phenomenon
for the conceptual mind. It is the subtle form or way in which “nonexistence” or
“the freedom from reference points and extremes” appears to the reasoning con-
sciousness. Therefore, this conceptual object “nonexistence” is not in itself non-
existent, nor is it in itself the actual freedom from all reference points and
extremes. Third, one must eventually let go of both this conceptually appearing
object—the negation—and the dualistic cognition for which such an object
appears, in order for it to give way to the nonconceptual wisdom that directly
realizes the actual emptiness free from all reference points.

As Pawo Rinpoche states, a negation is nothing but an imputation by a mind
that clings to nonexistence, and an affirmation is just an imputation by a mind
that clings to existence. In light of the true nature of phenomena, all clinging—
no matter to what—is simply mistaken. Nonimplicative negation is just a tech-
nical term whose meaning refers to nothing other than what is normally
understood by “nonexistence.” Thus, in this context of Centrist reasoning, the
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meaning of the nonimplicative negation “being nothing whatsoever” refers to
the complete nonexistence of reference points. A siitra states:

Those who understand this dharma of “being nothing whatsoever”
Will be without attachment toward all phenomena.

In this way, it is clear that such a nonimplicative negation is just a step toward
the direct realization of actual ultimate reality. Otherwise, if ultimate reality itself
were nothing but a nonimplicative negation, then it would just be some con-
ceptual kind of nonexistence in the sense of nothing whatsoever. On the other
hand, if ultimate reality were an implicative negation or something affirmative,
then it would be something actually existent. Obviously, none of these categories
applies to the actual or nonnominal ultimate, and there is no third possibility.
The Eighth Karmapa denies both the position that ultimate reality is a nonim-
plicative negation (or even one that is supposed to withstand analysis) and the
position that ultimate reality is completely inexpressible. It seems that the first
scholar to explicitly identify the ultimate as a nonimplicative negation was Chaba
Chokyi Senge.*” Later, Tsongkhapa and his followers also adopted this position
and held that actual emptiness is a nonimplicative negation that withstands analy-
sis. However, if it were possible to arrive at something that withstands analysis,
such as the nonimplicative negation “the lack of real existence,” this would turn
the whole project of Centrism—the demonstration that there is nothing that
withstands analysis—upside down. As was explained above, this point is expressed
many times in numerous Centrist texts as well as in the Prajiidparamisa sitras:

I declare that all phenomena including nirvana—and even if there
were any phenomenon more supreme than that—are illusionlike and

dreamlike.“®

The point that there is nothing that can withstand analysis is also the major
reason for the detailed presentation of the twenty emptinesses, for each of them
serves to eliminate specific and increasingly subtle aspects of holding on to some-
thing real. Moreover, since such a nonimplicative negation is supposed to with-
stand analysis while at the same time being exclusively a conceptual object, there
would be no way to ever abandon it in order to directly realize genuine ultimate
reality (as described by Santideva above). There would not even be a need to
abandon this nonimplicative negation and proceed to a direct realization of ulti-
mate reality, since such a negation already s the actual ultimate reality.

An exemplary proponent of the view that ultimate reality is absolutely inex-
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pressible was Tsang Nagba Dsondrii Senge.” From this position, it would

absurdly follow that—just from the perspective of how Centrists appear to oth-
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ers—those Centrists who, through their skill in means, teach or say anything
about true reality would not be Centrists. This would mean that Centrists who
negate real existence would not be Centrists. Also, if ultimate reality could not be
expressed at all, it would be utterly pointless that the Buddha taught the Praja-
paramitd sitras and that so many Centrists have composed voluminous texts.

In brief, nonnominal ultimate emptiness—the actual object of the wisdom in
the meditative equipoise of noble ones—is beyond either withstanding or not
withstanding analysis. In itself, it is inexpressible. On the other hand, the nom-
inal emptiness in the form of a nonimplicative negation that is the object of the
worldly valid cognition of a reasoning consciousness” definitely cannot with-
stand analysis. This is also clearly indicated by Santideva’s third verse above. Nev-
ertheless, there is no problem in Centrists’ skillfully using such names as “ultimate
reality” or “emptiness” for that which is essentially without name. Thus, since
they employ such illustrative designations to point to the ultimately inexpressible
true reality, it cannot be said that they are unable to conventionally express it. The
Eighth Karmapa emphasizes that this is a very subtle and essential point in the
Centrist approach.

What Is the Object of Negation in Centrist Reasonings?

What is refuted through Centrist reasonings? Technically speaking, it is the
notion of some real and intrinsic existence or nature of phenomena. This refers
to the concept that phenomena exist in an independent way, in and by them-
selves. If something does not depend on any other factors extrinsic to it—causes,
conditions, time, or circumstances—for its existence but stays the same no mat-
ter what happens, then it is real in the sense of being unchanging and inde-
pendent. If some phenomenon really were independently existent in its own
right, such independent existence should become even more obvious when it is
analyzed. However, in fact, the opposite is the case. The more we look for an
inherently existing thing, the less we find it. This unfindable real or independ-
ent existence is the direct object of negation that is refuted throughout Centrist
texts, whether it applies to the true existence of a personal self or the inherent exis-
tence of any other phenomenon. On the other hand, whatever is under the influ-
ence of something else and thus originates in interdependence with various
conditions is not ultimately real in the above sense but is just something that
appears and functions on the level of seeming reality. Thus, from the perspective
of their mere appearance and dynamic fluctuation, the entire display of seemingly
“outer” objects, “inner” minds that perceive them, and so on is not the target of
Centrist refutations. Mere illusionlike appearances as such are not the Centrist
objects of negation. As Jhanagarbha’s Distinction between the Two Realities says:
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What has the character of appearance
Is definitely not negated.

It is not appropriate to negate

That which is experienced.

Such aspects as “arising”

Are not what appears.

We negate what is imputed by others,

Such as that [these imputations] are knowable objects in actuality.

Therefore, here it is appropriate

To negate solely such imputations.
Negating what is not an imputation
Is only to harm oneself."”!

First, it makes no sense to negate what are merely temporary appearances,
since there is no way that we could just reason them away. For example, as long
as the eyes of someone with blurred vision are not freed from their defects, mis-
taken visual objects such as floating hairs or double moons will continue to appear
for this person. Likewise, the illusionlike appearances of the six consciousnesses
will not subside as long as the cognitive obscurations and their latent tendencies
that trigger such appearances have not been relinquished, no matter how many
reasonings are flung at these appearances.

Nor is there any need to negate mere appearances, because our afflictions and
sufferings do not originate from them; they originate from our clinging to them
as being real. Just as an illusionist does not cling to the appearance of a handsome
young man that was created by her own power, we will not be bound in cyclic
existence if we are not attached to its appearances despite their seemingly real exis-
tence. On the other hand, just as a naive audience develops desire for this illu-
sory young man, we cling to the reality of fleeting appearances, and our afflictions
increase. If it would work to deliberately negate these mere appearances, then
emptiness would be nothing but utter blank nonexistence. Also, if training in
meditation on emptiness just meant cultivating a total negation in the sense that
nothing exists at all, it would be equivalent to falling into the extreme of extinc-
tion or nihilism.

Thus, it is said that mere appearances as such are not what is refuted in Cen-
trism. However, that it is not possible to negate them has to be taken with a grain
of salt. Initially, through Centrist reasonings in the context of studying and reflect-
ing, the coarser portion of our clinging that takes these illusionlike mere appear-
ances to be real things is eliminated. This stops the manifest clinging to their real
existence. Later, through combining the power of the knowledge gained from
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studying and reflection with the meditative equipoise that is the unity of calm
abiding and superior insight, the undefiled knowledge or “reasoning” that springs
from meditation arises. Once even the latent tendencies for real appearances have
been eradicated in this way, also the subtle portion of the clinging to reality—
which manifests as the appearance of illusionlike mere appearances—becomes
pure like space without any reference points. For example, for someone who suf-
fers from blurred vision and mistakenly clings to the appearance of some black dots
against the background of a white cup, a skilled physician first clarifies that these
dots do not exist by saying, “They only appear because of your disease.” By under-
standing that these dots do not exist, the sick person puts an end to her miscon-
ception of there really being such dots in this cup. Nevertheless, since the cause
for the plain appearance of these dots has not yet been removed, they still appear.
Hence, in order to stop their appearance, the physician has this person take a
potent medicine that eliminates blurred vision altogether. Once the disease has
been removed, the “dots” are just like space without any reference points.

Therefore, as long as seeming appearances have not been put to an end, it is
reasonable to make efforts to eliminate them, such as being heedful with regard
to cause and result while meditating on the emptiness of all phenomena. On the
other hand, within the meditative equipoise of yogic practitioners who see that
all phenomena are free from reference points, there is nothing to be eliminated.
However, without these considerations, to say that it is neither possible nor nec-
essary to negate mere appearances through reasoning may become rather absurd.
For, if one is not able to negate mere appearances, they would then be ultimate
reality, because they are something that withstands analysis and cannot be inval-
idated through reasoning. It would furthermore follow that worldly people can-
not realize true reality, because it is impossible to negate the really existing
phenomena of seeming reality. For, if they cannot be negated through reasoning,
they also cannot be negated or stopped through the path of meditation. And if
they cannot be negated or stopped through either reasoning or the path, there is
no other means to put an end to them.

Thus, Centrist reasonings address the basic tendency of mistaking appearances
as really existing phenomena and a really existing self, including all the ramifica-
tions and implications of such misconceptions. However, when Centrists speak
about “real existence,” this does not mean that “real existence” is some factor or
element that is extrinsic to the phenomena that appear to us. For example, that
visible form lacks real existence does not mean that visible form is empty of some
real existence that is something other than this visible form itself. As The Entrance
into Centrism says:

Since it is its nature,
[Visible] form is empty of [visible] form.
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Sound, smell, taste, tangible objects,
And also phenomena are just like that.?

Candrakirti’s autocommentary explicitly explains this point:

Here, one speaks about emptiness [as the fact] that the eyes and so on
[are empty] of these very eyes and so on. This makes it completely
clear that [this is] the emptiness of a nature, whereas it is not an empti-
ness of one not existing in an other, [such as] “the eye is empty, since
it lacks an inner agent” or “it is empty of the nature of apprehender and
apprehended.”

In brief, to say that form lacks or is empty of real existence means exactly the same
as to say that it lacks a nature or characteristics of its own, that form is empty of
form, or, that form is not different from its emptiness. As The Prajidpiramita
Siitra in Hundred Thousand Lines says:

Subhiti asked: “How should bodhisattvas train to understand that all
phenomena are empty of their own specific characteristics?”

The Blessed One said: “Form should be seen as empty of form, feel-
ing empty of feeling, and so on.”

Subhti asked: “If everything is empty of itself, how does the bod-
hisattvas’” engagement in the perfection of knowledge take place?”

The Blessed One answered: “Such engagement in the perfection of
knowledge is non-engagement.”"*

The Heart Siitra states:

Form is emptiness; emptiness is also form. Emptiness is no other than
form, and form is no other than emptiness.

So what exactly is this notion of real existence? On the objective side, it is
nothing but a vague idea or mental image. When we think or say “I” or “chair,”
these are just terms, but at the same time we seem to sense a more or less vague
something that floats around in our conceptual mind and to which these terms
supposedly correspond.”” Depending on how much we are influenced by certain
views or philosophical systems, these vague conceptual objects may be elaborated
into a more or less sophisticated conceptual construct, such as an eternal soul or
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a real cosmic substance with all its features. However, what is the stuff that these
mental images themselves are made of ? As long as we do not look too closely at
our notions, such as “I” and “chair,” they seem to exist and function in a way that
feels very natural and real. We might just say, “Of course, I know who I am and
what a chair is, and now I will sit down on one.” However, as soon as we try to
pinpoint—or even analyze—these notions, they become extremely elusive. In
fact, the more we look at the ideas that seem to drift through our mind and try
to identify them, the less we can find them. This is not because we are not search-
ing properly but simply due to them being the imaginary phantoms that they are.

So we might wonder what good it will do us to refute such phantom ideas. In
fact, these figments of our imagination are not the actual problem to be remedied.
They are just the objects of negation as they are identified and set up in the for-
mulations of Centrist reasonings. The actual problem that causes us suffering—
and the real target of Centrist reasoning—is the subjective side of these
imaginations: the fact that we take them to be real, cling to them, and behave as
if we and the world around us existed in a way that exactly corresponds to their
appearance. Therefore, the way in which Centrist reasonings touch upon our
experience is that they indirectly undermine our subjective clinging to the fixed
ideas of a real self and real phenomena by directly demonstrating that there is
nothing to which these really refer and nothing that corresponds to them. There-
fore, it is crucial to see that Centrist reasoning does not mean just shooting at
some dead concepts while leaving our direct, living experience of ourselves and
others completely untouched. When they are investigated, it becomes clear that
our mistaken notions are rootless and baseless. Thus, none of them has ever
existed as an object in the first place. However, as long as we take them for
granted as real objects, our subjective holding on to them will lead to all the well-
known consequences. The only way to let go of them from the side of the expe-
riencer is to realize that there is nothing on the object side that would justify our
grasping, just like realizing that a tree in the dark is not a monster.

When we analyze the term “object of negation” in Centrist reasoning, it is
obvious that the two types of identity or “real existence” do not exist as actual
objects to be negated. They are mere imputations or fictions, since the existence
of a permanent, singular, and independent personal identity within the range of
all phenomena is impossible. Any other entity that is really established through
an intrinsic nature of its own is equally impossible. Since there is thus no actual
object of negation on the objective side, there never was or will be anything to
be relinquished there. Hence, on the objective side, the object of negation of rea-
soning is just something that is conceptually imagined by a mistaken cognition,
while it does not exist as an object of any unmistaken cognition. For example,
from the perspective of a conceptual consciousness that misapprehends a twisted
tree in the dark as a monster, a mere imagination of a monster appears. This
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imagined conceptual object does not itself exist as a monster, nor does it refer to
an actual monster out there. However, without our thoughts erroneously setting
up this wrong conceptual object of a monster, subjectively, the ensuing mental
states of clinging to the existence of this imagined monster and becoming afraid
of it would never arise. This is something that is established for everyone in the
world by direct experience.

The same relation between conceptual objects and subjects applies to reason-
ing. On the conventional level, one may set up the proof that “sound is imper-
manent, because it is produced by causes and conditions.” Here, the opposite of
what is to be affirmed or proven—"sound is impermanent”—is the object of
negation of reasoning, that is, “sound is permanent.” This wrong concept “sound
is permanent” exists as a phenomenon that is imputed by the corresponding mis-
taken conceptual consciousness that takes it as its object. However, this concept
does not exist as an object of any unmistaken cognition. Therefore, Nagarjuna
said that, on the level of no analysis, all elements of the triad of the object of
negation, the means of negation, and the act of negating are presented in mutual
dependence. When analyzed, however, there is utter freedom from these three
mental reference points. Thus, in the Centrist system, all objects of both nega-
tion and affirmation are merely imputedly existent and not substantially exis-
tent,”® nor are they existent in any other real way. If the object of negation of
reasoning were not something that is merely imputed, this would contradict the
fact that it cannot be found when searched for.

On the subjective side, when it is said that the actual object of negation of the
two identitylessnesses is the clinging to these identities, this does not literally
mean that this mistaken cognition itself can be negated or annihilated. Rather,
when the term “object of negation” is used with regard to the subjective side of
our wrong notions, it is just a technical term that indicates that it is nothing but
our habitual grasping to reference points that we have to let go. Of course, from
the Centrist point of view, this grasping itself is not something real either. How-
ever, in a dualistic mind, as long as there is the mistaken notion of a certain
object, there will also be the notion of its subject. Only by realizing that the
object is illusory can the subject that holds on to it dissolve naturally. On the
other hand, if there were any object of negation that is not just an imputation but
is established as a really existing entity, we would not be able to negate or relin-
quish it, no matter how we tried. For it is impossible to negate or eliminate some-
thing that actually exists or, for that matter, prove the existence of something that
does not exist in the slightest.

Thus, for Buddhist reasoning and meditation to be soteriologically efficient,
we must understand that their actual target is not found on the objective level in
the form of a real personal or phenomenal identity. Rather, the actual impact of
study, reflection, and meditation always lies on the subjective level. This means
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that we first uncover and then undermine all the largely unconscious and instinc-
tive forms of grasping at the two identities in order to let go of them and enable
our mind to rest relaxed in its own natural ease.

In more technical terms, in the context of the knowledge gained through study
and reflection, the actual object of negation of reasoning is the instinctive mistaken
mode of cognition that, based on our fundamental unawareness, imagines the
two kinds of identity (personal and phenomenal) and takes them to be really exis-
tent. This very tendency to reify where there is nothing to be reified is also what
we have to release in our meditation practice. Thus, it is also the object of nega-
tion of the path of yogic valid perception that arises from meditation. In this way,
our innate clinging to personal and phenomenal identities is the actual object of
negation through both reasoning and the path. The Entrance into Centrism says:

First, we cling to our self, saying “me,”
Then we develop attachment to things, saying “this is mine.”

Through mentally seeing that afflictions and mistakes without exception
Originate from the views about a real personality

And realizing that the self is the object of these [views],

Yogic practitioners negate a self.”’

Thus, Centrist reasonings primarily work on the experiencing and clinging
mind. Consequently, the way to evaluate their effectiveness is to look at what hap-
pens to this mind in terms of becoming more flexible and relaxed both during the
reasoning process up through gaining incontrovertible certainty and while famil-
iarizing oneself with this certainty in meditation.

The Status of Valid Cognition in Centrism

In general, the Buddhist teachings on valid cognition as systematized by Dignaga
and Dharmakirti assert two types of valid cognition: perceptual valid cognition
and inferential valid cognition. These are commonly accepted as undeceiving
and reliable means of knowledge. To Centrists, though, just like any other phe-
nomena, they are not exceptions to being empty of a nature of their own. Con-
sequently, all epistemological means and logical techniques are denied the status
of true validity or reality. They only serve as illusory remedies for illusory delu-
sions and in fact are not any different in nature from the delusions that they help
to overcome. As Atisa’s Entrance into the Two Realities cleatly says:

Perceptual and inferential cognition—
These two are accepted by Buddhists.
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Only narrow-minded fools say
That emptiness is realized by these two.

Perceptual and inferential cognition are useless.
It is just for the sake of refuting non-Buddhist opponents
That the learned ones have promoted them.

The learned master Bhavya said

That the scriptures are clear about

[The ultimate] being realized neither through
Conceptual nor nonconceptual consciousnesses.”’*

In his Rebuttal of Objections, Nagarjuna invalidates the standard objections to
the Centrist approach and elucidates the nature of its dialectic approach. He

denies the notion of valid cognition altogether:

If your objects
Are well established through valid cognitions,
Tell us how you establish

These valid cognitions.

If you think they are established through other valid cognitions,
There is an infinite regress.

Then, the first one is not established,

Nor are the middle ones, nor the last.

If these [valid cognitions] are established even without valid cognition,
What you say is ruined.
In that case, there is an inconsistency,

And you ought to provide an argument for this distinction.”

His autocommentary on these verses first describes the position of others: “The
objects to be validated are established through valid cognitions. Just like these
objects to be validated, the validating cognitions themselves are established through
other valid cognitions.” Nagarjuna argues that such a process of validating these

validating cognitions would never be finished, since each one that is supposed to

validate the preceding one in turn needs another one to validate itself. Thus, one

would never even get close to validating the actual objects to be validated. On the
other hand, someone might think, “These valid cognitions are established even
without other valid cognitions, since they establish the objects to be validated.”
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This statement, however, contradicts and thus ruins the claim that “valid cogni-
tions establish their objects.” For there is the internal inconsistency that certain
objects would be established through valid cognition, while others—the valid
cognitions themselves—would not. To account for such inconsistency, a further
argument would have to be provided; that is, there would need to be a reason that
only some objects are established through valid cognition. Since nobody is able
to come up with such a reason, this latter position is untenable too.

Nagarjuna further argues that if valid cognition were established as valid cog-
nition through itself alone, it would not be dependent on anything else, not even
on its own object to be validated. So, of what would it be a valid cognition? It
basically would be a consciousness that is not conscious of anything, which by
definition is impossible. On the other hand, if valid cognition is established
through its object to be validated, how is this object established in the first place?
If it is already established before and without valid cognition, what need is there
for any further cognition to validate it? Furthermore, if valid cognition estab-
lishes the object to be validated and the object in turn establishes what valid cog-
nition is, then neither of them is really established as such. They are just mutually
dependent. One might think that this is just like a child being produced by its
father and the father being made into a father through his child. In that case,
though, what is produced by what? It is not possible that the same thing is both
the cause and the result of something else.

Thus, valid cognitions are neither really established through themselves alone,
nor through other valid cognitions, nor through their objects to be validated,
nor through mutual production, and also not without any cause at all.*"
Some opponents try to turn the tables on Nagarjuna:

“If a nature of all entities

Does not exist in any of them,
Your words are also without nature
And cannot refute a nature.

However, if these words have a nature,

Your earlier claim is ruined.

As there is such inconsistency,

You should provide an argument for this distinction.”

and

“Arguments are not established,

Because they are without nature, so where is your argument?
Once the absence of a reason is established,

Your point cannot be proven.
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If, however, the rejection of a nature were established
Even without your having an argument [for this],
Then it is also established that there is a nature

Even though we do not have an argument [for it].

However, if arguments exist, it is unjustified
That entities are without nature.
Nowhere is there any entity to be found

That is without nature.”?

Nagarjuna’s ultimate answer is as follows:

My words are without nature.

Therefore, my thesis is not ruined.

Since there is no inconsistency,

I do not have to state an argument for a distinction.*

Nagarjuna readily agrees that his words—just like all other things—are also
empty, without a nature of their own. Therefore, his own “thesis” that “all enti-
ties are without nature” is not ruined, since it is also empty and there are no non-
empty—that is, really existing—words to establish it.*** He never said that his
words are not empty while all other things are empty. So there is no difference
between theses or words and any other things in that they all lack any intrinsic
nature. Therefore, Nagarjuna does not have to distinguish between empty things
on the one hand and “real” words to prove a “true” thesis on the other. However,
this categorical answer seems to render Centrism itself completely obsolete, since
it eliminates any possible ground for engaging in the process of reasoning alto-
gether. If everything is empty—including the means to come to this conclu-
sion—any use of arguments seems to be utterly pointless, since there is nothing
to be affirmed or negated and nothing that could affirm or negate anything.

So is this the final word in Centrism? Ultimately speaking, yes, but in terms
of the path, Centrists indeed bother to employ natureless reasonings to take
care of our natureless ignorance that otherwise would result in natureless suf-
fering for natureless sentient beings. The only reason they do so is to help us real-
ize that things have no nature. Usually, logic and reasoning are employed to
establish and defend certain positions or reference points to which a certain
reality is ascribed. However, Centrist reasonings are not refutations in the sense
of rejecting an opponent’s view and promoting one’s own view instead. The
Centrists’ whole point is to dissolve our already existent reference points and the
clinging to them. They definitely do not try to provide new views or reference
points to which to cling. This is precisely what they are very careful to avoid.
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Thus, their use of logic and reasoning is a critique of reasoning through rea-
soning itself.

To be consequent in eliminating all views without exception, this same prin-
ciple must be applied equally to all types of mistakenness and clinging that are
entertained by both oneself and others. However, it is not only a matter of being
consequent. More important, the main purpose in dissolving all systems and ref-
erence points, including one’s own, is to bring about liberation from clinging to
really existing things, which is what ties beings down in cyclic existence. For how
could the deconstruction of all views be helpful in any other way than to eradi-
cate and prevent this same basic mistake of reification that we all constantly make
and that causes us to suffer?

If both what is refuted and what refutes are without a nature, this naturally
begs the question of how such empty reasonings could be effective in any way.
Nagarjuna answers:

Just as one magical creation may be annihilated by an[other] magical
creation

And one illusory person by another person

Produced by an illusionist,

This negation is the same.*

The audience watching a magic show or a movie may experience one illusory
being killing another. However, both the being that appears to be the killer and
the one that is killed are empty; they are not really existent. Likewise, in the con-
text of seeming reality, it is justified that the empty and illusory words of
Nagarjuna’s negations can negate or cancel out an illusory assumed nature of all
things, thus arriving at the conclusion that all things are empty. Therefore, Cen-
trists employ reasoning and such as expedient tools in their discourses only inas-
much as these tools have a certain effectiveness as illusory remedies against illusory
fixed ideas. In other words, an illusionlike thesis may be deconstructed by an
illusionlike refutation, since the latter has some conventional remedial power
within the framework of seeming reality that appears due to fundamental igno-
rance. Santideva sets up the question and then addresses this issue:

“If valid cognition is not valid cognition,
Isn’t what is validated by it delusive?

In actuality, the emptiness of entities

Is therefore unjustified.”

Without referring to an imputed entity,
One cannot apprehend the lack of this entity.
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Therefore, the lack of a delusive entity
Is clearly delusive [too].

Thus, when one’s son dies in a dream,
The conception “He does not exist”
Removes the thought that he does exist,
But it is also delusive.*¢

Here an opponent objects that if there is no valid cognition, there can also be
no object that is validated or found by it. Since all Centrist reasonings are sup-
posed to point to emptiness, emptiness—as the outcome of such invalid reason-
ings—equally cannot be established as valid. Ultimately, Santideva and all
Centrists simply agree with this, since there is nothing to be found, established,
or negated and also nothing to be validated or invalidated. It is precisely this
actuality that is called emptiness. As for the term “emptiness” itself, it is part of
the means that assist in the realization of this actuality on the seeming level. One
reason is that the negation of something has to depend on a preceding notion of
the existence of this given something. For example, one cannot speak or think
about the nonexistence of a table without having the notion of a table in the first
place. Another reason is that communication and conceptual understanding have
to rely on conventional notions or terms—which are always imputations—in
order to be capable of pointing out what they refer to. For example, if one does
not rely on the conventional term or notion of “space,” one is not able to under-
stand what it refers to, that is, the absence of things. Thus, without employing
the mere imputation of “emptiness” (nominal emptiness), one is not able to
apprehend what it points to (nonnominal emptiness): the actual experience that
all imputations (including the one of emptiness) do not exist.

Here, Santideva’s point is that existence and nonexistence can negate each
other even if they are both dreamlike. For example, in a dream in which one’s
child has been born and then dies, there is definitely no difference between the
child’s birth and its death inasmuch as both are unreal dream appearances. Still,
because of the experience in the dream that the child is born, the thought “My
child exists” arises. When it then appears to die, the dreamer thinks, “My child
has died and does not exist anymore.” In the context of such a dream, this latter
thought has the capacity to remove the eatlier notion that “my child exists.”
However, since both the existence and the nonexistence of this child are equal in
being dream appearances, they are alike in being delusive. Likewise, the lack of
a nature applies to both what negates and what is negated.

In order to counteract the clinging to existence, the approach of negating exis-
tence with nonexistence is useful despite the temporary danger of clinging to
emptiness as being mere nonexistence. Sentient beings wander in cyclic existence
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because they cling to the reality of delusive things that are mere appearances.
Therefore, the understanding that these very appearances are unreal and illu-
sionlike may surely serve as a provisional remedy for their clinging to real things.
However, the imputation of the nonexistence of such delusive appearances—
“emptiness’—is clearly delusive too. Hence, applying the notion of emptiness is
nothing more than engaging in a particular (more subtle) reification, that is,
apprehending emptiness, as the remedy for another (coarser) reification: con-
ceiving of things as real. Still, the overall result of this process is an increase in wis-
dom. Thus, in his Entrance into Centrism, Candrakirti also illustrates it through
a positive example:

Though [the reflection of one’s face in a mirror] is not real, it is there for
the purpose of beautifying this face.

Likewise, also here, our arguments are seen

To have the capacity of cleansing the face of knowledge.

It is to be understood that what is to be proven is realized even through
[arguments] that lack justification.*”

The Eighth Karmapa comments that the reflection of one’s face that appears
in a mirror is not real in the sense of actually being one’s face. Still, on the level
of no analysis, this reflection appears and may serve as a support for beautifying
one’s face, by shaving or putting on makeup. The same applies in the context of
negating the assertions of the world through reasons that are acknowledged by
others. It becomes evident to other disputants that Centrist arguments have the
capacity of cleansing the stains of ignorance from the face of knowledge. This
means that, from the perspective of these people, Centrist invalidations, such as
“being empty by nature,” possess the power to invalidate what is to be invalidated
and to prove what is to be proven. One should understand that what is to be
proven is realized even through arguments that are just acknowledged by others,
while lacking any justification through the three modes of a reason that are estab-
lished by their nature.

In his Rebuttal of Objections, Nagarjuna presents a counterargument and then
refutes it:

“If what lacks a nature

Could stop what lacks a nature,

Then what lacks a nature would cease
And a nature become established.”

If [you say that only] existents can be negated,
Is emptiness then not well established?
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For you negate the nonexistence
Of a nature of entities.

As for the emptiness that you negate,

If this emptiness is nonexistent,

Does that not ruin your statement

That [only] “existents can be negated?”**

His autocommentary says that, in Centrism, what is negated through words
that lack a nature is a nature of entities. If it were the lack of a nature of entities that
is negated through words that lack a nature, then entities would indeed become
something that has a nature, because what lacks a nature has been negated. Since
they thus became something that has a nature, they would not be empty. How-
ever, this is not what Nagarjuna says: He states that entities @7¢ empty—that is,
they lack a nature—and does not claim that they are nonempty.*®

Furthermore, what the above counterargument by some opponents implies is
that one can only negate something that exists and not something that does not
exist—that lacks a nature. However, at the same time, these very people try to
negate emptiness, stating that a nature of all entities does not exist. In other
words, they say that emptiness does not exist. However, if emptiness—their
object of negation—does not exist, then their statement that one can only negate
what exists and not what does not exist is wrong. Or, if this statement is correct,
since they negate a nonexistent—emptiness—this nonexistent emptiness must
then be something existent, because negating a nonexistent results in an existent.
And if emptiness exists, this amounts to establishing that a nature of all entities
does not exist. At first glance quite impenetrable, these verses just show the strin-
gency with which Nagarjuna evaporates all possibilities of grasping at a reference
point. On top of that, he demonstrates that any attempt at finding a flaw in
emptiness is inevitably flung back onto one’s own grasping for something really
existent, just like a boomerang.

Finally, Nagarjuna says that, actually, there is neither something to be negated
nor any words or persons to negate it, since all things are equally unreal and
empty. Thus, in Centrist reasoning, there is never any negation happening. It is
only from the perspective of others who cling to the real existence of things that
it seems as if these things were negated. Consequently, Centrist reasonings do not
annihilate previously existing things; they just elucidate that these things did not
really exist in the first place.

I do not negate anything

And there is also nothing to be negated.
Therefore, it is you who slander me

By saying, “You negate.”
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To say that the words of a negation

Work even without existing words

Makes one understand that words do not exist,
But it does not serve to eradicate them.*’

The words “all entities lack a nature” are not the cause that makes things lack
a nature. Rather, they serve as a means to help those who do not know that enti-
ties lack a nature realize this fact. For example, this is comparable to when some-
one says, “Devadatta is at home,” while Devadatta is in fact not at home. Others
who know better might then correct this person by saying, “No, Devadatta is not
at home.” Obviously, these words do not cause Devadatta to be not at home; all
they do is to point to his absence.”!

Since words, concepts, logic, and reasoning are mere imaginary imputations
and do not represent any real world apart from such imputations either, ulti-
mately what is there to be refuted and what to be implied? Words and reasonings
neither really exist in themselves nor relate to anything real as their referent
objects. Thus, Centrists do not feel obliged to believe in the real existence of the
reasonings and methods that they use, nor in their intrinsic power and validity.
In terms of the view, Centrists use seeming reality in general and reasoning,
words, and concepts in particular in a way that is completely noncommittal.**
Consequently, in his Lucid Words, Candrakirti says that, unlike some people
with sticks and lassos, words do not overpower their speaker. Also, the refutation
of something through a nonimplicative negation does not imply its opposite (or
anything else, for that matter). So if nothing is implied in a nonimplicative nega-
tion and others still insist that it must imply the opposite of what was negated,
it is like when a shopkeeper says that there is nothing to be sold and a customer
requests, “Then please sell me this nothing.” Thus, to negate that things arise
from themselves does not imply that they arise from something other, both, or
neither, for they simply do not really arise at all. Negations as they are used by
Centrists have to be understood in the practical context of removing errors and
wrong ideas. They function as “disillusionment” in the most literal sense. Thus,
Centrist negations are negations of judgment altogether and not just another
judgment. It is as when we say, “I clean up the dirt on the floor.” By this state-
ment, we mean nothing but the removal of dirt from the floor. It does not imply
that we afterward find a thing called “dirtlessness” on the floor instead.

What is our starting point to evaluate phenomena when using Centrist rea-
sonings in order to realize emptiness? Are phenomena declared to be emptiness
because they do not measure up to an ultimate and given true reality? Or do we
just examine phenomena from their own side to realize that they are inconsistent,
fluctuating, and without a true core, which may open our eyes to discovering
their emptiness? From the Centrist point of view, the only way to truly go beyond
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delusive appearances is to start by taking a closer look at the very appearances of
everyday seeming reality that are right in front of our noses, and not to try to com-
pare them with some more or less speculative ultimate reality. Such a comparison
must necessarily fail, because any “ultimate reality” that we could conjure up
within the limits of our essentially dualistic mental framework could only be just
another reference point within this very framework. In other words, there is no
way that we could transcend the net of duality by adding another sophisticated
knot to it. This is the main reason Centrists are so adamant about not giving us
anything to hold on to in terms of ultimate reality. As they keep saying, ultimate
reality can only be realized through seeing that seeming phenomena are not what
we take them to be. Thus, when we employ Centrist reasoning on the path, we
have to proceed from how things seem to be to how they actually are and not the
other way around, that is, by trying to look at things from the perspective of some
imputed ultimate reality. In other words, the Centrist approach starts with what
is right in front of our eyes and not with some ultimate castle in the sky.

As mentioned earlier, this approach necessarily implies that at the end of the
process of analysis and deconstruction, our wrong ideas and their remedies must
both dissolve naturally, without our having to apply further remedies for the
remedies. From the perspective of the ultimate true nature of phenomena, prob-
lems and antidotes are both expressions of the fundamental ignorance that
obscures this nature. Only when both afflictive and remedial ignorance have sub-
sided is there the possibility of an unobstructed view of what is pointed to
through Centrist analysis. Santideva explains this by excluding an infinite regress
of analysis:

If what has been analyzed

Is analyzed through further analysis,

There is no end to it,

Because that analysis would be analyzed too.

Once what had to be analyzed has been analyzed,
The analysis has no basis left.
Since there is no basis, it does not continue.

This is expressed as nirvana.”?

If one Centrist analysis had to be analyzed by another analysis, it would fol-
low that there is no end to analysis, because the analysis of the first analysis would
have to be analyzed again by a third one and so on. However, this is not how Cen-
trist reasoning works. Rather, prajfia is the means that analyzes the mistaken
ideas that have to be analyzed, and it does so in such a way that gradually they
are all addressed. Once these wrong ideas have been thoroughly analyzed by
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prajiia and are incontrovertibly seen to be mistaken, they dissolve. As soon as
they disappear, the purpose of the analysis is fulfilled, and thus the analysis itself
will also subside on its own. Therefore, it is nothing more than a specific analy-
sis for a specific purpose. Apart from that, neither mistaken ideas nor their analy-
sis have any special basis or nature. Since there is no purpose left for such analysis,
once its specific task has been accomplished, it does not continue after the mis-
taken idea in question has been put to an end. The analysis stops on its own, just
as a fire dies down as soon as the firewood has burned up. Once all clinging in
terms of superimposition and denial has come to an end in this way, nothing but
the empty and luminous nature of the mind in which there is nothing to be
removed or to be added is laid bare as the fundamental state of all phenomena.
This is said to be primordial nirvana.

However, if one were to continue with remedial analysis even at the point
when its specific target has already dissolved, then the remedy itself would become
the problem. For example, once we have overcome an infection through the help
of antibiotics, we do not continue to apply this remedy. Not only would it be use-
less, but it would cause further health problems. In his Fundamental Verses,
Nagarjuna explicitly warns against wrong views about emptiness and clinging to
them, be it in terms of existence, nonexistence, permanence, or extinction:

By the flaw of having views about emptiness,
Those of little understanding are ruined,

Just as when incorrectly seizing a snake

Or mistakenly practicing an awareness-mantra.*

In his Lucid Words, Candrakirti comments on this:

If one thinks, “Everything is empty, which means that everything does
not exist,” this is a wrong view. . . . On the other hand, one may wish
not to deny all [phenomena]. Then, however, no matter in which way
one may have focused on these entities, how should they become
emptiness? Hence, to say that “the meaning of emptiness is not the

745 is definitely a rejection of emptiness.

meaning of lacking a nature
Having rejected it in this way, due to the [ensuing] karmic [result] of

being deprived of the dharma, one will go to the lower realms.®*

The most common charge against Centrism and its way of using reasoning was
and is the accusation of outright nihilism. In The Sittra of the Arrival in Larika,
the Buddha himself prophesied that, in the future, those who cling to speaking
in terms of existence or nonexistence will deprecate as nihilists those who say
that all phenomena lack arising. However, such a charge completely disregards
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the fact that Centrism as a spiritual path is a comprehensive set of methods with
a soteriological purpose. It is clearly intended as a means to attain perfect Bud-
dhahood for the welfare of all sentient beings through the compassionate moti-
vation and practice of a bodhisattva. Obviously, nothing is farther from nihilism.
Nagarjuna’s Commentary on the Mind of Enlightenment emphasizes not only the
ultimate type of the mind of enlightenment but equally the importance of the
conventional kind:

Support [sentient beings] with all things
And protect them like your own body.

Make all efforts to avoid
Lack of affection for sentient beings.*”

Even when not taking this motivation into account, in terms of the correct
view, Centrist masters always make sure to negate the nihilistic position that
nothing at all exists. Also, they explicitly and repeatedly explain why the charge
of nihilism does not apply to them. This is evident from Candrakirti’s above
comment and also from further verses from The Commentary on the Mind of
Enlightenment.

To express emptiness as the nature [of entities]
Is not to say that anything becomes extinguished.

Those who know that entities are empty
And then rely on karma and its results
Are more wonderful than wonderful,
More amazing than amazing.

In this way, through body, speech, and mind,
They always promote the welfare of sentient beings.
What they advocate is emptiness,

But not the contentions of extinction.**®

In his Fundamental Verses, Nagarjuna presents other Buddhists attacks against
him for denying the Buddha’s own teachings on causality, karma, and the four
realities of the noble ones:

“If all of this is empty,
There is no origination and no cessation.
Then it follows that the four realities of the noble ones

Do not exist for you.””
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He answers by turning the tables on them:

If you entertain the view

That entities exist due to their nature,
Then you view entities

As lacking causes and conditions.

Then cause and result,

Agents, actions, and their objects,
Arising and ceasing,

As well as any effect are invalidated.

If all of this were nonempty,
There would be no origination and no cessation.
It would follow that the four realities of the noble ones

Do not exist for you.”™

Thus, it is precisely this notion of real and independently existent things that
excludes the existence of any causes that could give rise to such things as well as
any results that these things could produce. For, by definition, independently
existent phenomena cannot be affected by anything, nor can they themselves
affect anything. Thus, it is rather for those people who grasp at a real nature of
phenomena that the four realities of the noble ones and the interdependent flow
of causality are impossible. Candrakirti’s Lucid Words concords:

Here, it is said, “If you thus present entities as being without nature,
this would eliminate all such statements by the Blessed One as “The
ripening of the actions that one has performed will be experienced by
oneself.” It would also deny actions and their results. Therefore, you are
the chief of nihilists.” We are not nihilists. By refuting both the pro-
ponents of existence and of nonexistence, we illuminate the path that
is without these two [extremes] and leads to the city of nirvana. We
also do not say that actions, agents, and results and such do not exist.
“So what do you say then?” We say that they are without nature. One
might think, “This is fallacious, since actions and agents are not justi-
fied with respect to what is without nature.” This is not the case either,
because it is only among [phenomena] that have a nature that actions
are not seen. [In fact,] actions are only seen among what is without
nature.”

As we have seen, also Santideva excludes the notion of utter nonexistence:



212

The Center of the Sunlit Sky

Once this “utter nonexistence”—

The entity to be determined—cannot be observed,
How should a nonentity without a basis

Remain before the mind?>®

Moreover, Centrists do not deny conventionalities, seeming reality, or mere
appearances, since the only target of their reasonings is the cause for suffering. As

Santideva says:

How something is seen, heard, or known
Is not what is negated here.
Rather, the object of refutation

Is the cause for suffering, which is the conception of realicy.”®

Nagarjuna’s Commentary on the Mind of Enlightenment states:

Through explaining true reality as it is,
The seeming does not become disrupted.
Unlike the seeming,

True reality is not observable.”

The Rebuttal of Objections adds:

However, we do not say
That we do not accept conventions.”

His autocommentary states that Centrists do not just explain “all entities are
empty” without accepting and relying on conventional reality.”*® Candrakirti’s
Lucid Words agrees:

Since some people are not skilled in seeming and ultimate reality, by
engaging in justifications that end up being unreasonable, they destroy
[seeming reality]. Since we are skilled in presenting seeming reality, we
stay within worldly positions. In order to eliminate certain worldly
positions, we just negate certain justifications that are set up [by our
opponents] through other justifications. Like the elders of the world,
we only refute those of you who deviate from worldly standards, but
not the seeming [itself].””

Just like someone who wishes [to drink] water [needs] a container,
first one should doubtlessly accept the seeming as it is.®
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The main reason for needing such a container is that without relying on and using
conventional reality, dharma cannot be taught. The Fundamental Verses says:

Without reliance on conventions,
The ultimate cannot be taught.
Without realization of the ultimate,
Nirvana will not be attained.””

Nagarjuna indeed relied on conventions and seeming reality to a great degree
in order to teach people, as is amply proven by many of his other texts in which
he describes the path of bodhisattvas or gives practical advice to various persons,
ranging from ordinary people to kings.”® The same goes for Santideva: chapters
one to eight of his Entrance to the Bodhisattva’s Way of Life are a guidebook for
the seeming reality of practitioners of the great vehicle, and his other main text—
The Compendium of Training—goes into many practical details of applying the
teachings.

In his Jewel Lamp of Centrism, Bhavaviveka quotes Aryadeva with the prag-
matic advice to avoid nihilism in any case in order to be on the safe side in terms
of potential negative karmic results:

Even if they doubt that there are lifetimes beyond this one,
Wise people avoid evil actions.

If there are no [future lifetimes], there is simply nothing,
But in case there are, give up nihilism!™"!

Bhavaviveka continues by saying that the chain of the appearances of seeming
reality is illusionlike. None of it exists for nonconceptual wisdom or the knowl-
edge that realizes ultimate reality. Trying to validate seeming appearances is like
asking whether space is broad or narrow, big or small, fragrant or stinking, sweet
or sour, soft or rough. Or it is like pondering the shape and color of the horns of
a rabbit. As far as true Centrists are concerned, such “things” cannot be experi-
enced, cognized, or validated.””? Centrists merely point to the fact that all these
seeming appearances lack any real existence. So how could they be called nihilists?
This is like calling someone a nihilist who points to an empty room and says,
“There is no furniture here.”

In his Lucid Words, Candrakirti explains that to see emptiness as nonexistence
means not to understand Centrism:

What you apprehend [as emptiness] is not what we state as the mean-
ing of emptiness in this treatise. Since you do not understand the
meaning of emptiness, you neither understand emptiness itself nor the
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purpose of emptiness. Therefore, through not understanding the actual
mode of entities’ own nature, you say a lot of unreasonable things that
are not related to our explanations. So what is the purpose of empti-
ness? It is explained in the examination of identity [in 7The Funda-
mental Verses):

Liberation [is attained] through the exhaustion of karma and
afflictions.

Karma and afflictions [come] from conceptions,

And these [result] from discursiveness.

Discursiveness is halted through emptiness.’*

Therefore, emptiness is taught in order to completely pacify all dis-
cursiveness without exception. So if the purpose of emptiness is the
complete peace of all discursiveness and you just increase the web of
discursiveness by thinking that the meaning of emptiness is nonexis-
tence, you do not realize the purpose of emptiness [at all].”"

Nagarjuna finishes his Rebuttal of Objections by saying:

For those for whom emptiness is possible,
Everything is possible.

For those for whom emptiness is not possible,
Nothing is possible.

I prostrate to the incomparable Buddha
Who has perfectly declared
That emptiness, dependent origination,

And the middle path are one in meaning.’"

Equating emptiness, dependent origination, and the middle path refers to the
unity of seeming reality and ultimate reality. All seeming phenomena appear as
dependent origination through various causes and conditions, while all of them
are empty of any real and independent existence. This is nothing other than the
middle path of not falling into the extremes of permanence and extinction.

In general, it may be an appropriate and fruitful approach to use epistemology,
logic, and reasoning in order to accomplish certain goals in everyday life and the
sciences. However, all of this happens only from the perspective of ordinary
beings whose worldviews and experiences are distorted by fundamental igno-
rance about the true nature of phenomena. The Centrist approach is to eventu-
ally step out of this playground altogether; it is a completely different ball game,
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so to speak. This means that the typical four-cornered logical analysis of Centrism
is the deliberate stepping-stone to go beyond the square playground drawn by the
limitations of dualistic mind. In this way, thoroughgoing negations from many
angles lead to the utter collapse of our conceptual efforts to keep our world
together. At some point, conceptual grasping becomes literally exhausted and
another dimension of seeing the world may open up. To realize emptiness is not
only the negation of thought or grasping, but it is the experience of prajfia or non-
dual wisdom beholding the universe outside of our dualistic playground.

Usually, we like to think of ourselves as critical, modern persons who do not
just believe in things unquestioningly. However, when it comes to “the facts of
life,” experientially, what we really believe in is what we are used to: our sense per-
ceptions, our thoughts, and our feelings. This clearly shows in how we behave
toward the world. From this point of view, we actually are very conservative in
that we just rely on our limited, dualistic outlook. The only other source of infor-
mation about the world that we tend to take for granted is modern science.
Although we have never seen things such as subatomic particles or complicated
biochemical processes, if scientific experts tell us about them, we think they
must be true. On the other hand, if the Buddha and other enlightened masters—
as the experts in mind science—tell us about karma, past and future lives, bud-
dha realms or emptiness, we are rather skeptical.

Why do we so easily believe in what modern science says but find it so diffi-
cult to believe in the much older science of mind? Why do we listen to modern
experts and have a hard time listening to the Buddha or Centrists? We usually just
follow the habitual tendencies of our minds, which are mainly oriented toward
the outside world and hardly ever look inside. Maybe we do not want to grant
that the Buddhist experts in mental science know their job as well as modern sci-
entists know theirs. However, we might at least try to muster a bit more open-
ness to consider what they say and not dismiss their findings right away as
“unrealistic,” “soft evidence,” and the like. This alone would loosen up our rigid
view of the world and ourselves tremendously. Let’s call it “training in openness
to the unexpected and unfamiliar.”

As for the issues of valid cognition and reasoning, all of them only make sense
as long as they are displayed in a framework whose foundation is the notion of
really existing things that actually perform functions according to certain accepted
principles. In particular, logical rules solely apply for those who buy into such
notions. These rules can be considered as structures or laws to organize and focus
our thoughts, but in themselves they say nothing about the relation of these
thoughts to reality. In addition, various philosophers, scientists, and ordinary
people do not even agree on a single set of rules or principles that determine such
things as valid cognition or valid reasoning and agree even less on the definition
of reality. More important, however, there is no way to establish the validity of
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knowledge through any criteria that are cither intrinsic or extrinsic to this very
knowledge itself. As said before, if valid cognition were justified through itself or
through other valid cognitions, there is an infinite regress. And if it were justi-
fied through something other than valid cognition, how is this other thing vali-
dated?

Thus, we have to distinguish clearly between the investigation of objects
(whether in everyday life or in science) on the one hand and the scrutiny of the
fundamental principles or presuppositions of how we know and what we know
on the other. From the Centrist point of view, the first is expedient and the lat-
ter is the key to liberation. All empirical knowledge in the world works through
these presuppositions of knowing that derive from ignorance about the actual
nature of phenomena. It is in this sense that such knowledge as well as the ways
in which it cognizes its objects are only a seeming reality.

On the other hand, the critical dialectics of Centrism is not at all a knowledge
about seeming reality. Rather, it uncovers and invalidates the very presuppositions
of seeming knowledge by getting at their root: our fundamental clinging to ref-
erence points. Therefore, the value of the Centrist critique can never lie in its con-
sistency as a system of thought or in any kind of secular utility. Rather, it is
geared toward a clear awareness of mind’s nature and a spiritual freedom that pre-
cisely consists in dropping all these presuppositions and reference points that
function as our bondage in cyclic existence. It is a process of unveiling what is pri-
mordially unveiled. Thus, it does not at all deny true reality but serves to free it
from all the restrictions of our dualistic grasping at reference points.

The crux of Centrism is that it is only possible to get to such freedom by ini-
tially employing these very reference points in order to go beyond them. At least
to some degree, this approach inevitably involves language and concepts, which
by definition cannot go beyond being merely instruments for expressing seem-
ing reality. So the Centrist approach has no choice but to work with language and
concepts in order to point to something that is inexpressible through either of
them. As Culler puts it:

[D]econstruction’s procedure is called “sawing off the branch on which
one is sitting.” . . . One can and may continue to sit on a branch while
sawing it. There is no physical or moral obstacle, if one is willing to risk
the consequences. The question then becomes whether one will succed
in sawing it clear through, and where and how one mightland. . . . If
“sawing off the branch on which one is sitting” seems foolhardy to
men of common sense, it is not so for Nietzsche, Freud, Heidegger,
and Derrida; for they suspect that if they fall there is no “ground” to

hit and that the most clear-sighted act may be a certain reckless saw-
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ing, a calculated dismemberment or deconstruction of the great cathe-
dral-like trees in which Man has taken shelter for millennia.’'¢

It should be obvious by now that Centrists belong to the small club of those who
are not afraid to hit 7o ground.

The final question here is this: How can we ever validate the Centrist path or
true reality if this path includes a denial of valid cognition? The “ultimate test”
lies in our own experience. In order to come to a final clarity about whether all
of this is “true” in the sense of functioning as a reliable means leading to the real-
ization of ultimate reality and the irreversible liberation from suffering, we have
no choice other than to put it into practice and see whether we actually attain
Buddhahood through it. Strictly speaking, to gain an incontrovertible experi-
ence of being—and staying—free from all suffering and to manifest omniscient
wisdom in our own mind stream is the only way to personally verify that the
Centrist approach works all the way to the end. As physicians would say, “Who-
ever heals is right.” As is well known, a disease cannot be overcome by just look-
ing at the medicine and pondering the treatment. Obviously, one has to actually
swallow the medicine and undergo therapy. Likewise, without actively engaging
in Centrist practice on all three levels of study, reflection, and meditation, we will
never solve the question of whether it yields the promised result or not. All spec-
ulations, theories, and reasonings alone will not do. As in the example of choco-
late chip cookies, we will not experience their taste by just studying recipes.

In other words, Centrism does not bother about some universal truth or
abstract validity. Rather, true reality or validity always has to be experienced by a
mind. If the Centrist approach is helpful for individual beings to end the delusion
in their minds, in terms of the individual experiences of these beings, this is all that
is needed and all that counts. Even if there might be more sophisticated views or
theories, if they fail to remove our suffering, what are they good for? In this way,
the Centrist approach is very pragmatic and hinges entirely on personal experience.
This also implies that we do not have to wait until perfect Buddhahood to expe-
rience any effect of this approach in our lives. When we actively engage in it, Cen-
trism s a way of life whose validity is constantly put to the test in our everyday
existence. It is not just some spiritual crossword puzzle that is to be solved some-
where up in the clouds. When we apply the Centrist outlook down here on earth,
such experiences as every little bit of relaxing our rigid ways of behaving toward
the world and ourselves, every litde bit of developing more insight into what actu-
ally is going on in the situations that we encounter, and every tiny little flower of
compassion that starts blossoming in our mind can be seen as a result of being on
this path. Thus, there are both immediate and final benefits.
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Do Centrists Have a Thesis or Position?

The attitude of Centrists toward valid cognition leads to the much-debated ques-
tion of whether they have any thesis or position at all. Nagarjuna’s famous state-
ment on this issue in his Rebuttal of Objections says:

If I had any position,

I thereby would be at fault.
Since I have no position,

I am not at fault at all.

If there were anything to be observed

Through direct perception and the other instances [of valid cognition],
It would be something to be established or rejected.

However, since no such thing exists, I cannot be criticized.””

His Sixty Stanzas on Reasoning agrees:

Great beings do not have

Any thesis or dispute.

And for those who have no thesis,

How should there be any thesis of others?*'®

Aryadeva’s Four Hundred Verses declares:

Against someone who has no thesis

Of “existence, nonexistence, or [both] existence and nonexistence,”
It is not possible to level a charge,
Even if [this is tried] for a long time.’”

Santaraksita’s Ornament of Centrism says almost literally the same thing:

Against someone who does not claim

“Existence, nonexistence, or [both] existence and nonexistence,”
It is in no way possible to raise a charge,

Even if [this is tried] with serious effort.”>

Candrakirti’s Lucid Words quotes the above verses by Nagarjuna and /—\ryadeva
and adds:

For Centrists, it is inappropriate to make any autonomous inferences
on their own account, because they do not accept any other theses.”!
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and
because there is no thesis of our own.*?

Thus, it is often categorically said that Centrists do not have any thesis or
claim at all. On the other hand, in his Fundamental Verses, Nagarjuna does not
merely negate; he also makes a number of positive statements even about empti-
ness and the ultimate, such as providing the characteristics of true reality:

Not known from something other, peaceful,
Not discursive through discursiveness,
Without conceptions, and without distinctions:
These are the characteristics of true reality.””

In The Rebuttal of Objections, he even speaks about his thesis:

My words are without nature.
Therefore, my thesis is not ruined.”**

Also Santideva mentions a thesis:

Thus, one cannot uphold any faultfinding
In the thesis of emptiness.’”

Bhavaviveka’s Blaze of Reasoning says:

As for our thesis, it is the emptiness of nature, because this is the nature

of phenomena. Therefore, we are not guilty of caviling.’*

The explanation for such seeming contradictions is found in Nagarjuna’s Fun-
damental Verses.

When something is questioned through emptiness,
Everything that someone may express as a reply
Does thereby not constitute a reply,

[For] it would presuppose what is to be proven.

When something is explained through emptiness,
Everything that someone may express as faultfinding
Does thereby not constitute any faultfinding,

[For] it would presuppose what is to be proven.™”
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Any objection to emptiness or the lack of inherent existence of phenomena
would be intended to establish that something is not empty, that is, that it has
inherent existence. If something is to be proven as inherently existent, it may be
assumed to be established in one of two ways. On the one hand, it could be
assumed to be inherently existent by itself, that is, to be completely independent
of causes and conditions. The problem here is that this presupposes what has to
be proven in the first place: inherent self-existence. Alternatively, if this something
is claimed to have arisen from something else that is inherently existent, then
the inherent existence of this something else would have to be established, which
entails the same problem as above and moreover leads to an infinite regress. In
the same way, anything that could serve as a reason to establish inherent existence
or refute the lack thereof can only be either inherently existent or lack such exis-
tence and thus be empty. If it lacks inherent existence in itself, how could it
prove something else to be inherently existent? And if it is assumed to inherently
exist, this is again just presupposing what has to be proven.

Thus, what is called emptiness refers to just the pointing out that all things lack
inherent existence. In the context of explaining or debating this, it may conven-
tionally be called “the thesis of emptiness.” However, as was made clear above,
neither the means to point this out, nor its result, nor the process as such is really
existent. Thus, they all concord with this “thesis” that all things lack inherent exis-
tence. Since both the means to point out emptiness and any hypothetical objec-
tions lack inherent existence, whatever one may say or think always just points
back to this very same actuality that everything lacks an intrinsic nature and that
there are no reference points whatsoever. In this way, inevitably, the very attempt
to prove or disprove anything in the sense of “that’s how it really is” is self-inval-
idating and self-contradictory. It is just a further entanglement in the web of
dualistic thinking instead of a means to step out of it.”® Candrakirti’s Entrance
into Centrism says:

“Does the means to invalidate invalidate what is to be invalidated with-
out encountering it,

Or does it do so by encountering it?” This flaw that you already men-
tioned

Would certainly apply to someone who has a thesis, but we do not
have this thesis.

Hence, it is impossible that this consequence [applies to us].””

His autocommentary specifies this: As far as Centrist “theses” in the above
sense of lacking real existence are concerned, the means to invalidate does not
invalidate what is to be invalidated either by connecting with it or by not con-
necting with it, because both the means to invalidate and what is to be invalidated
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are not established by their nature. Therefore, the above question would apply
only to someone who has a thesis that involves the inherent existence of both the
means to invalidate and what is to be invalidated. However, since Centrists do not
have such theses, they do not conceive of this process of invalidation in terms of
an encounter or no encounter between the means to invalidate and what is to be
invalidated.™ Thus, it seems that Candrakirti does not disclaim that Centrists
express “theses” in the sense of just pointing out emptiness or making pedagogic
statements merely from the perspective of others. In fact, in all Centrist texts,
one finds not only absurd consequences or negations of other positions but also
numerous statements of a conventionally propositional nature, such as “The
nature of cyclic existence is the nature of nirvana” or “Without seeming reality the
ultimate cannot be realized.” However, what Candrakirti and all other Centrists
definitely deny is that they have any thesis that involves real existence or reference
points or any thesis that is to be defended from their own point of view.

The Eighth Karmapa gives the example that the appearance of floating hairs
for a person with blurred vision in no way affects the sight of someone without
such a visual impairment. Likewise, when Centrists give a conventional, expe-
dient presentation of seeming causes and results on the level of no analysis, how
could any critique that is based on causes and results that are regarded as hav-
ing a nature of their own ever affect the actual lack of such a nature? Therefore,
the Eighth Karmapa says, all objections to emptiness by realists are only
prompted by their own limited outlook. They cannot help thinking that Cen-
trists definitely must claim the opposite of what they themselves assert. They
enter the dispute by assuming that, just like themselves, the Centrists too hold
on to things such as theses of their own and others, something to be proven
and the means to prove it, something that is to be invalidated and the means to
invalidate it. Thus, all actempts by realists to refute Centrists only mean that they
did not at all understand the meaning of emptiness in the way that Centrists try
to convey it. In this way, realists basically just debate with their own thoughts
as opponents.

The crucial point here and in Centrism in general is that inherent existence is
simply an incoherent notion altogether that does not withstand analysis. What is
called emptiness is just the result of pointing out this fact. In other words, whether
one conventionally speaks of “the thesis of emptiness” or says, “I have no thesis,”
both expressions just announce and highlight the Centrist procedure of demon-
strating that all things lack inherent existence—that there are no reference points.
Needless to say, such a “thesis of emptiness” is nothing to hold on to cither. The
Karmapa quotes his guru, the great siddha Sangye Nyenba Rinpoche:

All you people who assert scriptures and reasonings
That prove a real identity
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Are very much afraid of the notion that there is no real identity
And thus perform all kinds of pointless negations and proofs.

Once you do not cling to either of these two theses

Of a real identity or the lack of a real identity,

All dispuctes of negation and proof will subside.

Then there is no harm even through billions of scriptures and
reasonings.”

The Second Shamarpa Kaché Wangbo says:

No matter how excellent a view in a scriptural tradition might be,
It is mistaken when compared to the actual basic nature.’

The same applies to reasoning: No matter how excellent reasonings or theses
that are established through valid cognition might be, ultimately, they conflict
with the basic nature and thus are just a road to perdition.

Moreover, in terms of Centrists merely pronouncing what conventionally
looks like a thesis, one must differentiate between Centrists in different situations.
The most fundamental distinction here is twofold:

1) those Centrists who rest in the meditative equipoise of directly seeing the
nature of phenomena

2) all other Centrists (those in meditative equipoise who do not directly realize
this nature, as well as all those who are in the phase of subsequent attainment).

With regard to those who directly realize emptiness, the question of having a
thesis or not simply does not apply, since all mental reference points are com-
pletely at peace in such a realization. As for the others, as mentioned eatlier, the
Eighth Karmapa distinguishes four possibilities in terms of persons who uphold
the Centrist view and persons who have realized it. There are the following:

a) people who uphold the Centrist view and in whose continua its realization
has not arisen

b) those in whose continua its realization has arisen and who do not uphold the
Centrist view

¢) those for whom both is the case

d) those for whom neither is the case

It is clear that persons (b) and (d) are not relevant here, since the former do
not profess to be Centrists and the latter are not Centrists in any way. This leaves
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persons (a) and (c) as the ones who may point out to appropriate people in appro-
priate situations that all things lack a nature of their own, which may be called
“the thesis of emptiness.” As the First Sangye Nyenba Rinpoche says:

As for the presentation of the two realities that are set up in dependence,

We pronounce it merely from the perspective of the worldly consensus
of others.

Now, once you are free from mundane discursiveness,

All negations and affirmations of existence, nonexistence, being, and
not being

In terms of all characteristics of arising and ceasing

Through such [criteria] as reality and falsity of dependent phenomena

Are at peace in the sense that they are not observable.

In this state, how could there be any view or meditation of our own
system?

Once a philosophical system that is our own system has vanished,

It is meaningless to refute other systems.

Therefore, do not even use the label of Madhyamaka.’*

Karmapa Miky® Dorje summarizes this issue by saying that, on both the seem-
ing and the ultimate level, Centrists do not have any thesis of their own in the
sense of something to defend in debate or something that would represent their
own standpoint or the position in which they themselves believe. For, if some-
one claims something or clings to it, that person is not a Centrist in the first
place but inevitably has fallen into some extreme through still having a reference
point. Furthermore, even on the conventional or seeming level, Centrists refer to
such expressions as “emptiness” or “all phenomena are mere dependent origina-
tion” in a way that is free from all reference points and clinging to reference
points. Such pronouncements are in no way meant to increase any kind of cling-
ing, since whatever is not free from clinging or even increases it is not suitable as
the Centrist path. And if something is not the Centrist path, it is not appropri-
ate as the means to pacify all reference points.

Thus, although Centrists have no thesis or position, from the perspective of
others, they still talk about mere names, mere designations, and mere conventions
(such as existence, nonexistence, both, and neither; dependent origination; or
emptiness). To do so does not contradict having no thesis, since this very way of
speaking is the means to make others comprehend the profound actuality that is
without any positions or clinging to reference points. For example, people with
blurred vision see various delusive appearances and take them to be really exis-
tent. In order to put an end to the clinging that these appearances are real, other
people with clear vision may say to them, “You surely see such appearances as



224 The Center of the Sunlit Sky

floating hairs, but none of them exists in the way they appear to you.” Clearly,
in order for those with clear vision to make such a statement, it is not necessary
that floating hairs and such appear to them on the conventional level.

So when Centrists like Nagarjuna and Santideva conventionally speak about
“my thesis,” “the thesis of emptiness,” or a “position,”* they do not at all refer
to any principle, doctrine, or proposition of their own. Such words are just used
as nominal expressions that conform with debate terminology and reasoning as
these are agreed upon by others. Thus, such expressions as “the thesis of empti-
ness” can be understood as a kind of metalanguage that just recalls and epitomizes
the whole process of demonstrating that things lack inherent existence. This is
similar to when Centrists use the term “nature” in a twofold sense, meaning “an
intrinsic and independent nature of entities” as opposed to “the actual or ultimate
nature of entities,” which is that they have no nature in the first sense.” In the
same way, “the thesis of emptiness” in the sense of just pointing out that there
are no reference points per se excludes any notion of thesis in the usual sense, that
of a statement that is based on and expresses one’s own reference points. This
accords with what Patsab Lotsawa reportedly said on this issue:

In the declaration that [Centrists] do not have a position, there is no
contradiction, since it [means the following]: They do not have a posi-
tion that is proven through positive determination, but it is not the
case that they do not even have a mere position [in the sense] of negat-
ing through negative determination.’®

As was illustrated by the example of the unblurred vision of one person being
unaffected by the blurred vision of someone else, all conventional “theses” such
as “positive actions lead to pleasant results and negative actions cause unpleasant
results” are made exclusively on the level of no analysis and just from the per-
spective of others whose wrong ideas are to be dissolved. Thus, they do not affect
the vision of those who have realized emptiness, that is, the true nature of all
phenomena, including such conventional explanations. As Padma Karpo’s ///u-
mination of Three Centrist Scriptural Systems says:

From the perspective of various individual persons, to give various
teachings for those who are to be guided through various individual
[means], everything may be suitable to be asserted, be it existence,
nonexistence, or whatever. From the perspective of a Buddha, there is
nothing whatsoever to be asserted. These two [perspectives] are not

contradictory.”’

Lindtner summarizes the whole issue nicely:
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Thus on the samuvrti-level [the level of the seeming] we find him
[Nagarjuna] engaged either in demonstrating his own standpoint (i.e.
sddhana), or in refuting that of his opponents (i.e. dizsana). While on
this level he willingly complies with the conventional, more or less
common-sense, rules of debate current in his days. But sometimes we
see him shifting to a hypothetical mode of argument which is quite his
own. Now the svdtantrika, so to speak, becomes a prisarigika.

First he hypothetically assumes—argumenti causa—that there is such
a thing as svabhdiva (nature/attribute) in order, then, to point out the
absurd implications (prasariga) inherent in this assumption when faced
with the stern demands of logic and experience. Here on the samuvyti-
level he has only one thesis to defend, namely that all dharmas are
empty of svabhiva.

On the paramartha-level, however, he is beyond the ifs and the musts of
logic. In his own words, he no longer defends the thesis he took so great
pains to defend on the samuwyti-level: that things lack svabbava. . . .

We may now be tempted to ask whether there is a consistency behind
the paradox that Nagarjuna at the same defends a thesis and also does
not defend a thesis.

... In both cases he is concerned with one and the same thing, namely
lack of svabhdiva. But a difference remains, it is one of outlook, one
might say. On the samurti-level he speaks and argues about lack of
svabhava as a truth (an ultimate truth). On the paramartha-level he is
still concerned with the same thing (or rather nothing) but here one
cannot speak about it. Here it has become reality, as it were.

The distinction (bheda) between truth and reality is solely a question
of whether the medium of language is present or not. One can speak
the truth, but one cannot possibly speak the reality. At the best one
can, as Nagarjuna points out, “suggest,” or “allude” to reality by means
of prajfiapti, or indications.

The final problem, then, is to get “beyond” language—beyond pra-
paica [discursiveness] as Nagarjuna would say.

There is no theoretical solution to this problem. Theoretical solutions
can, at best, offer us truth, not reality. . . .

Of paramadrtha one cannot speak; it is a matter of belief and personal
experience (aparapratyaya). Much less can one speak of its relation-
ship to anything, viz. samuvrti. One must learn to remain satisfied with
mere indications—prajiiapti.’*

It is important to clearly note that having no thesis or reference point is not
just a clever or elusive move in debate. Rather, its main significance lies again in
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its soteriological effect of liberation from any clinging and the ensuing afflic-
tions. As Nagarjuna’s Sixty Stanzas on Reasoning emphasizes:

By taking any standpoint whatsoever,

You will be snatched by the cunning snakes of the afflictions.
Those whose minds have no standpoint

Will not be caught.

Those whose minds are not moved,

Not even by a flicker of a thought about “complete voidness,”
Have crossed the horrifying ocean of existence

That is agitated by the snakes of the afflictions.™

Nevertheless, as for the proper approach of pointing out to others that all
things are empty and without reference point, there is some disagreement among
Centrists. For example, Bhavaviveka says that it is inappropriate to not present
one’s own system and only negate the systems of others, since such a style of dis-
putation amounts to nothing but sophistry and mere deceitful destructiveness.
Also, if one’s own positions—emptiness, nonarising, and so on—are not estab-
lished through valid cognition, then one cannot negate the views of others merely
by flinging consequences at their positions (such as their claim of inherently aris-
ing and existing things). Moreover, one cannot prove the view of one’s own sys-
tem through reasons that are asserted only by others and not by oneself. For these
three reasons, certain positions must be asserted that represent one’s own system
and are established through valid cognition, such as the Centrist arguments and
examples that prove nonarising in a conventional context.

Consequentialists answer: It may well be that some people have their own claims
and then do not present their own system out of fear of other people’s critique or
that they negate the systems of others with hostile intentions through merely set-
ting up absurd consequences. In such cases one can rightfully speak of a style of
debating that involves hypocrisy and deceit and ends up being mere sophistry and
unfair destructiveness. However, we cannot be accused of such, since we neither
set up anything in the sense that there exists something to be set up as our own the-
sis, nor do we negate anything in the sense that there exists something to be negated
as the theses of others. If we do not have the slightest thesis of our own that is to
be set up, then what is the point of all this toil to search for a means to prove it?

Actually, as explained above, the Centrist approach is not even a negation of
something. If one could observe even the minutest existent phenomenon to be
negated, it would certainly be appropriate to negate it. However, if one cannot
observe anything to be negated, who would want to speak of negation here? As
Nagarjuna says in his Precious Garland:
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Through destruction or a remedy,

Being existent would become nonexistence.
[However,] since [real] existence is impossible,
How could there be [its] destruction or remedy?**

In his Entrance Gate for the Learned,’*" Sakya Pandita gives the following exam-
ple: Just negating while not asserting anything as a kind of deceitful tactic may
be compared to not acknowledging that a theft that has been committed. On the
other hand, Consequentialist negation and nonassertion is like nonacknowledg-
ment of a theft when no theft has been committed in the first place. Thus, there
is a great difference between these two approaches.

Nevertheless, conventionally speaking, from the point of view of delusive
appearances, or from the perspective of the subsequent attainment that is informed
by preceding meditative equipoise, Centrists not only follow ordinary common
consensus but also employ specific Buddhist conventions, such as the two reali-
ties, karma, and the stages of the path. For these are the conventional means to
transcend the root cause of suffering: the clinging to mere delusive appearances as
real. On the other hand, that Consequentialists do not defend such conventions
in debate by trying to actually establish or affirm something—not even empti-
ness—is the expression of the core of their approach, that is, leading others to
freedom from reference points and not creating more. Thus, all that Centrists say
and teach in their communications with others is always applied as a pedagogic
tool that is adapted to the individual perspectives of other people. None of this is
apprehended or put forward by Centrists as any system of their own in any way.

In this context, it has to be clearly understood that the above objections by
Bhavaviveka refer only to the situation of communicating emptiness or ultimate
reality to others. In actuality, Autonomists such as Bhavaviveka also aim at noth-
ing but freedom from discursiveness and reference points. Some people say that
there is a slight remainder of discursiveness or affirmation in the ultimate view
of Autonomists. The Eighth Karmapa argues that this is not the case, because the
texts of Autonomists are even clearer than the texts of Candrakirti in their way
of teaching freedom from discursiveness. He quotes Santaraksita’s Ornament of
Centrism:

Because [“nonarising”] concords with the ultimate,
It is called the ultimate.

In actuality, it is the release

From all complexes of discursiveness.

Since arising and so forth do not exist,
Nonarising and so on are impossible.
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Since their nature has been negated,
Their verbal terms are impossible.

There is no good formula

To negate nonexistent objects.

[Nonarising and such] depend on conceptions
And thus are seeming, not actual.*

and JAanagarbha’s Distinction between the Two Realities:

Since the negation of arising and so on
Concords with actuality, we accept it.

Since there is nothing to be negated,

It is clear that, actually, there is no negation.

How should the negation of an imputation’s

Own nature not be an imputation?

Hence, seemingly, this is

The meaning of actuality, but not actuality [itself].

In actuality, neither exists.

This is the lack of discursiveness:

Mafijusri asked about actuality,

And the son of the Victors remained silent.’

Further examples of this stance include Bhavaviveka’s Summary of the Meaning
of Centrism:

The ultimate is freedom from discursiveness.

Being empty of all discursiveness
Is to be understood
As the nonnominal ultimate.’*

His Heart of Centrism agrees:

Its character is neither existent, nor nonexistent,
Nor [both] existent and nonexistent, nor neither.
Centrists should know true reality

That is free from these four possibilities.”
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His Lamp of Knowledge says:

This negation “[entities do] not [arise] from themselves” is to be
regarded as having the meaning of a non-implicative negation. [This
is so], because it is primarily a negation and because [Nagarjuna’s]
intention is to thus arrive at nonconceptual wisdom that is endowed
with the entirety of knowable objects through negating the web of all
conceptions without exception. If it were taken to be an implicative
negation, since that is primarily an affirmation, it would teach non-
arising by affirming that “phenomena are non-arisen.” Hence, it would
be distinct from [our] conclusion, since the scriptures say, “If one
engages in the non-arising of form, one does not engage in the per-

fection of knowledge.”*

and

Here, the purpose of emptiness is its characteristic of all discursive-
ness being at utter peace. The characteristic that emptiness is free from
all clinging represents the wisdom that observes emptiness. The actu-
ality of emptiness is its characteristic of suchness.*”

Kamala$ila’s Establishing That All Phenomena Are withour Nature explains:

Since this lack of arising is concordant with realizing the ultimate, it is
called “the ultimate.” Since there is no object of negation, such as aris-
ing, that is established, [its] lack [cannot really] be related to this non-
existent object. Therefore, to apprehend the lack of arising and such is
nothing but a reference point. . . . Ultimately, true reality cannot be
expressed as the lack of arising and such. Therefore, Noble Mafijusri
asked about true reality and Noble Vimalakirti said nothing.*

And his Stages of Meditation says:

Thus, at the time when yogic practitioners examine through their
supreme knowledge and do not observe any nature of entities what-
soever, thoughts about entities do not originate in them. They do not
have any thoughts about nonentities cither. If there were any entity to
be seen, then, by negating [this entity], the thought of “nonentity”
would come up. However, when yogic practitioners examine with their
eyes of supreme knowledge, they do not observe any entity within the
three times. At this point, through negating what [entity] would they
entertain a thought of “nonentity”? Likewise, no other thoughts arise
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in them at this time. The reasons for this are as follows: The two [kinds
of] thoughts about existents and nonexistents include all [possible]
thoughts. Also, since [actually] there is nothing that includes anything,
there is also nothing to be included. This is the genuine yoga of non-
conceptuality. Since in yogic practitioners dwelling in it all thoughts
have vanished, they perfectly relinquish afflictive obscurations and cog-

nitive obscurations.’®

Thus, Karmapa Mikyo Dorje says that there is actually only one single differ-
ence between Autonomists and Consequentialists. In general, it is just on the
conventional level that both refute wrong ideas through explaining the words of
the Buddha, composing treatises on them, and debating with others. In this con-
ventional context, Consequentialists say that the scriptures and reasonings used
to refute wrong views do not even conventionally have the nature of valid cog-
nition or the like and thus lack any real nature that could refute their opposite,
which is to say nonvalid cognition. Nevertheless, they simply follow and repeat
the verbal consensus on valid cognition that is agreed upon by others. Based on
this approach, they negate phenomena that are not even established on the level
of correct seeming worldly reality, let alone ultimately. Autonomists agree that,
ultimately, the arguments and such that refute wrong ideas do not have a nature
that is ultimately established as valid cognition. However, they argue that, when
refuting wrong ideas on the conventional level, if one does not conventionally
accept that arguments and such are established through valid cognition, the
wrong ideas of realists cannot be refuted.

The Karmapa emphasizes that it is merely this difference that led to the dis-
tinction between Autonomists and Consequentialists. However, this does not
mean that there are any differences in terms of one of these views being more pro-
found or better than the other, since both equally accept the complete freedom
from discursiveness and reference points. Moreover, not even the omniscience of
a Buddha could see any difference in terms of better or worse between the
approaches that they employ in order to put an end to discursiveness and refer-
ence points. The Karmapa is very explicit that certain other minor divergences
between the approaches of Autonomists and Consequentialists are just of expe-
dient meaning. They in no way justify making a difference in terms of the pro-
fundity of their view in terms of the ultimate. In particular, there are no grounds
for basing elaborate outlines of two distinct Centrist systems—as they are found
in some (mostly later) Tibetan doxographies—on such an assumed difference in
profundity.”
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Hllusory Lions Killing Illusory Elephants:
Empty Reasonings for Liberation

Some Essential Points of Centrist Reasoning

The root of all Centrist arguments is the praise to the Buddha that Nagarjuna
proclaims at the very beginning of his Fundamental Verses on Centrism:

I bow down to the perfect Buddha,

The supreme orator, who taught

That dependent origination

Is without ceasing and without arising,

Without extinction and without permanence,

Without coming and without going,

Not different and not one.

It is the peace in which discursiveness is at complete peace.

Accordingly, there are four root arguments:

1) Outer and inner entities are without ceasing in the end and without abiding
in the middle, because they do not arise in the first place.

2) Outer and inner entities are without extinction, because there is no perma-
nence.

3) Outer and inner entities are without coming, because going is not established.

4) Outer and inner entities are not established as different, because there is no
entity that is one.

All other Madhyamaka arguments, such as the five great Centrist reasonings,
derive from these four basic arguments. It is said that the negation of the eight
reference points—arising, ceasing, permanence, extinction, going, coming, one-
ness, and difference—in the opening verses of The Fundamental Verses represents
a brief synopsis of both this treatise and Centrist reasoning in general. For the
negation of oneness and difference is nothing other than the reasoning of the
freedom from unity and multiplicity, while the six other negations of arising and
so on primarily depend on the negation of oneness and difference. There are
three essential steps in all these reasonings that analyze for the ultimate:

1) One picks a certain phenomenon, such as a book, as one’s basis of attribution
or analysis.

2) One searches for a nature of this phenomenon that is not self-contradictory.

3) Within this basis of attribution, one looks for something, such as its attributes,
that is contradictory to its nature.
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Hence, from among all Centrist arguments, the following two are the main
reasonings in that they respectively correspond to steps (2) and (3):

a) the reasoning of the freedom from unity and multiplicity in order to analyze
a nature
b) the vajra sliver reasoning in order to analyze the attributes

The many other enumerations of arguments that are explained in Centrist
texts are merely branches of these two reasonings. In particular, the reasoning of
the freedom from unity and multiplicity is the root of all reasonings that negate
real existence.

These reasonings are explained in detail below, but to briefly illustrate the
above three essential points, we may start, for example, by taking a book as the
object of our analysis. When searching for the book’s nature, initially, we might
think that it really exists and that it is its nature to be a real unity. However, such
an assumed nature of being a unity is self-contradictory, since a book can be bro-
ken down into infinitely many parts. If we then think that the book must be a
real multiplicity, this is also self-contradictory, since we cannot find any real uni-
ties in it that could serve as building blocks for a real multiplicity. And since
there is no third possibility for the book to really exist, we have to admit that the
only nature of this book that is not self-contradictory is that it does not exist
either as a real unity or as a real multiplicity. In other words, the book does not
really exist altogether. Finally, we look for possible attributes of this book—such
as that it really arises—that are contradictory to its nature of lacking real existence.
This means that if we were to find some real arising of the book, this would obvi-
ously contradict its nature of lacking real existence. However, under analysis, we
will find that the book does not really arise from itself, nor from something other,
nor from both itself and something other, and also not without any cause. In
summary, the book does not really arise at all, which perfectly well accords with
its nature of lacking real existence. In this way, the nature of this book (its lack
of real existence) and its attribuce (its lack of real arising) are found neither to be
self-contradictory nor to contradict each other.

Although the actual Centrist reasonings always negate, their point is not to
negate away something that really exists, since something really existent cannot be
negated anyway. They also do not remove or negate something nonexistent. Since
a nonexistent cannot be an object, there is no object to which to refer in the first
place. “Negating” just means to demonstrate that things do not exist in the real
and solid way that we think they do. Thus, the object of negation of reasoning is
not something that does not exist anyway (such as a truly existing nature of
things). Technically, the object of negation is merely the mental image that
appears for the reifying conceptions of people who mistakenly believe in the exis-
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tence of what does not exist. Therefore, as far as Centrists are concerned, “real exis-
tence” is just something that occurs in a psychological or subjective sense but cer-
tainly does not exist in any ontological or objective sense. Consequently, the force
of Centrist negation strikes only the realm of our fixed ideas and not something
that would appear on any hypothetical level of real or substantial existence. More-
over, as was elaborated above, the words and concepts in Centrist reasonings are
as unreal as the words and concepts that they negate. However, from our mental
perspective, they still serve their purpose of making us let go of our rigid ideas.
Centrist reasonings do not negate mere seeming arising or existence in a categor-
ical way, nor do they take away the possibility of conventionally experiencing
both single and many things in our everyday lives. Instead, these reasonings tackle
the wrong notions of real arising, real existence, real unity, and real multiplicity.

As for the actual techniques of reasoned analysis, the standard framework of
formulating Centrist reasonings is to present dilemmas or even tetralemmas of
mutually exclusive and exhaustive possibilities for something, such as existence
or arising, which then are refuted one by one. For example, the reasoning of the
freedom from unity and multiplicity is presented as a dilemma, that is, really
existing things can only exist as a real unity or as a real multiplicity. There is no
third possibility, since all existing phenomena are included in these two mutu-
ally exclusive and exhaustive categories of existence.

From among the five Centrist reasonings, the three reasonings that negate real
arising go even further and investigate four possible ways of arising, such as whether
things arise from themselves, from something other, from both, or from neither,
which is to say, without any cause. These four possibilities are mutually exclusive
and cover all theoretically imaginable ways in which things might arise.” Thus,
through the refutation of each one of these possibilities, it is shown that things do
not really arise at all. The same principle is applied to other issues, such as whether
a cause produces a result that is already existent, nonexistent, both, or neither;
whether an object exists before, after, or simultaneously with the consciousness that
perceives it; and whether some assumed productive potential in a cause is identical
to the cause or different from it. On the not so serious side of things, probably the
shortest summary of this approach is to say that the classic Madhyamaka statement
to which all others can be reduced is “neither nor, nor neither.”

Within this framework of analysis, its actual resule—elimination of reifica-
tion—can be achieved either through using formal probative arguments with the
three modes of a correct reason (also called “autonomous reasoning”) or through
drawing unwanted consequences from other people’s positions. Somewhat sim-
plified, one could say that autonomous reasoning in this sense refers to any pro-
bative argument with the correct three modes that says “how things are” (either
conventionally or ultimately). On the other hand, absurd consequences do not
have all three—or even none—of the correct modes, whether they include a rea-
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son or not. This means that they are just consequences that follow from another
position that is already wrong in the first place. Thus, they are logically correct,
but their explicit meaning must be false, since it is just an absurd result of a pre-
vious false statement.

For example, if someone holds that a vase is permanent, this wrong notion may
be dispelled by stating what is correct and giving a proper reason for it, such as “A
vase is 70t permanent, because it arises from causes and conditions and thus must
disintegrate at some point (such as now when I let it drop).” Here, the three modes
are established. Alternatively, one may draw absurd consequences from the posi-
tion that a vase is permanent, such as saying, “Then it follows that a vase neither
arises in the first place nor ceases to exist later.” Obviously, in this consequence,
the question of the three modes does not apply, since there is no reason. Some-
times the opponent’s position is added as the reason to such a consequence, such
as by saying, “It follows that a vase does not arise and cease, because—according
to your claim—it is permanent.” In that case, from the perspective of the oppo-
nent, all three modes are established, since a vase is claimed to be permanent and
whatever is permanent necessarily does not arise and cease. Therefore, the oppo-
nent must accept this unwanted consequence of his or her position. From the
perspective of correct worldy conventions, when regarding a vase as an imperma-
nent phenomenon, only the second and third modes are established (which is pre-
cisely the correct but, in relation to such an impermanent phenomenon, absurd
consequence that whatever is permanent necessarily does not arise and cease).
From the perspective of Centrists, ultimately also this is not established, since nei-
ther a vase nor something permanent exists and thus cannot be said either to arise
and cease or not to. There are also many consequences in which all three modes
are not even conventionally established, for example, the consequence “It follows
that things do not arise from themselves, since their arising would be pointless and
endless” that is drawn from the assertion that things arise from themselves.”?

All Centrists agree and emphasize that their formulations of negations or
absurd consequences in no way imply their reverses or anything else, for that
matter. Thus, they are all exclusively nonimplicative negations. For example, to
state, “Things do not arise from something other, since then everything could
arise from everything”* does not imply that things either arise from themselves,
from both themselves and others, or without a cause. This is further evidenced
by the fact that Centrists explicitly negate all of these possibilities one by one, and
there is no fifth possibility.

Another characteristic feature of Centrist reasonings is that they often analyze
things in terms of infinitesimal parts and moments in time. For example, in the
reasoning of the freedom from unity and multiplicity, one seeks for the final,
smallest parts of things that could represent a hypothetical indivisible unity. Most
of the arguments and consequences in the context of the three great Centrist rea-
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sonings that negate arising are formulated in terms of the individual moments of
the process of causality, such as considering the relationship between the last
moment of the cause that immediately precedes the first moment of its specific
result or whether there exists any simultaneous moment of cause and result dur-
ing which there is some causal interaction between them.

As for the interaction of this approach of negating mutually exclusive and
exhaustive alternatives with the subjective side of our mind that grapples with
such reasonings, Centrists just utilize the natural structure of our black-and-white
thinking, since this is precisely the way in which dualistic clinging operates. Usu-
ally, when we find that something does not exist or is not permanent, we imme-
diately think that it then must be nonexistent or impermanent. On the
checkerboard of our dualistic mind that is grounded in really existing things, this
may make sense in that the exclusion of one of these possibilities necessarily implies
the presence of the other. However, from the perspective of the Centrist view of
all appearances’ fundamental lack of any real existence, all such possibilities as
permanent, impermanent, existent, and nonexistent are just vain attempts by our
dualistic fixation to hold on to something within the infinite openness of mind’s
natural expanse, which cannot be boxed in in any way. In other words, Centrist
reasonings beat our fixating mind with its own weapons. When dualistic mind
progressively analyzes its own dualistic structure and function, this inevitably leads
to its own collapse altogether. When it sees all its reference points dwindle, includ-
ing itself as that which creates these reference points, it simply goes out of busi-
ness. Thus, the radical and relentless use of Centrist dilemmas and tetralemmas is
adeliberate, systematic, and—in a sense—therapeutic technique to pull each piece
of the patchwork of our two-dimensional referential carpet from under our feet
and explore the nondimensional, boundless space of mind’s true nature.

Disillusionment with Phenomenal Identity

Tue Five GREAT MADHYAMAKA REASONINGS

In general, various Centrist masters present many different arguments that deter-
mine phenomenal identitylessness. In the system of Nagarjuna and his spiritual
heirs, these are mainly “the five great Centrist reasonings”

1) the negation through the analysis of an intrinsic nature: the reasoning of free-
dom from unity and muldplicity

2) the negation through the analysis of causes: the vajra sliver reasoning®™*

3) the negation through the analysis of results: the reasoning that negates an aris-
ing of existents and nonexistents

4) the negation through the analysis of both causes and results: the reasoning

that negates arising from the four possibilities



236 The Center of the Sunlit Sky
5) the analysis of mere appearances: the reasoning of dependent origination

Scriptural Sources for the Five Great Reasonings

As for their scriptural references in the stitras, the first of these reasonings is, for
example, found in The Sitra of the Arrival in Larika> the second in The Rice
Seedling Sitra,* and the fifth in The Sitra Requested by the Nagi King “The Cool
One™ as well as in The Sitra on Dependent Origination”® The third and fourth
reasonings are found in various other stctras.

In Centrist treatises, the reasoning of the freedom from unity and multiplic-
ity is extensively explained in both Santaraksita’s Ornament of Centrism™ and
Srigupta’s (seventh century) Commentary on Entering True Reality. It is also used
in Nagarjuna’s Seventy Stanzas on Emptiness,” Aryadeva’s Four Hundred Verses
and the first volume of Kamalasila’s Stages of Meditation.*

The explanation of the vajra sliver reasoning is one of the main themes in
Nagarjuna’s Fundamental Verses and also forms the major portion of the sixth
chapter of Candrakirti’s Entrance into Centrism. It is taught in detail in the ninth
chapter of Santideva’s Entrance to the Bodhisattva’s Way of Life™ and also pre-
sented in Kamalasila’s Stages of Meditation.*

As for the negation of the arising of existents and nonexistents, it is taught in
the three just-mentioned texts by Nagarjuna,” Candrakirti,” and Santideva.’”
It is also mentioned in The Seventy Stanzas on Emptiness.’s®

The negation of arising from the four possibilities is found in Jhanagarbha’s
Distinction between the Two Realities®
mentary” and the subcommentary by Santaraksita”' as well as in Haribhadra’s
Ilumination of The Ornament of Clear Realization.” It is also used in Kamalasila’s
Ilumination of Centrism”™ and his Establishing that all Phenomena are Without
Nature>

The reasoning of dependent origination is the major theme of Nagarjuna’s
Seventy Stanzas on Emptiness. It also appears in his Rebuttal of Objections™ in
Sixty Stanzas on Reasoning,”® in several chapters of his Fundamental Verses,”” and
in Candrakirti’s Entrance into Centrism.”

and explained in detail in its autocom-

The first known summary of four of these five reasonings (excepting the
fourth) is found in Bhavaviveka’s Summary of the Meaning of Centrism (lines
14-17). Later, Ati$a gave a more detailed overview of the same four reasonings in
his autocommentary on verses 48—s2 of The Lamp for the Path to Enlightenment.””
Kamalasila explains all five in his [/flumination of Centrism.>*

The Detailed Explanation of the Five Great Reasonings

Together, these reasonings refute the extremes of existence and nonexistence.
Since our clinging to real existence is far stronger than our clinging to nonexis-
tence, the first four reasonings eliminate the imputation that things exist by their
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own nature. Therefore, they all serve to relinquish the first extreme of existence.
The fifth reasoning simultaneously eliminates the extremes of existence and
nonexistence. Moreover, it induces certainty about the unity of emptiness and
dependent origination.

In what follows, these five reasonings are explained through a three-part rea-
soning (inference for oneself) and the three modes of a correct reason that were
explained above. To reiterate, each such reasoning has a subject, a predicate, and
a reason. Its validity is tested by checking the three modes of subject property,
positive entailment, and negative entailment.

I. The analysis of a nature: the reasoning of freedom

from unity and multiplicity

A. The formulation of the reasoning
All phenomena—such as sprouts—do not really exist, because they lack unity and
multiplicity, just as a reflection in a mirror.

B. The three modes of the reason

The subject of this reasoning is just mere appearances without examination and
analysis. The subject property that applies to this subject is as follows: These mere
appearances are not a real unity, because they possess many parts. Each of these
parts can in turn be broken down into many subparts. Since this process can be
infinitely repeated, there is not a single smallest particle that is a really existent
and indivisible unity. Without even one real building block, how could you put
together many so as to create a really existent thing? Consequently, there can be
nothing that is a real multiplicity, because there is no real unity to begin with that
could build up such a multiplicity. To be sure, this reasoning does not negate the
mere conventionality that one thing has many parts. The point here is that nei-
ther the thing in question nor its parts really exist by themselves. Thus, what is
denied is not the mere appearance of unity and multiplicity on the level of seem-
ing reality but the existence of any unity or multiplicity that is really established
and findable as such.

For example, our body consists of its head, torso, and limbs. The legs can be
further broken down into the thighs, knees, calves, ankles, and feet. The feet can
be divided into the heel, the toes, and so on. The toes are just an assembly of sin-
gle knuckles consisting of bone, cartilage, blood vessels, and so forth. Examining
the microscopic level of each of these constituents, one arrives at their molecu-
lar, atomic, and subatomic structures.

At various points in this process, different Buddhists and non-Buddhists claim
that there are smallest (sub)atomic particles that cannot be broken down further.
Thus, what is particularly refuted through this reasoning is the existence of such
infinitesimal particles, which often are regarded as partless and dimensionless,
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similar to a mathematical point. In addition, they are said to be the building
blocks of all coarse material phenomena. However, if these particles do not have
any parts or spatial extensions, they cannot aggregate with others of their kind,
since there are no surfaces or sides to contact anything else. Also, even many such
dimensionless particles could never add up to some larger phenomenon that is
perceptible by our senses, since even a million times zero spatial extension is still
zero spatial extension. On the other hand, if these particles could align with oth-
ers in order to build up larger three-dimensional things, they would have to have
at least six sides—front, rear, left, right, top, and bottom—to allow for any form
of contact with other particles in order to create a three-dimensional object. This,
however, contradicts the claim that these particles are partless and extensionless.
Thus, since no indivisible units or smallest possible particles can be found, there
are no real multiplicities of phenomena that are built by them.”'

The positive entailment here means that the reason (whatever lacks real unity
and multiplicity) may only be found in the homologous set of the predicate
(everything that does not really exist). In other words, whatever is neither a real
unity nor a real multiplicity must necessarily not really exist. The reverse of this—
the negative entailment—is that if something really exists,” then it must neces-
sarily be either a real unity or a real multiplicity, because unity and multiplicity
are mutually exclusive and there is no third possibility. This is the law of the
excluded middle that is accepted by all realists.

From among the three doors to liberation, this reasoning teaches the door of
emptiness.

I1. The analysis of causes: the vajra sliver reasoning

The vajra sliver reasoning bears this name because—just as a vajra is indestructi-
ble and at the same time capable of destroying everything else—it is able to shat-
ter the huge rock mountain of wrong views that cling to real existence, while
being completely unassailable itself. It is explained as it is found in 7he Funda-
mental Verses on Centrism:

Not from themselves, not from something other,
Not from both, and not without a cause—

At any place and any time,

All entities lack arising.’®

Three of these four possibilities of arising are refuted by all Buddhist texts that
deal with Centrism or valid cognition in general.’® These positions are exempli-
fied by the Indian non-Buddhist schools of the Enumerators, who assert that
things arise from themselves; the Jainas, who assert that things arise from both
themselves and something other; and the Mundanely Minded, who assert that
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there is no cause. The fourth possibility of things arising from something other—
the position of most other Buddhist and non-Buddhist schools—is refuted
through Centrist texts alone.

The vajra sliver reasoning analyzes arising by taking the example of a seed (the
cause) growing into a sprout (the result) and investigating their exact relationship.
For example, we will search for the precise time when the seed is no longer a
seed and becomes a sprout instead.

A. The formulation of the reasoning
A sprout is without arising, because it is without arising from itself, from others,
from both, and from neither, just like an appearance in a dream.

B. The three modes of the reason
The positive and negative entailment cannot go beyond these four extremes of
arising: Whatever does not arise from itself, from something other, from both,
or from neither (that is, without any cause) necessarily does not arise at all. On
the other hand, if things were to arise, they necessarily would have to arise either
from themselves, from something other, from both, or from neither. There are
no other possibilities. This is the case whether one looks at it from the perspec-
tive of analyzing for real existence or just in terms of mere arising. It should be
clear, however, that this reasoning does not deny the mere appearance of some-
thing arising on the bare experiential level, where, because of ignorance, it seems
as though things arise.

Here, establishing the subject property has four parts, since there are four pos-
sibilities of arising to be negated.

1. Establishing the reason that entities do not arise from themselves

The classic example in Centrist texts for people who assert that things arise from
themselves are the Enumerators. They claim, “A sprout is merely a manifestation
of the sole cosmic cause, which is the permanent primal substance. This really
existing primal substance is the sprout’s nature. Therefore, this sprout arises from
its own nature, which is a permanent entity.” By this, they mean that cause and
result are one and the same in terms of their nature, substance, and time.

This position, however, leads to absurd consequences. For example, the same
thing would be both the phenomenon that is produced and the phenomenon that
produces it. This means that the sprout would be identical to both the primal
substance and the seed (the latter being just an expression of this primal sub-
stance). Furthermore, it would not be justified that the seed from which the
sprout has arisen ceases to exist, since this seed is nothing but an expression of the
permanent primal substance. Consequently, the seed would either permanently
exist or arise all the time. However, if the seed as the cause of the sprout does not
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cease, then one would not find its resule—the sprout—since results can only
appear after their causes. In addition, if cause and result—seed and sprout—are
the same and if the one arises from the other, the sprout should look exactly the
same as the seed. If the seed, however, loses its own nature and turns into some-
thing else—a sprout different in color and shape—it cannot have a real and
unchangeable nature of its own.

In general, in the context of causality, the result of a specific cause can only be
perceived once this cause has ceased. However, if seed and sprout are not differ-
ent, once the seed ceases, the sprout should also disappear. Or, once the sprout
is visible, the seed too should be visible at the same time. Both possibilities con-
tradict the notion of causality altogether. In addition, if things were to arise from
themselves, all the distinct things that are agents and the objects upon which
these agents act would be one and the same. Thus, that things arise from them-
selves is neither reasonable on the ultimate level nor accepted on the level of con-
ventional worldly reality.

The Enumerators also say, “In general, only such things that exist already at the
time of their causes arise, whereas previously nonexistent things can never arise.
For example, sesame oil comes forth from sesame seeds when they are ground,
because it already existed before in the seeds. The reason that sesame oil does not
appear from grinding sand is that it does not exist in sand.” The basic assumption
behind this statement is the impossibility of something arising from nothing.
Hence, a result cannot arise later without existing at the time of its specific cause.
Moreover, there are no other causes apart from its specific cause either that could
transform a result that does not exist in the first place into an existent result later.
Thus, the Enumerators say, the result must preexist at the time of the cause.

However, if things—that is to say, results—arise from themselves alone, it
implicitly follows that they need no other factors for their arising. So why does
one have to struggle to grind sesame seeds or farm, since the harvest already exists
when the seeds are present? In addition, if the result is the same as its cause, why
should the result arise again, since it exists already? In general, if a thing is not yet
present, it does not exist as a result. If it is already present, it is pointless for it to
arise again. And if the result would still arise even though it exists already, then
it would have to arise endlessly. As Buddhapalita’s commentary on Fundamen-
tal Verses 1.1 says:

Entities do not arise from their own intrinsic nature, because their
arising would be pointless and because they would arise endlessly. For
entities that [already] exist as their own intrinsic nature, there is no
need to arise again. If they were to arise despite existing [already], there
would be no time when they do not arise; [but] that is also not asserted

[by the Enumerators].**
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The Enumerators may continue, “There are two different phases in the process of
arising. If a vase is made out of clay, it is the unmanifest vase in its state of being a
lump of clay—the cause—that arises as a manifest vase—the result—later. Of course,
we do not think that the vase that is already clearly manifest as the result arises again.
Therefore, there is a difference between these two phases of the vase in that it is either
clearly manifest or not.”

However, if the vase already existed as an entity, it would be utterly pointless
for it to arise again. On the other hand, if “it” arose from its state of not being
clearly manifest, then it would be nothing other than a nonexistent that newly
arises. Here, the Enumerators do not explicitly assert that the clearly manifest
result as such does not exist at the time of the cause, but this is what follows from
their claim that it becomes clearly manifest only later. In fact, they deny that the
result is entirely nonexistent at the time of the cause and that it arises completely
anew. However, implicitly, this is exactly what their position boils down to,
because by claiming that the result exists as a potential, they just obscure the dis-
tinction between the nonexistence of the result at the time of the cause and its
later existence. Saying that it is not manifest at the time of the cause amounts to
saying that it does not exist. Through talking about “the unmanifest vase in its
state of being a lump of clay,” the Enumerators simply blend two different things
into one, for a lump of clay is clearly not a vase. For one, a lump of clay cannot
be said to be a vase, because it does not manifest as a vase. Nor does an “unman-
ifest vase” make sense, because then it would equally follow that it is an unman-
ifest cup, an unmanifest statue, or whatever else could be made from that clay.
This would lead to the consequence that not only a vase but all these other
unmanifest things too should arise from this one lump of clay.

Moreover, if the result existed at the time of the cause, it would have to be
observable at this point. However, from that, it would follow that an apple tree
can be perceived in an apple seed or milk in the grass eaten by a cow. One of the
classic consequences is that an ant should carry around an elephant, the elephant
being the karmic result of the existence as an ant to become manifest in one of
the ant’s future rebirths. In fact, the entirety of all infinite results of a given cause
over time should then be observable at the same time in this cause. On the other
hand, if the result is not observable at all at the time of the cause, how can it be
said to exist?

There is no third alternative of saying that the result is partially existent,
although this is precisely what the Enumerators (and many others) try to do by
their formulation of an “unmanifest vase.” However, even if there were such a
partial existence of a vase, what would it look like? Even a partial existence should
be observable at the time of the cause, but this is not the case. And if the result
were partially existent at the time of the cause, where would the lacking portions
of its complete existence come from? In general, it is impossible to identify a
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distinct point in time at which the result turns from nonexistence into existence.
It is also impossible to identify distinct points in time that are related to a grad-
ual increase in the result’s existence, such as “Up to here it exists at about 30 per-
cent or 50 percent, and from here onward it exists at 100 percent.” Nor does it
make any sense that the result would leap from some degree of partial existence
to full existence in the next moment. In addition, the most fundamental prob-
lem in that respect lies in the Enumerators” own claim that the primal substance
as the single and final cosmic cause is not something perceptible in the first place.

In a very general sense, when it is said that all manifestations are potentially
present in and as the primal substance and just become manifest at certain times,
this would lead to the conclusion that all possible future results exist right from
the very beginning. Furthermore, since all causes and results are said to be iden-
tical, at any given point in time, all possible results within the past, present, and
future of the universe as well as all their causes would have to exist simultaneously.

2. Establishing the reason that entities do not arise from something

other (the second part of establishing the subject property of the vajra

sliver reasoning)

Our usual idea about causes and results is that things arise from something other
than themselves. On the level of worldly seeming reality, both Buddhist and
non-Buddhist realists™ say, “We agree that entities do not arise from themselves,
but their arising from something other is established through valid cognition.
There are reasons for this. Factually concordant types of consciousness arise from

the four conditions,*”

and in general most things arise from causal and dominant
conditions. Both causes and results are not just mere mental imputations, but
they are established from the object’s own side. The fact that they arise with-
stands analysis. You cannot simply reason them away.”

There are many reasonings to negate this position, but they are all contained

in two:

a. Arising from something other is impossible.
b. In the context of arising, something other is in itself impossible.

a. Arising from something other is impossible.

Much confusion regarding what is “same” or “other” comes from our very loose
and vague use of these notions, such as saying, “other but still similar or same”
or “a little bit other” as opposed to “completely other.” For example, we may
think that, compared to ice, fire is “more other” than water. In the context of
Centrist reasoning, the notion of “other” is as strict and literal as can be: Things
are either the same or different. Either cause and result are assumed to be iden-
tical (as the Enumerators state) or they have to be different, that is, other. There



The Middle from Beginning to End 243

is no third possibility. Thus, being other is not a question of degree: Things are
other whether they differ in all or in just one of their many features. Thus, all sim-
ilar things must necessarily be different from each other, since what is identical
is not similar. In other words, the categories of same and different are mutually
exclusive and exhaustive.

One of the consequences of this clear delineation is that if things could arise
from causes that are other than themselves, it would absurdly follow that anything
could arise from anything. For example, deep darkness could originate even from
bright light. As The Entrance into Centrism says:

If something were to originate in dependence on something other than it,

Well, then utter darkness could spring from flames

And everything could arise from everything,

Because everything that does not produce [a specific result] is the same in
being other [than it] **

The reasons for this consequence are as follows: If we consider a wheat seed and
a rose seed, they are equal in that they are both something other than a rose
sprout, and, in terms of real things, their being other than the rose sprout is
something that is established through their own specific natures. Thus, since a
wheat seed and a rose seed are equally other than a rose sprout, either both or nei-
ther of them should be able to produce the rose sprout.

We usually think that such phenomena as a rose seed and a rose sprout have
a close connection, such as sharing some similarities or being in the same con-
tinuum, or that the seed as the specific cause has some causal efficacy or poten-
tial to produce the sprout as its specific result. On the other hand, we think that
there is no such connection between a wheat seed and a rose sprout and even less
so between fire and water or light and darkness. However, none of these notions
of a relation between certain phenomena that we consider as causes and results
solves the issue of arising from something other. They just perpetuate the mere
assumption that things arise from something other: Even if causes and results
are similar and in the same continuum, or if there were a certain productive
potential in some things—the specific causes—and not in others, this does not
change the basic fact that causes are still other than their results. Thus, the same
consequences as above apply.

Moreover, when analyzed, there is just as much “causal connection” between
a rose seed and a rose sprout as between fire and water: none whatsoever. For
there is never any time in the process of arising when the cause actually meets the
result so that the cause or its productive potential could have any effect on the
result. As long as the cause exists, the result is not yet present, and as soon as the
result appears, the cause has necessarily ceased. So when would the cause unfold
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its productive potential? The cause can obviously not unfold it when the cause
itself does not exist. If it were an existent cause that displays this productive
potential, this would still not make the result appear. It cannot appear during the
existence of the cause, since cause and result cannot exist simultaneously. Oth-
erwise, they could not function as cause and result in the first place. In order to
speak of causality, the cause has to precede the result.” So if the cause must be
first and cannot exist simultaneously with the result, there is no connection
between cause and result and also no chance for a hypothetical productive poten-
tial of the cause to bring about or interact with the result, since they never meet.
Therefore, eventually, this position of realists that things arise from something
other entails the self-contradictory consequence that a sprout cannot arise from
a seed, because—according to them—seed and sprout are something other
through their respective specific natures.

b. In the context of arising, something other is impossible.

In the context of a result arising from a cause, the notion of “otherness” is alto-
gether inappropriate. The reason for this is that in order to speak of two things
as being other, they must exist at the same time. To elaborate, in terms of oth-
erness that is based on really existing and substantial things and does not just
refer to a mental image of something that is not present, there have to be two dis-
tinct things in the first place that can be contrasted as being “other.” These can
only be two phenomena that are simultaneously observable as existing in the
present, such as the left and the right horn of a cow or two persons in the same
room. This then excludes the possibility of cause and result being other, since they
are by definition never simultaneous.

Saying it in reverse, nonsimultaneous things cannot be other. Thus, since the
result is not present at the time when the cause exists, at the time of the cause,
there is just one phenomenon (the cause itself) and not two, that is, no result that
could be identified or perceived as other than this cause. The same principle
applies to the time when the result exists and the cause has ceased. Consequently,
if cause and result were other, they would have to be simultaneous, but this con-
tradicts the process of causality. The simultaneity of cause and result is also
refuted through the examination of whether the result that is produced already
exists or does not exist at the time of the cause.” Thus, The Lucid Words says:

Entities also do not arise from something other, because there is noth-
591

ing other.
Looking at this issue from the perspective of the reasoning of the freedom
from unity and multiplicity, if all things do not really exist and even lack an iden-
tifiable nature of their own, what in them should determine one thing to be other
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than another one? Also, if there is no thing that is really established in itself in any
way, how could there be something other whose otherness depends on this first
nonexistent thing? As The Fundamental Verses says:

If an entity in itself does not exist,
An entity other [than it] does not exist either.”

The refutation of things arising from something other is likewise accomplished
by analyzing the four conditions. They include all possibilities of arising from
something that is other than the result. The result, however, is found in none of
the four. As The Fundamental Verses says:

Conditions are fourfold:
Causal, objective,
Immediate, and dominant.
There is no fifth condition.

The nature of entities

Does not exist in conditions and such.’”

Thus, the nature of a rice sprout does not exist in any of its conditions. It does
not exist in its causal conditions (water and manure), nor in its object condition
(the harvest), nor in its immediate condition (the last moment of the rice seed),
nor in its dominant condition (the person who planted the seed).

Causal Conditions

If causal conditions, such as water and manure, intrinsically have functions or
productive capacities—such as giving rise to a sprout—they would have to pro-
duce sprouts all the time. And if they do not have any such functions or capaci-
ties, there could never be any production from them. In this case, however, why
would they be presented as conditions for a result at all? Moreover, Nagarjuna says,
the relationship between conditions and their assumed functions cannot be settled:

Function is not something that entails conditions.

[Conventionally, however,] there is no function that does not entail
conditions.

[Thus,] what does not entail a function is not a condition,

And there is none that entails a function.”

Further absurd consequences can be drawn when the result and its conditions
are placed on a time line. Most people think that water, manure, and such are
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the conditions of a sprout, since the latter arises in dependence on the former.
However, in terms of each moment of the sprout’s arising, as long as its respec-
tive moments have not arisen and thus are nonexistent, any preceding moments
of water and so on cannot be its conditions. And once the sprout’s respective
moments have arisen, there is no more need for any conditions. Hence, when
would they be the conditions of the sprout?

This is consensus: “Since something arises in dependence on these,
Therefore, they are its conditions.”

As long as this [something] does not arise,

How could these not be things that are not its conditions?

For [both] nonexistents and existents,

Conditions are not reasonable:

If something does not exist, the conditions of what would they be?
If something exists [already], what are conditions good for?”

In general, upon analysis, any existing or nonexisting phenomenon disinte-
grates and thus is not established. If no phenomenon can be established, then how
could its causes or conditions be established?

Once phenomena are not established

As existent, nonexistent, or [both] existent and nonexistent,
How could one speak of “productive causes™?

It would be unreasonable, if such applied.”

Object Conditions

Likewise, the object condition is not established either. In the context of percep-
tion, an object is regarded as a condition for the arising of the consciousness that
perceives this object. But if they are placed on a time line, we can see that this can-
not work. If the object existed before the specific consciousness that is supposedly
caused by it, what would this later consciousness perceive? The same applies if
the object existed after the consciousness that is its perceiver. And if the object
existed simultaneously with it, it could not be the cause of this consciousness.

Immediate Conditions

In general Buddhist epistemology, it is consensus that the previous moment of
consciousness that has just ceased is the “immediate condition,” or the immedi-
ately preceding condition of the next moment of consciousness. However, since
it has already been refuted that there is anything that arises, something that has
ceased cannot be justified. Moreover, since something that has ceased does not
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exist anymore, it is also not suitable to serve as a condition. Hence, an immedi-
ate condition is also not established.

If phenomena have not arisen,

Cessation is not justified.

Therefore, the immediate condition is not reasonable.
If it has ceased, what would be such a condition?*”

Dominant Conditions
The notion of dominant conditions is mostly used in the process of perception.
It refers to the respective sense faculties based on which specific consciousnesses
arise, such as the eye consciousness arising on the basis of the eye sense faculty.
Since all of the above (and the following) refutations equally apply to dominant
conditions, Nagarjuna does not treat them separately.

Still, Buddhists might argue, “This contradicts the Buddha’s teaching. In terms
of dependent origination, he said, *Since this exists, that originates. Since this has

arisen, that arises. Due to the condition of basic unawareness, there is formation
and so on.”” The Lucid Words states:

These teachings of arising in the sense of dependent origination and
so on are not meant in terms of the nature of the object of the uncon-
taminated wisdom of those who are free from the blurred vision of
basic ignorance. “To what do they refer then?” They are meant in
terms of the objects of the consciousnesses of those whose eyes of
insight are impaired by the blurred vision of basic ignorance.”

Hence, a result does not dwell in any of its diverse conditions. Thus, if the
result is nonexistent at the time of its causes and conditions, how could such a
nonexistent arise as an existent later? If it were to arise despite its nonexistence,
then it could arise even from things that are not its causes, or it could arise with-
out any cause at all. As The Fundamental Verses says:

The result does not exist at all

In any of its diverse conditions or their assembly.
How could what does not exist in its conditions
Arise from such conditions?

However, if it does not exist

And were still to arise from these conditions,
Why would it not also arise

From what are not its conditions?*”
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Some people might still argue, “Because the result depends on its conditions,
the result is something that has the nature of its conditions.” If none of these con-
ditions exists as something that even bears its own nature, how could any of them
be the nature of the result? On the other hand, conventionally, there is also no
result that does not depend on conditions. Therefore, causes and conditions are
nothing but superimpositions.

You might say, “The result is of the nature of its conditions.”
[However,] conditions do not have a nature of their own.
What is the result of something that is not an entity in itself?
How could it be of the nature of [such] conditions?

Therefore, it is not of the nature of its conditions.

[However,] there is [also] no result with a nature of what are not its
conditions.

Since results do not exist,

How could nonconditions be conditions?®®

3. Establishing the reason that entities do not arise from both themselves and
others (the third part of establishing the subject property of the vajra sliver rea-
soning)

Some people, such as the followers of Visnu and the Jainas,! say, “That a clay
vase arises from itself means that it is made out of clay and still has this nature of
clay, thus not being something other than it. That the vase arises from something
other means that it arises through the activity of a potter, a potter’s wheel, water,
and so on. Hence, things do not arise exclusively from themselves nor exclusively
from others. Rather they arise from a combination of these two ways of arising.”

This third possibility of arising from both is already implicitly refuted through
the above negations of things arising from themselves or from something other
respectively. Therefore, the negation of the combination of the first two possi-
bilities of arising is usually only touched upon very briefly in Centrist texts. For
example, The Lucid Words explains:

Nor do entities arise from both [themselves and others], because this
would entail [all] the flaws that were stated for both of these theses and
because none of these [disproved possibilities] have the capacity to
produce [entities].*

Thus, if neither things themselves nor something other than these things have
the power to give rise to anything, the combination of two such powerless fac-
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tors can in no way result in any power that causes things to arise. For example,
if a single grain of sand has no power to produce olive oil, many such powerless
grains are still equally powerless to produce oil. Or, in mathematical terms, many
times zero is still zero.

4. Establishing that entities do not arise without any cause (the fourth part of
establishing the subject property of the vajra sliver reasoning)

Most Indian hedonists or materialists claim that things arise without any causes;
that is, that they just arise naturally and spontaneously come into being as they
are. One of their scriptures says:

The roundness of peas, the long sharp tips of thorns,

The colorful patterns of the feathers of a peacock’s wings,

The rising of the sun, and the downhill flow of rivers—

All these were created by nobody. Their cause is their very nature.

However, this position has completely absurd consequences, such as that
things in general would either arise all the time or never arise. Furthermore, it
clearly contradicts our everyday perception of results appearing at certain times
in dependence on certain things or actions that are their causes, such as a harvest
appearing only due to farming. We generally see that results do not occur just by
accident or without a cause. If things could indeed appear without any causes,
anything nonexistent or impossible could manifest, such as a lotus growing in the
sky. A further consequence would be that we could not perceive anything in the
world, because there would be no objects that could serve as causes for our per-
ceptions. On the level of common worldly experience, if we see a blue flower, this
is due to there being a blue flower to be perceived. If there is no such blue flower,
a perception of it does not arise. As The Lucid Words says:

If these beings were empty of being causes, they could not be
apprehended,

Just like the smell and the color of an utpala flower in the sky.®

If things arose without causes, no effort would be required to produce or
accomplish anything, since things would either arise anyway or not arise even
despite such efforts. For example, meals could appear without any ingredients or
cooking, or they would not appear at all no matter how diligently we prepared
them. In fact, any goal-oriented activity, such as assembling a car, would be com-
pletely pointless, since all these activities would never be the causes of a desired
result, such as a car that could actually be driven. If we are lucky, though, it might
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pop up out of nowhere and work anyway. Thus, anything could arise at any time
in a completely haphazard way, such as a blazing fire in the depths of the ocean
or darkness in the middle of a bright lamp. Or, it would follow that an apple tree
could arise not only from an apple seed but also from a rose seed, because—
according to the position that things arise without a cause—both seeds are equal
in not being the cause for the apple tree. Also, any fruits should be fully ripened
all the time or never, because their ripeness does not depend on any other factors,
such as chemical processes or time. And since a peacock is not the cause of the
colors of its feathers, a crow should also have such beautiful feathers.

One might object, “There is a difference in the case of a flower growing in the
sky and such things as a harvest, since the former does not have an existent nature,
whereas the latter have.” However, even such a difference does not remove the
above absurd consequences, since—according to the position that things arise
without causes—a result that is assumed to have an existent nature would still be
something that arises without a cause and thus is equally subject to the same
inconsistencies.

Moreover, the very fact of making any statement or even giving a reason con-
tradicts the original thesis that there are no causes, since making a statement or
giving a reason is a cause that makes other persons understand something. If
things arise without causes, other persons should understand everything without
anybody ever saying anything. Or, nobody would ever understand anything,
despite being given the most sophisticated explanations and reasons.

Other hedonists say, “The only kind of valid cognition is direct perception.
Thus, only those things that can be directly perceived exist. Their causes are the
four great material elements—earth, water, fire, and wind—but not such things
as positive or negative actions, whether they happen in this lifetime or in any
past or future ones that may be assumed. The same goes for the mind: It is merely
something that evolves from the four elements in our body. Just as the mixture
of barley and yeast gives rise to the force that inebriates the mind, the ripening
of the union of sperm and egg gives rise to the mind.”*

The first counterargument here is that the elements themselves do not exist.
The three preceding possibilities for an arising of things—from themselves, some-
thing other, or both—have already been refuted through the corresponding parts
of the vajra sliver reasoning. Thus, all phenomena—including the four great ele-
ments—do not really arise or exist in the first place. Therefore, the question of
whether these elements can be the causes of anything does not apply.

Second, even in the relative world, this position makes no sense. There are a
number of inconsistencies and counterarguments, even if the above statements
on valid cognition, existence, and the body-mind problem are addressed on the
mere conventional level. For example, if only directly perceptible things exist
and can serve as causes, it would follow that our own inner organs, such as the
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heart, do not exist and cannot be the causes for our staying alive, since we never
directly perceive them (seeing them in a corpse or on an x-ray can only lead to
an inference that we have these organs).

In terms of past and future lives, the hedonists’ justification that these do not
exist is again that if they existed, they would have to exist in a directly manifest
way for our perception. However, since they are not directly perceptible, they are
said to be nonexistent. If these people are asked whether their knowledge that
such lifetimes are not directly perceptible comes from direct perception or some-
thing that is not direct perception, their answer naturally is, “It comes from direct
perception.” However, then it absurdly follows that the nonexistence of past and
future lives as things is something directly perceptible, because they say that the
lack of direct perceptibility of these lifetimes is directly perceptible. If this is
accepted, it follows that this lack of perceptibility—which is nothing but the
nonexistence of things—would nevertheless be an existing thing for the hedonists,
since it is directly perceptible, just as existing things are. Then it further follows
that also things do not exist, since there is no such thing as the total “lack of
things” as a counterpart for things. In other words, “things” cannot be estab-
lished without “the lack of things” and vice versa. If even this is accepted, it fol-
lows that both the elements’ existence as things and the nonexistence of past and
future lives as things are not justified, because neither things nor the lack of things
exist.

At this point, these people might object, “Well, it is very easy to know that
something is not directly perceptible, since this is known from the sign or reason
that consists in its lack of direct perceptibility.” However, from their above posi-
tion that direct perception is the only kind of valid cognition, it then follows
that one is not able to infer the nonexistence of past and future lives, because if
the lack of direct perceptibility of these lifetimes is not directly perceived, one is
not able to apprehend this lack in any other way at all. If they say, “It is appre-
hended through inference,” this disqualifies their standard statements about infer-
ence not being a type of valid cognition, such as, “Since inferring past lives from
the sign or reason of varying individual degrees of happiness and suffering in this
life is as unjustified as the story of the wolf’s footprints,* inference is impossi-
ble” and “All that exists is limited to the spheres of the five senses.” Thus, there
is no proof that past and future lifetimes do not exist, while there are many rea-
sons that suggest their existence.*

As for the claim that the material elements are the causes of mind, this also can-
not be justified. In general, phenomena whose characteristics are contradictory
cannot function as the cause and result of each other. For example, fire does not
arise from water, and permanent things do not arise from impermanent things.
Likewise, on the conventional level, the main characteristics of matter are to have
certain shapes and colors, to have extensions in space and time, to obstruct other
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things, to consist of particles, and to not be conscious. On the other hand, mind
has neither shape nor color nor any spatial or durational extension. Mind does
not obstruct anything, is not made of particles, and is conscious. Moreover, if the
elements in the body were the causes of mind, any changes in these causes would
always have to affect the mind as their result in a strictly corresponding way. For
example, if the body is healthy or deteriorates, the mind would have to be equally
healthy or deteriorating. However, there are numerous counterexamples, such as
a very sharp and flexible mind in a frail or handicapped body or a completely
deranged mind in a perfectly healthy body. In addition, since outer material
things also consist of the four elements, there is no reason that stones and the like
should not also exhibit some manifestations of consciousness as well as some
other features that are found only in animate bodies, such as respiration, metab-
olism, movement, and reproduction.*”

In brief, the appearances of this world do not arise without any causes, because
these appearances arise only sometimes. This reason might seem odd at first. How-
ever, as was explained above, if things arise without causes, all of them would have
to arise all the time or never. Thus, the fact that certain things only arise at cer-
tain times and not at others is the most powerful indication that there must be
something that accounts for this difference. This “something” is the completeness
of all the specific causes and conditions that lead to a certain result. Conversely,
if these causes and conditions are incomplete, their specific result does not arise.

To summarize the vajra sliver reasoning, it is clear that there is not the slightest
arising through any of the four possibilities described. However, since it is worldly
consensus that there is arising, such arising is just presented according to this
usual way of thinking. Thus, it is not refuted here that, from the perspective of
mere worldly consensus without analysis, it appears as if things arise. Also, the
vajra sliver reasoning is definitely not meant to negate the principle of causality
altogether. For, when not analyzed, causality clearly performs its function on the
level of seeming reality. However, even on this level, people do not claim that
results arise from themselves or something other and so on. Rather, they just say
that a sprout arises from a seed, but they do not determine whether the seed is
identical to or other than the sprout. As The Entrance into Centrism says:

After worldly people have merely implanted a seed,

They say, “I engendered this child”

And think, “T planted a tree.”

Therefore, even on the worldly level, there is no arising from

something other.®

Thus, in general, according to Centrists, any attempt to justify everyday expe-
rience through something other than just mere conventional consensus must
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inevitably lead to logical and—more important—spiritual problems. Thus, in
its own terms, seeming reality with all its conventional appearances is not to be
analyzed, since then one already moves away from this very seeming reality. It
functions as such only as long as it is not questioned.

From among the three doors to liberation, the vajra sliver reasoning teaches the
door of signlessness.

III. The analysis of results: the negation of an arising

of existents and nonexistents

This reasoning is basically an elaboration of the negation of arising from some-
thing other as found in the context of the vajra sliver reasoning.

A. The formulation of the reasoning
Mere appearances do not exist by their nature, because neither existents nor
nonexistents arise, just like an illusion.

B. The three modes of the reason

Here, the subject property is that mere appearances do not arise either as existents
or as nonexistents. So the question is: “If a sprout arises, does it then arise as
something that existed already at the time of the seed, or does it arise as some-
thing that did not exist at that time? Can it possibly arise as something that is both
existent and nonexistent or as something that is neither?”

As explained above, any phenomenon that exists will not arise, since it has
already arisen before. Nonexistents will not arise either, because there is nothing
that could arise and because there is no cause whatsoever that could turn a non-
existent into something existent. In addition, if the sprout were to arise as some-
thing that already existed at the time of the seed, then it would have arisen either
from something other than the seed or without any cause, but obviously not
from this seed itself. Moreover, there would be no need for the seed as the sprout’s
cause, since the latter is already present without having to arise in dependence on
this seed. If the sprout has already arisen in dependence on something other than
the seed, what would be the point of a seed as yet another cause? And if it had
arisen without any cause, the seed would be equally superfluous. On the other
hand, if the sprout arose as something that did not exist at the time of the seed,
then there would not be the slightest influence or effect that the cause (the seed)
could have on such a nonexistent. That the sprout could arise from the combi-
nation of both possibilities—existence and nonexistence—is self-contradictory.
It is also implicitly refuted through the negations of the first two possibilities,
since their inconsistencies just multiply. As for the fourth possibility, there is
nothing that is neither existent nor nonexistent, so what would arise?

The positive entailment of the reason here is that whatever does not arise either
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as an existent or as a nonexistent does not exist by its nature, since these two pos-
sibilities are mutually exclusive and there is no third. The same reason applies to
the negative entailment, since anything that is assumed to exist by its nature would
necessarily have to arise either as an existent or as a nonexistent.

Exemplary proponents of the first possibility—arising as an existent—include
the Enumerators, whose position of the arising of a result that exists already at the
time of the cause has been refuted in detail above. The Buddhist school of the
Followers of The Great Exposition claims the arising of a result that already exists
in the future.®” This position is refuted as follows: If a thing that has not yet
arisen here and now were to exist in some unknown other place at present, it
might be reasonable for it to arise here in the future. However, since there is no
such place where all future things exist right now, what could arise from this
place later? And even if there were such a place with already existing future things,
they would have to be perceptible right now. Otherwise, how could one claim
that they exist at present? The Fundamental Verses says:

If some nonarisen entity

Existed somewhere,

It might arise.

However, since such does not exist, what would arise?'

As for the second possibility—arising as a nonexistent—there are many Bud-
dhists and non-Buddhists who assert the new arising of a result that previously
did not exist. However, it is impossible for nonexistents to depend on any causes.
Consequently, if something that has not existed before can still arise, it would fol-
low that just about anything can arise, even impossibilities such as a hairy frog.

If something that lacks arising could arise,

Just about anything could arise in this way.*"

From among the doors to complete liberation, this reasoning teaches the door
of wishlessness.

IV. The analysis of both causes and results:

the negation of arising from the four possibilities

A. The formulation of the reasoning

Mere appearances lack arising, because a single result does not arise from a sin-
gle cause; many results do not arise from a single cause; a single result does not
arise from many causes; and many results also do not arise from many causes.
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B. The three modes of the reason
As for the subject property, when considered just from the perspective of our mis-
takenness, the following statements are rather unproblematic: “One sprout arises
from one seed,” “One eye consciousness arises from three conditions,” “Many
children are born from one mother,” and “Many harvests come from many
causes, such as seeds, water, and manure.” However, from the perspective of rea-
soning, an arising from any of these four possibilities is impossible, since, briefly
put, the reasoning at hand is just an elaboration of the reasoning of the freedom
from unity and multiplicity. As was explained above, there is no phenomenon
that is a real unity or a real multiplicity in the first place. From this, it naturally
follows that there are no real single or multiple causes that could give rise to any
single or multiple results.

A more detailed way to look at these four possibilities is found in Jianagarbha’s
autocommentary on verse 14 of his Distinction between the Two Realities?

1. A single result does not arise from a single cause

For example, if the eye sense faculty only produced the single result that is the
next moment of its own continuum, it could not also produce a visual con-
sciousness in this next moment. In that case, everybody would be blind. On the
other hand, if the eye sense faculty produced the single result that is a visual con-
sciousness, its own continuum as an eye sense faculty would have to stop at that
moment. Naturally, the same goes for the remaining sense faculties as well as for
other phenomena, such as a candle flame: Either it produces its own next
moment, and thus no visual perception of itself, or it causes a visual conscious-
ness in someone but then becomes extinguished in that very moment.

2. Many results do not arise from a single cause

If a single cause all by itself were to produce a second or more results, cause and
result would lack a causal relationship, since the cause would be single while the
result would be multdiple. In other words, the singularity of the cause does not
produce a corresponding singularity of the result. However, if a further factor
within or in addition to that single cause is assumed to produce the second result,
clearly one is no longer speaking about a single cause.

3. A single result does not arise from many causes

This entails the reverse of the problem in (2), that is, that the multiplicity of the
cause does not produce a corresponding multiplicity of the result. Conversely, the
absence of multiplicity in the cause would not cause the absence of multiplicity
in the result either. For, in this case of a single result arising from many causes,
the result lacks multiplicity, while the cause does not. Consequently, neither the
muldiplicity of the result nor its lack thereof would have a cause, since there is no
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third category beyond causes and results being either multiple or nonmultiple.
Hence, nothing would have a cause. In that case, everything would either exist
permanently or not exist at all or would just arise at random.

4. Many results do not arise from many causes

The basic problem of the lack of invariable congruence between cause and result
in terms of both being either single or multiple applies here too. Take the exam-
ple of visual perception: If the cause is multiple (for example, an eye sense fac-
ulty, a visual form, and an immediately preceding moment of consciousness),
then the result (the single resultant moment of a visual consciousness) should
invariably be multiple too, but this is obviously not the case. Likewise, in being
a result, a clay vase should be multiple due to the multiplicity of its cause (clay,
water, a potter, and a potter’s wheel).

As for the positive entailment here, it means that whatever does not arise from
these four possibilities must necessarily lack arising altogether. The negative entail-
ment means that anything that arises must necessarily arise from one of these
possibilities.

V. The analysis of mere appearances:

the reasoning of dependent origination

The Precious Garland says:

Due to the existence of this, that comes to be,

Just as something short, when there is something long.
Due to the arising of this, that arises,

Just as light due to the appearance of a butter lamp."?

Accordingly, there are two types of dependence:

A. dependence in terms of dependent imputation, such as being short in depend-
ence on being long

B. dependence in terms of dependent origination, such as the arising of smoke
due to the arising of fire

A. Dependence in terms of imputation

1. The formulation of the reasoning
For example, it may be said, “All things are neither really big nor small, because
being big and small depend on each other.”

2. The three modes of the reason
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The subject property says that all things depend on each other in terms of being
big or small. In other words, anything that is big in comparison to something
smaller than itself is at the same time small when compared to some third thing
that is even bigger and vice versa. The positive entailment means that whatever
depends on something else in terms of being big or small is necessarily not really
or independently big or small. The negative entailment means that if there were
something intrinsically big or small, it would have to be independent of every-
thing other in terms of being big or small. The same applies for all other mutu-
ally dependent characteristics, such as existent and nonexistent, good and bad, or

beautiful and ugly.

B. Dependence in terms of origination

1. The formulation of the reasoning

This reasoning is called “the king of reasonings” through which Centrists demon-
strate that phenomena are empty of any true reality, since it eliminates the extremes
of both permanence and extinction. Since phenomena originate in dependence
on various causes and conditions, on the conventional level of seeming reality,
they are not as utterly nonexistent as a long-haired turtle.® This eliminates the
extreme of extinction. At the same time, phenomena do not exist as permanent
things that are established through a nature of their own precisely because they
depend on other causes and conditions and thus lack any real and independent
nature. As The Sitra Requested by the Nagi King “The Cool One” says:

The learned ones realize phenomena that originate in dependence.
In no way do they rely on views about extremes.

The Fundamental Verses states:

What is dependent origination
Is explained as emptiness.
It is a dependent designation

And in itself the middle path.

Since there is no phenomenon

That is not dependently originating,
There is no phenomenon

That is not empty.*”

In order to explicitly eliminate the two extremes of permanence and extinction,
the reasoning of dependent origination can be formulated in two main ways.
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a. To exclude the first extreme, the reasoning may be formulated in a negative
way: “Mere appearances do not exist by their nature, because they dependently
originate, just like a dream.”

b. To eliminate the extreme of extinction and to account for seeming reality, the
reasoning may also be stated in an affirmative way: “All phenomena are not non-
existent like the horns of a rabbit, because they dependently originate.” Another
way to say this would be: “Phenomena are illusionlike, because they dependently
originate.”

2. The three modes of the reason

At first, the reason “dependently originating” may look like an affirming reason.
The subject property says that all phenomena necessarily originate in depend-
ence. In terms of its phrasing, this appears to be an affirmative statement. The
positive entailment is that whatever originates in dependence necessarily does
not exist by its nature, is illusionlike, and is also not utterly nonexistent. The reg-
ative entailment means that if there were anything that existed by its nature, was
not illusionlike, or was utterly nonexistent, it would necessarily not originate in
dependence. In particular, the explicit words of the reasonings under (B) seem
to affirm something about phenomena, that is, their “existence” or “illusionlike
being.” However, the meaning that is pointed out by the reason “dependently
originating” is nothing other than that things are empty of real existence or real
arising. Thus, in whatever way this reasoning of dependent origination may be
formulated, it never becomes a means to ascertain some really existent things,
be they seeming or ultimate, nor does it suggest some really existent kind of
dependent origination. Since this is clearly a case of relying not on mere words
but on the meaning, the reasoning of dependent origination is a negating rea-
soning in effect, since “arising from dependently originating conditions” means
nothing other than “lack of real arising.” Obviously, the word “arising” is used
here in two different ways: In the first phrase, it refers to the mere illusionlike
display of causes and conditions due to ignorance, from which we gain the
wrong impression that things really arise. The second phrase means the denial
of any real arising in this illusory display, without denying its mere appearance.
As the sutras say:

‘What arises from conditions does not arise.

It does not have the nature of arising.

What depends on conditions is explained to be empty.
Those who understand emptiness are heedful.

Candrakirti’s Commentary on The Four Hundred Verses says:
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I do not say that entities do not exist, because I say that they originate
in dependence. “So are you a realist then?” I am not, because I am just
a proponent of dependent origination. “What sort of nature is it then
that you [propound]?” I propound dependent origination. “What is
the meaning of dependent origination?” It has the meaning of the lack
of a nature and the meaning of nonarising through a nature [of its
own]. It has the meaning of the origination of results with a nature
similar to that of illusions, mirages, reflections, cities of scent-eaters,*'¢
magical creations, and dreams. It has the meaning of emptiness and
identitylessness.®”

Thus, this reasoning shows that, just like the two sides of a single coin, depend-
ent origination and emptiness—or appearance and emptiness—are not at all con-
tradictory but an inseparable unity. This means that although dependently
originating phenomena lack any ultimately real existence, on the conventional
level they are not just completely nonexistent, since—unlike sky-flowers and
such—they represent the experiential consensus of our everyday lives. 7The
Entrance into Centrism says:

Just like a vase and such do not exist in true reality

And at the same time exist as common worldly consensus,

All entities originate in this very same way.

Hence, it does not follow that they are the same as the son of a
barren woman.

Since both these [causes and results] are illusionlike,
We are not at fault and the entities of the world do exist [as such].®®

The Fundamental Verses declares:

Whatever might be used to invalidate emptiness,
That is, dependent origination,

Just serves to invalidate

The entirety of worldly conventions.®”

If things were not empty of independent and real existence, the interdepend-
ent origination of causes and results in the world would be impossible, since
nothing could be affected by anything. Thus, none of the appearances and con-
ventions that we constantly deal with would ever come about. However, again,
this seeming dependent origination is not something that is presented as part of
a Centrist system of its own. All that Centrists say is that, just from the perspec-
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tive of ordinary worldly experiences, certain appearances seem to appear in
dependence on the appearance of certain others, which are called their conditions.
Moreover, the presentation of seeming phenomena as dependent origination
serves as a proper support to conveniently approach their ultimate reality, which
is that causes and results are empty of any nature. All dualistic phenomena (such
as cause and result, subject and object, cyclic existence and nirvana, or seeming
and ultimate reality) are just set up in mutual dependence, but none of them
exists independently through a nature of its own. In this way, the Centrist view
is free from the two extremes of permanence and extinction.

The gist of this is as follows: When Centrists present the arising and ceasing
of dependently originating causes and results on the level of no analysis, they
neither superimpose nor deprecate anything with regard to the seeming worldly
reality of mere appearances. Therefore, when Centrists engage in the conven-
tional interactions of adopting certain things and rejecting others, they do not
deviate from the ways of seeming reality, since they express things in a way that
does not add or remove anything from how people deal with these things in the
context of common worldly consensus. While it definitely makes sense to main-
tain this approach on the level of no analysis, if Centrists were to assert arising
and ceasing in terms of dependent origination on the level of analysis, such would
only amount to superimposition and deprecation with regard to both realities.
Therefore, if Centrists were to approach the ultimate in this way, they would
deviate from both realities. From the perspective of analysis, there would be the
superimposition of establishing the dependently originating phenomena of seem-
ing reality in some sense, while in fact they are not established. To imagine that
these phenomena are somehow established would negate the ultimate freedom
from arising and ceasing and thus deprecate ultimate reality.

In a broader sense, the reasoning of mere dependent origination is said to be the
king of Centrist reasonings, since it not only dispels the extremes of permanence
and extinction but also eradicates all kinds of wrong views. For example, it refutes
that things arise without any cause, since this would mean that things do not
depend on anything at all, while dependent origination shows the opposite: that
things depend on collections of their specific causes and conditions. This reason-
ing also negates all notions of a permanent, single, and nonconcordant cause, such
as a primal substance or a creator god. For, if things arose from a single cause, this
would contradict our experience that they in fact depend on vast numbers of con-
ditions. Nor can things depend on a permanent cause, since something permanent
is by definition devoid of performing any function or activity, because such already
entails a process of change. If things could arise from nonconcordant causes, it
would be unreasonable that they have to depend on their own specific causes.

Likewise, the reasoning of dependent origination equally refutes that things
arise from themselves, from something other, or from both. In terms of arising
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from itself, a thing can neither depend on itself nor act upon itself. Furthermore,
if a thing is not established in itself, it can be neither something that depends on
something else nor something on which something else depends. On the other
hand, if a thing were established in itself, it would not have to depend on anything.

As for arising from something other, if things are not established in them-
selves in the first place, the question of what depends on what as well as the whole
notion of “other” is pointless. Even if is assumed that things are established in
themselves, this would mean that they do not have to depend on anything other.
However, being established by themselves yet still having to depend on something
else (such as causes and conditions) is self-contradictory. As for arising from both
themselves and something other, obviously, all these flaws would just mulciply.
The Entrance into Centrism summarizes:

Since entities originate in dependence,

All these thoughts cannot withstand examination.

Therefore, this reasoning of dependent origination
Cuts through the entire web of erroneous views.”

Conclusion

Each of the five great Centrist reasonings is in itself fully sufficient to produce an
understanding that things lack any real or independent existence. However, as
was shown for the vajra sliver reasoning and the reasoning of the freedom from
unity and multiplicity, they supplement each other in generating incontrovert-
ible certainty and an all-encompassing realization of this lack of real existence.
Moreover, in order to approach such a realization, the various reasonings provide
a range of different avenues that may be more or less convenient or convincing
for individual people with varying capacities, propensities, or particular miscon-
ceptions.

In this context of the five great Centrist reasonings, it should be clear that a real
and intrinsic nature of things is impossible among knowable objects. Therefore,
strictly speaking, from among the three modes of a correct reason, the negative
entailment cannot be established here. As was explained, the negative entailment
means that the reason may never apply to the heterologous set. In terms of the
above five reasonings, the general meaning of the predicate in all of them is “what
lacks a real nature.” Thus, “what has a real nature” would be the heterologous set.
Since it is precisely such a real nature of things that does not exist, it does not
make sense to say that the respective reason—such as “being free from unity and
multiplicity” or “originating in dependence”—may not apply to a heterologous
set (that is, something that has a real nature) that is nonexistent. In other words,
the question as to whether something can apply to, entail, or include a nonex-
istent or not is per se irrelevant.
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However, that the third mode cannot be established in no way invalidates the
above reasonings. As was explained, there is no doubt that if there were such a
thing as a really existing cup, it would necessarily have to be established either as
a cup that is a unity or as a cup that is a multiplicity. The same goes for hypo-
thetical, really arising entities. Furthermore, there are many concordant examples
for the nonexistence of a real nature—such as illusions, reflections, and dreams—
that can be appropriately employed in these reasonings. Finally, what is to be
comprehended through the inferential cognitions that are based on such argu-
ments is nothing but the probandum of these arguments—that all things lack a
real nature—and never its opposite.

As was explained, there are two types of negating reasons: those that are based
on the nonobservation of something connected and those that are based on the
observation of something contradictory. The first four Centrist reasonings fall
under the first category, and the reason of dependent origination falls under the
latter.

In general, there is no disagreement between Autonomists and Consequen-
tialists about either these conventional issues or the essential point of how they
understand ultimate reality. Thus, the five great reasonings of Centrism are com-
mon to Autonomists and Consequentialists. Both use these arguments to point
out phenomenal identitylessness. Their difference is that Consequentialists say
that these five reasonings merely follow the conventions of logic as acknowledged
by others. On the mere conventional level, Autonomists understand them as
autonomous arguments that are acknowledged by both parties.

OTHER REASONINGS

Apart from the five great Centrist reasonings, there are two further major argu-
ments that are used to determine phenomenal identitylessness.

In the first reasoning, any real existence of the mind as the apprehender is
negated through the preceding negation of something apprehended. Thus,
through using an appropriate reasoning of one’s choice, one starts by refuting the
notion of really and independently existent objects. Once no such objects are to
be found, there can be no real subject—the apprehending mind—that cognizes
them, since the subject has to depend on the existence of its object. If neither sub-
ject nor object really exists, all phenomena do not really exist, since phenomena
are either subjects or objects. As The Entrance into Centrism says:

In brief, understand this meaning;
Just as knowable objects do not exist, mind does not exist either.

The Buddhas said, “If there are no knowable objects,
One easily finds that a knower is excluded.”
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If knowable objects do not exist, the negation of a knower is established.
Therefore, they first negated knowable objects.®!

The second reasoning inductively applies the realization of the emptiness of

one phenomenon to all phenomena. This is described in Aryadeva’s Four Hun-
dred Verses:

That which is the observer of one single entity
Is explained to be the observer of everything.
That which is the emptiness of one [entity]

Is the emptiness of everything.®

Here, “the observer” refers to the supreme knowledge that realizes emptiness. All
things, such as form, appear in different ways, but they are not different in that
they do not arise through a real nature of their own. Therefore, if it is understood
that one phenomenon does not arise through a nature of its own, then it is also
realized that all other phenomena equally do not arise through a nature of their
own. This is like every drop of the ocean having the same taste. The experience
of the taste of a single drop of ocean water is the same experience as the taste of
every drop of the ocean. Likewise, when a single conditioned phenomenon is
realized to be empty, the emptiness of all conditioned phenomena is realized,
since all phenomena share this basic feature of being conditioned. As The Sitra
Requested by Sky Treasure says:

Those who meditate on a single phenomenon and thus understand
That all phenomena are like an illusion and a mirage,
Ungraspable, hollow, false, and not solid,

Will soon proceed to the heart of enlightenment.

The Sitra of the King of Meditative Concentration agrees:

Through one, you will know all.
Through one, you will see all.

It is said that, strictly speaking, the latter reasoning is only suitable for people
whose minds are not affected by any Buddhist or non-Buddhist philosophical sys-
tems, so that they, from their unquestioning worldly perspective, can directly
enter the middle path beyond extremes. Thus, this reasoning is not intended for
those who already follow certain philosophical systems. Such people may have
determined through their systems that such things as coarse outer objects lack real
and independent existence, but it is precisely their adherence to these philo-
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sophical systems that prevents them from extending their analysis and realization
to other, more subtle things that nevertheless bear this same nature of lacking real
existence.

Unmasking Personal Identity

In general, all the reasonings that negate phenomenal identity can also be used
to negate personal identity and vice versa, since the latter is just a special instance
of the former. However, the clinging to a personal identity of our own is singled
out to be tackled through additional specific reasonings, since it governs all lev-
els of our thinking and behavior in a very immediate way and is thus directly
responsible for the arising of mental afflictions and the ensuing suffering. More-
over, the realization of personal identitylessness that is achieved through these rea-
sonings is the cause for liberation from cyclic existence.

The conceptions of clinging to a personal self focus on the five aggregates that
constitute our psychophysical continua. Even if these aggregates themselves are
not taken to be our self, any self that is assumed to be something other than the
aggregates is always regarded as being related to these aggregates—that is, our
immediate personal appearances and experiences—in one way or the other. We
think in this way by regarding certain aspects of these aggregates either as being
our self or as being connected to or controlled by such a self. Therefore, our
grasping at a self constantly engages one or several of the five aggregates. In cer-
tain situations, we extend our thoughts of a self even to our friends, relatives,
and possessions: If someone else benefits or harms them, we think that this per-
son has helped or harmed us.

Technically speaking, this conceptual object of a “self” that is apprehended
through the clinging to the aggregates as being or relating to a self is considered

a nonentity;®

more specifically, it is a term generality® that does not correspond
to any real object. Obviously, from the perspective of reasonings that analyze for
the ultimate, there is no need to talk about the existence of a real personal iden-
tity. However, even from the perspective of reasonings that analyze conventional
expressions, a real personal identity does not exist.®” Still, in adaptation to the per-
spective of worldly consensus without examination and analysis, the Buddha
never denied the mere notions of a person or an individual. However, these
notions never correspond to any actual object that exists in a substantial way.
They are always understood to exist in a purely nominal way in the context of the

mere correct seeming. As the stitras say:

Just as a collection of [certain] parts

Is described by the name “chariot,”

Likewise, in dependence on the aggregates,

One speaks about “sentient beings” on the seeming level.
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The negations of the object of our clinging to a self are usually presented in the
framework of the twenty views about a real personality that were explained ear-
lier.? In brief, the stitras describe these twenty views as follows:

* (1—s) the five notions that one of the five aggregates is the self

* (6-10) the five notions that the self possesses one of the aggregates as a com-
panion or retinue

* (11-15) the five notions that one of the aggregates dwells in or is based on the
self in such a way that it is supported by the self

* (16—20) the five notions that the self dwells in or is based on one of the aggre-
gates in such a way that this aggregate is its support

That none of these notions applies is expressed in Nagarjuna’s Letter to a Friend:

It is said that form is not the self,
That the self does not possess form, that the self does not dwell on form,
And that form does not dwell on the self.
Please realize that the remaining four aggregates are empty in the same
Way.627

Accordingly, none of the five aggregates is the self, the self does not possess any
of the aggregates, nor do they support each other; that is, neither do the aggre-
gates support the self, nor does the self support the aggregates. Thus, refuting
these twenty views excludes that there is a self that exists in any relation to the five
aggregates. Kamalasila’s second volume of his Stages of Meditation summarizes the
negation of such a real person or self:

[First,] the person is not observed outside of the aggregates, con-
stituents, and sources. The person is also not the nature of the aggre-
gates and such, because the aggregates and such have the nature of
being impermanent and multiple and because the person is that which
is imputed by others as a permanent and singular entity. A person that
is not suitable to be expressed as either the same as or as something
other [than the aggregates] is not suitable as an existent entity, because

there are no other possibilities of how entities exist.®

Thus, the starting point of analyzing whether this self as the hypothetical refer-
ent of our clinging to “I” and “me” really exists is the basic question of whether
such a self is the same as or different from the aggregates.

The self is not the same as the aggregates, because their respective characteris-
tics do not match. The aggregates are (1) impermanent, (2) a formation of mul-
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tiple factors, and (3) dependent on others, whereas the self is generally appre-
hended as something lasting, singular, and independent. In detail, this is as fol-
lows:

1) It is established through reasoning that the aggregates are brought about
through causes and conditions and are impermanent from moment to moment.
On the other hand, it is established through our own experience that we appre-
hend our self as something lasting, such as when we fancy that we recognize the
same self in us that we saw yesterday.

2) The aggregates are clearly a multiplicity; that is, they consist of forms, feelings,
and so on, each one in turn having many subdivisions. On the other hand, our
experience tells us that we apprehend our self as something singular, such as when
we think, “T am an individual, a single person.”

3) Analysis shows us that each one of the aggregates is something that arises and
ceases in dependence on various causes and conditions. On the other hand, expe-
rientially, we apprehend our self as something intrinsic and independent, such as
when we focus inwardly and think, “This is me” or “It is only me who decides
what [ do.”

If we then look for a self that is different from our aggregates, we do not find
anything either. The reasons for this are as follows:

1) Experientially, our clinging to “I” and “me” does not engage in or relate to any-
thing other than just our aggregates.

2) If there were a self other than our body and mind, it would have to appear to
us, because it is impossible for our own self to be a phenomenon that is hidden
from ourselves.

3) Something that is free from the characteristics of the aggregates thereby
becomes a nonentity, since the aggregates contain only entities, that is, phe-
nomena that perform a function. However, if something is a nonentity, this con-
tradicts its being able to perform a function, such as that the self thinks or is in
control of “its” body and mind.

As The Fundamental Verses says:
If the aggregates were the self,
It would possess arising and ceasing.
If it were something other than the aggregates,

It would not possess the characteristics of the aggregates.®

Furthermore, things in their entirety are contained in just these five aggregates
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of form, feeling, discrimination, formation, and consciousness. A self that would
be altogether different from these is not observable through any kind of per-
ceptual valid cognition even for a short while. Let alone yogic valid perception,
all that the five sense consciousnesses perceive are outer objects such as visible
form,*® while self-awareness by definition is only aware of consciousness itself.
Therefore, none of these cognitions can have a self as its object. Furthermore,
since neither a nature nor a result of a self that is not contained in the aggregates
is observable, there is also no reason that produces a correct inference about
such a self. Thus, it cannot be established through inferential valid cognition
either.

At this point, one might just say, “This very mental state that thinks, *This is
me’ is the subject that validly cognizes the self.” However, since this mental state
is nothing but a thought whose essential character is clinging, it is not a percep-
tual valid cognition. Nor is it an inferential valid cognition, because it is a mere
assumption that does not rely on any correct arguments. Rather, this thought or
impulse is nothing but mere unfounded imagination that emerges under the
influence of our beginningless habituation to entertain it. As for the operational
mode of this thought, it exactly corresponds to mistaking a rope for a snake.
Mistaking the aggregates for a self is just a much more deeply ingrained and
solidified habitual mental tendency.

Some people even say that the self exists but that it cannot be determined to
be either identical to or different from the aggregates. They also say that it is nei-
ther permanent nor impermanent, nor any third possibility.®' However, such a
phenomenon does not exist, since there is nothing that can be observed through
any valid cognition as existing either within or outside of the aggregates. Also, it
is impossible to observe any existent that is neither permanent nor impermanent
nor any third possibility. To postulate such a “self” is nothing but a convoluted
way of saying that it simply does not exist at all.

If a self that is established through its own nature is refuted through such an
analysis, then what is “mine” is implicitly negated too. This is like the example
of the daughter of a barren woman. Since she is not observable in the first place,
nothing that would be hers—such as her body or her dress—is observable either.
As The Fundamental Verses says:

If there is no self,
Where should there be what is mine?*?

The main formal way in which Centrism negates a personal self is the seven-
Jfold reasoning through the analogy of a charior. The analogy of a chariot was taught
by the Buddha.® Later, Nagarjuna and his spiritual heirs put it into a systematic
format. The Entrance into Centrism reads:
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It is not asserted that a chariot is something other than its parts.

It is not something that is not other, nor does it possess them.

It does not exist in the parts, nor do the parts exist in it.

It is neither their mere collection nor the shape—thus is the analogy.®

The first five points of this analysis were already presented by Nagarjuna. In
addition, Candrakirti taught the analysis of the collection of the parts and of the
shape of the chariot. When one searches for a really existing chariot through
these seven points of examination, it neither exists as its parts (such as the wheels)
nor as something other than these parts. The collection of the parts and the shape
of the chariot are refuted in passing, since one does not find either the collection
or the shape as anything other than or above the parts that make up their col-
lection and the particular shape of a chariot. If these seven points are applied in
an analogous way to the analysis of a personal self, this self is not found as some-
thing other than the aggregates nor as the aggregates themselves. In fact, these two
possibilities implicitly cover all seven parts of the analysis, the remaining five
being merely their elaborations. For if the self is neither the same as nor differ-
ent from the aggregates, there is no self at all. Consequently, there is no self to
possess or control the aggregates. There is likewise no self that exists in the aggre-
gates, nor can the latter exist in a nonexistent self.

1) The formulation of the reasoning

A personal self does not exist, because it is neither the same as the aggregates nor
something other; because it does not possess them; because the self does not exist
in the aggregates nor do these aggregates exist in the self; and because it is nei-
ther their mere collection nor their shape.

2) The three modes of the reason

The subject property means that a hypothetical self does not conform to any of the
seven possibilities just mentioned, such as being the same as the aggregates. There
is also no other possibility for the existence of such a self. In detail:

a) The self is not something other than the aggregates. As explained above, our
experiences and our clinging in relation to a self do not refer to anything outside
of the five aggregates or outside of our body and mind. Otherwise, our self would
be totally unrelated to our body and mind and at best some nonentity unable to
perform any function at all.

b) If the self were the same as the aggregates, there are several possibilities as to
how this could be the case. If the self were the same as all the aggregates together,
we would have at least five different selves, since there are five aggregates, not to
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mention their subdivisions. Moreover, since the aggregates momentarily arise
and cease, the self would do so too. Thus, we would have a new and different self
in every moment. In addition, this would make any memory of actions or expe-
riences impossible, since the self that does or experiences something in a certain
moment ceases in the next moment. The new self would have no connection to
the old one.

If the self is held to be just one of these aggregates or a certain part of it, which
one would it be? As for the aggregate of form, we do not consider outer material
things to be our personal self. Experientially, it is also obvious that we do not take
just our body to be our self. Moreover, what would then be the difference
between me and my corpse? And when we look at all the changes in terms of size,
weight, shape, and so on that our body has undergone since we were born, this
clearly does not correspond to our sense of a lasting “me.” On the other hand, if
we think that our mind is our self, we still have four mental aggregates to choose
from. In addition, each one of them is itself a collection of many different fac-
tors, such as the whole range of all our constantly changing feelings, perceptions,
and thoughts. As explained above, nothing in this unceasing and manifold flux
corresponds to the features of a lasting, single, and independent self. Certainly,
nobody would identify just a single, fleeting emotion, perception, or thought as
one’s personal self. Also, our minds change tremendously over the span of a life-
time. As babies, we did not even know how to eat and drink properly, and now
we might construct spaceships or even read books on Madhyamaka . . . So how
does this correspond to our seeming experience of a lasting self? Moreover, such
drastic changes of body and mind are not seen merely over the period of a whole
life but can happen any moment. For example, consider how “we” feel—or how
we experience our self—when we are depressed, lonely, unsuccessful, poor, or ill
in contrast to being happy, loved, successful, rich, and healthy.

If the mere continuum of the aggregates is considered to be the self, then the
above flaws in terms of it being momentarily impermanent equally apply here,
since it is the very nature of a continuum to change moment by moment. Any
continuum is not established in itself, since it is just a label that is applied to a
series of different moments, such as calling a stream of many drops of water that
follow one after the other and are continuously exchanged a “river.” If we think
that the self is that which holds the moments of our psychophysical continua
together, there is nothing that could perform such a function. There is no force
or energy that fastens these moments together or underlies them, since all there
are in a continuum are these single moments. A hypothetical such force is also
not necessary, since any subsequent moment in a continuum arises only in
dependence on its previous moment. Since the previous moment has already
ceased when the following one arises, they can never be simultaneous. Thus, how
could they be joined in any way by anything?
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c) The self cannot possess the aggregates, because it has already been refuted that
it is the same as or different from the aggregates. So what else could there be to
possess them? Moreover, even if the self were all or just one of the aggregates,
which would possess which? All aggregates together cannot possess themselves.
Nor can the body possess the mind or vice versa, for how should something with
form possess something without form or be possessed by it? Also, the mental
aggregates cannot possess cach other, for they are all formless. In addition, since
all aggregates are momentary, which moment exactly could possess which other
moments? There is certainly no question of possessing any past or future
moments. And as for present moments, how could any one of them influence,
control, or possess any other, since not even the smallest indivisible moment can

be found?

d) The self neither exists in nor is supported by the aggregates. Otherwise, it
would again just be a part of these aggregates or the aggregates would support
themselves. Then the same inconsistencies as under (c) would apply. And if the
self were something different from the aggregates—a nonentity—how could it
exist among them or be supported by them? A nonentity cannot be supported by
entities, since there is no possible connection or contact between such mutually
exclusive phenomena as entities and nonentities. Moreover, nonentities indicate
the absence of entities, so how could an absence, such as the lack of a table, be

supported by anything?

¢) The aggregates do not exist in the self. If the self were one or all of the aggre-
gates, then the aggregates would have to exist in all or in one of themselves. And
if the self were different from the aggregates—if the self were not an entity—how
could entities (the aggregates) exist within the absence of entities? Even if the
aggregates existed within a self that is the absence of entities (such as space), there
could not be the slightest relation or interaction between the aggregates and such
a self. The aggregates are also not supported by the self, since the same conse-
quences as under (3) would follow. For if the self were the same as the aggregates,
they would have to support themselves; and if it were different, a nonentity would
have to support entities.

f) The self is not the mere collection of the aggregates, since it would then still
exist even if one’s five aggregates were complete but disassembled, for example,
when various parts of one’s body are cut off and piled up around it. Moreover,
if one or several parts of one’s aggregates are missing, such as a finger or certain
features of one’s personality due to Alzheimer’s disease, the self would be defec-
tive too. In addition, if we just refer to the mere collection of the aggregates as
the self and thus give up the notion of a self as something that controls or owns
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these aggregates, whose aggregates would they then be? Their mere collection
does not control or own itself.

g) The self is also not the shape of all the aggregates, since the four mental aggre-
gates do not have any shape and since, experientially, we do not consider the self
to be just the shape of our body. Moreover, if this very shape were the self, whose
shape would it then be? Also, the shape of each body part cannot be the self, since
it then would follow that we have as many selves as we have body parts. In addi-
tion, the shapes of the body parts do not change whether the body is a whole or its
parts are separated. Thus, if the shapes of the individual parts were the self, it would
not make any difference for the self if the body parts were severed from the body.

As for the positive entailment of the sevenfold reasoning using the analogy of a
chariot, whether we refer to a self or anything else, if something does not exist as
any of the above seven possibilities, it cannot exist at all. The negative entailment
means that if it existed, it would necessarily have to exist as one of these possi-
bilities.*¢

To summarize, from the perspective of mistakenness and without analysis, the
self seems to exist just like persons, sentient beings, and so on seem to exist. How-
ever, when analyzed, just as a self does not exist, also persons and such do not
exist. Likewise, just as cars, tables, forests, and so on exist on the mere conven-
tional level, also the self may be said to exist on this level. Under analysis, just as
the self does not exist, all phenomena should be understood to be free from all
reference points, such as existence and nonexistence.

The Result of Centrist Reasoned Analysis

Right from the beginning, dependently originating phenomena, persons, and so
on are not really established, but non-Buddhists and Buddhist realists still fall into
the various extremes of superimposing or denying such phenomena and persons.
Therefore, Centrist reasonings serve to put an end to these reifications, be they
in terms of existence or nonexistence. Accordingly, everybody in the tradition of
Nagarjuna and his spiritual heirs insists that, in Centrism, it is impossible to
attain any realization that bears even the faintest resemblance to entertaining any
reference points. The only possible result of properly employed Centrist reason-
ing is to pass into the peace of nonarising that is free from all reference points.
Thus, when phenomena are analyzed with Centrist reasonings, all conceptions of
superimposition and denial—such as clinging to identity, identitylessness, exis-
tence, nonexistence, arising, ceasing, causes, the lack of causes, and so on—grad-
ually come to an end. This is precisely the purpose of the Centrist approach to
reasoning. As The Entrance into Centrism says:
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Ordinary beings are bound by conceptions.
Nonconceptual yogins will find release.

Hence, the learned state that the result of analysis
Is that conceptions are at peace.

The analyses in [Nagarjuna’s] treatise were not performed out of
attachment to debate.
[Rather,] he taught true reality for the sake of complete release.

and

Attachment to one’s own view and quarreling about others’ views
Are in themselves nothing but [expressions of reifying] thinking.
Therefore, setting aside attachment and anger,

Analysis will swiftly lead to release.%”

Santideva agrees:

Once neither entities nor nonentities
Remain before the mind,

There is no other mental flux [either].
Therefore, it is utter nonreferential peace.**

By relying on extensive Centrist scriptures and reasonings, one starts out with
negating all views on existence and nonexistence. Through the discriminating
knowledge that arises in this process, one arrives at a conceptual understanding
that all phenomena lack an intrinsic nature of their own. Then, based on the
meditation of calm abiding in which one rests one-pointedly in this actuality, the
increasingly pure meditation of superior insight into the true nature of phe-
nomena is developed. In this way, the accumulations are completed and the mind
is purified of both afflictive and cognitive obscurations, which finally leads to
attaining the state of perfect Buddhahood. This is why it is said that the supreme
cause for attaining liberation and omniscience is the supreme knowledge through
study, reflection, and meditation that clearly realizes—in a way in which there is
nothing to be realized—that all phenomena are without nature. In other words,
the success of the relentless Centrist raid on all objects of reification, including
reification and the reifier, is measured by diminishing the clinging to the various
layers of fixed ideas that obscure mind’s clarity of seeing the nature of things as
it is.
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MADHYAMAKA MEDITATION

The following exposition is mainly based on Kamalasila’s three-volume Szages of
Meditation (the only Indian Centrist text that explains meditation in detail) and
on the oral instructions that are transmitted within the Karma Kagyii tradition.
As I try to approach Centrist meditation from a number of different angles, some
phrases may appear more or less repetitive. However, since this topic is hardly ever
treated in great detail, and since meditation is all about repeated familiarization,
there seems to be no harm in hearing a few things more than once.

Why Is Analytical Meditation Necessary?

As was explained in detail, the main cause for all our samsaric problems is basic
ignorance that expresses itself as our instinctive clinging to a personal self and
really existing phenomena. The only means for eliminating this fundamental
unawareness is to develop its opposite: an awareness through which we see our
mind and phenomena as they really are. In technical terms, this is called dis-
criminating knowledge, which is the seed for the omniscient wisdom of a Bud-
dha. As a sutra says:

If you discriminate that phenomena are identityless
And meditate by discriminating them in this way,
This is the cause for the result of attaining nirvana.
Peace will not come about through any other cause.

In general, Buddhism provides a large variety of skillful means to generate
insight into the true nature of mind and phenomena, but analytical meditation
is the way in which this insight is developed and enhanced in a very systematic
and thorough way. This is the first reason analytical meditation is necessary.

Second, when we consider that afflictions and suffering are the negative reper-
cussions of our ignorance and clinging, this may strengthen our wish to tackle
them. These repercussions do not only manifest on the private or personal level;
but especially in the present time of globalization, it is easy to see how devastat-
ing such clinging by even a single person can be for the whole world. For exam-
ple, take the “innocent” notion of who we are. Ask someone in New York, “Who
are you?” and the answer might be, “I am Helen, and I am an American.” So far,
so good, but the story does not end there. Rather, this notion of being an Amer-
ican involves the feeling of belonging to a certain nation and homeland: “All the
land between the East Coast and the West Coast is my country, and all the peo-
ple who live there are my compatriots.” In this way, the sense of “me” and “mine”
is extended over large parts of a continent, and the ego reaches out to the borders
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of the United States, so to speak. It may not even stop there, since patriots love
their country and want to protect it. Consequently, they may perceive certain
legitimate interests and security concerns across the entire planet. Of course, peo-
ple in other nations, such as Iraq or Afghanistan, have the same tendencies. Based
on this, all nations consider other nations that have the same interests or vision
to be their friends, and certain others their enemies. In this way, it is clear that
all the attachment and hatred that develop in this process and the many conflicts
in the world that result from it are basically rooted in “ego clashes.”

Of course, in the midst of such conflicts, be they interpersonal or interna-
tional, we usually have no idea where things started, and sometimes that even
doesn’t matter to us anymore. So in this context, we could see analytical medi-
tation as taking a break from our usual behavior patterns and asking ourselves,
“Wait a minute, what are we doing here?” Through Centrist analysis, we try to
take a closer look at our unquestioned experiences and actions, such as having a
self and trying to defend it and its territory. In other words, we take time to sit
down and run a thorough check on whether our highly subjective and habitual
reactions really make any sense. Do they stand up to the facts and needs within
a wider perspective, or is it possible for us to have a much better and more ben-
eficial time with ourselves and one another?

Third, as for removing the root cause for cyclic existence, it is said in all Bud-
dhist schools that just resting the mind in a one-pointed state of calm abiding
does not lead to liberation from cyclic existence, let alone Buddhahood. The main
reason for this is that whatever meditation we may practice, if it does not work to
sever the root of cyclic existence, it will at best calm down our manifest suffering
and afflictions. However, it will not eradicate the latent tendencies or mental seeds
that make suffering and afflictions arise again when we meet the right conditions
at some later point. Most layers of reifying ourselves and other phenomena that
provide the fertile ground for such seeds operate at the level of instinct and uncon-
scious impulses. Hence, they can only be brought into awareness and then under-
mined as we scrutinize our ingrained worldviews and expose them to the light of
prajiia through the meditation of superior insight or analytical meditation.

Fourth, in order to properly understand and employ his teachings, the Bud-
dha said, we have to work with the four reliances:

1) Do not rely on persons but on the dharma.

2) As for this dharma, do not rely on the words but on the meaning.

3) As for the meaning, do not rely on the expedient meaning but on the defini-
tive meaning,.

4) And as for the definitive meaning, do not rely on ordinary consciousness but
on wisdom.
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Analytical meditation is the main way to make these distinctions properly, to
investigate and cultivate the actual meaning of the dharma, and to provide the
ground for the nondual wisdom that directly sees how things are.

Fifth, merely studying and reflecting on all of this is not sufficient. Even if we
understand the two types of identitylessness and the emptiness of all phenomena,
that alone does not prevent us from continuing to behave as if we had a self and
as if things were solidly real. There is definitely a difference between under-
standing a wall to be empty and being able to walk through this wall. From time
without beginning, we have grown thoroughly accustomed to and solidified our
belief in a self and really existing phenomena. In fact, this is our most deeply
rooted conviction. Since it is so entrenched in us, we cannot expect that a little
bit of understanding of emptiness will have the power to overthrow this firm
belief immediately. Rather, the only way to replace this mistaken notion is by
gradually and thoroughly deconstructing it and cultivating its opposite: the real-
ization of emptiness. Usually, upon first hearing about emptiness and the lack of
a self, most of us will say, “No way is this true!” It is only upon a thorough and
repeated investigation of the notion of a personal self that we might think, “Okay,
I can see that there is no self in my five aggregates, but I do not believe that
everything is just empty.” For example, who would believe right away that their
own bodies, friends, houses, and cars are empty? Thus, we proceed further with
our analysis by looking at phenomenal identitylessness. When doing this, we
may initially develop doubt that everything is as solidly real as we think it is.
Continuing the analysis, we may arrive at the thought “Probably all this is
empty.” The end of our analysis is reached when we have developed unshakable
certainty that all phenomena are empty.

At present, we are extremely well trained in seeing phenomena as nonempty.
When engaging in Centrist analysis, we have to retrain in seeing phenomena as
emptiness. In other words, over time, we have managed to be completely and
effortlessly accustomed to imagining the real existence of a self and phenomena.
In Centrist meditation, the point is to grow equally accustomed to the lack of a
self and real phenomena, which is possible only through repeated familiarization
in meditation. As noted earlier, the Sanskrit term for “meditation” (bhavana) lit-
erally means “to perfume.” Thus, meditation is understood as perfuming our
mind with emptiness until the scent of emptiness becomes inseparable from the
mind’s fabric. In the first volume of his Stages of Meditation, Kamalaila says:

Thus, through the knowledge [that comes] from reflection, one dis-
criminates true actuality. In order to reveal it, one develops the knowl-
edge [that results] from meditation. The Jewel Cloud Siitra™ and others
teach that this actuality will not be revealed merely through studying
and such. It becomes [revealed through] practitioners who make [their
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own] experiences. Without the very clear brilliance of knowledge
dawning, the darkness that veils the truth is not dispelled. Practicing
meditation many times, knowledge will dawn. . . . In The Sitra of the
King of Meditative Concentration, the Blessed One declared:

This you should understand and strive for: As much as a person
examines [something], that much will her mind be molded
through the thoughts that dwell on this.®®

Finally, on the Buddhist path, it is always emphasized that we should gain
firsthand experience, direct knowledge, and personal certainty about the way
things really are. Just as with our ordinary experiences in life, whatever we our-
selves have thoroughly examined and found to be true will be an incontrovert-
ible part of our experience. Then we no longer need to rely on other people or
books. Doubts will not arise, nor will our minds be changed by others’ ques-
tioning our realization. Moreover, when we have an experientially founded
understanding of the correct view, we will increasingly be able to evaluate any
experiences that might come up in our meditation practice. We can compare
them with the correct Centrist view of emptiness and see clearly whether our
practice and realization accords with what the Buddha and the great masters
describe. In this way, analytical meditation is also very helpful for and informs
any other meditation practices, such as deity visualization.

Calm Abiding and Superior Insight

Meditation in Centrism, as in all other Buddhist schools, is divided into two
general types: calm abiding and superior insight. One usually begins with calm
abiding and then, on the basis of a calm and one-pointed mind, progresses toward
superior insight. As proficiency is developed, the two types of meditation are
practiced as an inseparable unity. In the middle volume of his Stages of Medira-
tion, Kamalasila describes this:

In the beginning, one should practice calm abiding for a while. Once
distraction toward outer objects has become calm, one abides in a state
of mind that is very supple and delights in being continually and nat-
urally engaged in focusing inward. This is called calm abiding. While
focusing on the calm abiding of the [mind], one analyzes this very
[mind]. This is superior insight.®!

The classic metaphor for the necessity of uniting calm abiding and superior
insight is a candle flame. When this flame is bright and there is no wind, it is
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clearly visible and will also illuminate its surroundings. However, if the flame is
bright but flickers in the wind, it will neither be seen distinctly itself nor clearly
light up anything else. Likewise, if our mind is endowed with both the superior
insight that sees true reality and the quality of calm abiding, through which we
can one-pointedly direct this insight wherever we please, this mind will see both
its own nature and the nature of all phenomena. Once the obscurations are
removed, the light of wisdom appears just as sunlight in a cloud-free sky unim-
pededly illuminates everything.

However, if we have only cultivated undistracted meditative concentration
and lack the supreme knowledge that realizes how things actually are, it is impos-
sible to see ultimate reality. On the other hand, if we have the correct view of
understanding identitylessness but no meditative concentration in which the
mind rests one-pointedly, our mind will be distracted by other objects, not be
under control, and thus not be workable. Consequently, it will be impossible for
the light of wisdom to shine clearly and realize ultimate reality. Another analogy
for the need to combine calm abiding and superior insight as an inseparable unity
is a sharp scalpel in the steady hand of an experienced surgeon. If the scalpel is
blunt or the surgeon’s hand shaky, the operation cannot be performed properly.
In the same way, when the mind rests in a state that involves both stillness and
a crisp wakefulness or awareness, it is like a steady hand that deftly operates on
our objects of investigation with the sharp blade of superior insight.

Since there is a wealth of materials available on the actual training in calm
abiding, I will not go into detail here. The essential point of calm abiding in
Centrism is to settle the mind within a still yet clear awareness, one-pointedly
focused, thus serving as the proper ground for effective engagement in the Cen-
trist analyses of the two types of identitylessness. Any of the numerous techniques
to accomplish calm abiding can be used to reach this state. The prerequisites for
superior insight are stated in Kamalasila’s Swges of Mediration:

One may wonder, “What are the prerequisites for superior insight?”
[They are] relying on a genuine teacher, making every effort in exten-

sive studies, and appropriate reflection.*

These three prerequisites depend on each other. By relying on a teacher who
fully masters the Buddha’s teachings, one studies the authentic texts and then
develops the correct view of emptiness through the two kinds of knowledge that
come from studying and reflecting. If the unmistaken view is not developed with
certainty, the very basis with which one is to familiarize oneself during the med-
itation of superior insight is missing. Moreover, in order to develop such a view
and make it incontrovertible, it is crucial to rely on the definitive rather than the
expedient meaning. Consequently, for the understanding of the profound defin-
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itive teachings to dawn, it must necessarily be preceded by knowledge of the dif-
ference between these two levels of teaching.
Superior insight in Centrism can be classified as two:
1) a preparatory stage of “discriminating superior insight”**
2) the actual main practice of nonconceptual “motionless superior insight,” in
which there is no duality of meditator and object of meditation

On the basis of a mind that is calm and one-pointed, the two types of identity-
lessness are analyzed through supreme knowledge. In the second stage, mind is
fully aware of and rests right within its own expanse free from all reference points.

All Centrist masters agree that the dawning of nondual wisdom results from
the conjoined practice of calm abiding and superior insight, though they may give
slightly different methods for developing that unity. For example, according to
Bhavaviveka, cultivating calm abiding is the first step, in which one trains through
contemplating such topics as the repulsiveness of the body, loving-kindness, and
compassion. Then, superior insight is generated through the power of Centrist
reasoning. According to Santideva, calm abiding is developed by meditating on
the mind of enlightenment, and the supreme knowledge of superior insight is
generated through focusing on emptiness. Kamalasila recommends training in
calm abiding by using an object, such as an image of the Buddha, and then pro-
ceeding to superior insight through analysis of the nature of this very object of
calm abiding. According to Candrakirti, both calm abiding and superior insight
are to be practiced based on the view that analyzes true reality. All these expla-
nations agree that first calm abiding, then superior insight, and finally their unity
are to be practiced in this order, since they are related as causes and results in this
way. In general, the main point in all three of these steps is that the mind be one-
pointed and undistracted.

When do calm abiding and superior insight become a unity? There are differ-
ent levels of unity. During the practice of calm abiding and superior insight “with
characteristics”—when specific focuses or mental images are used in medita-
tion—the unity occurs when the calmly abiding, thought-free mind that focuses
on these mental images and the realization of superior insight that thoroughly dis-
criminates all phenomena based on such images naturally blend into one. In the
further stage of practicing calm abiding and superior insight “without character-
istics,” once both nonconceptual calm abiding and nonconceptual superior
insight are attained, they are one in nature and thus said to be a unity. In other
words, cultivating the still aspect of our mind means practicing calm abiding, and
looking at the nature of both its still and its moving aspects is superior insight.
Within the luminous nature of the mind that underlies both its stillness and its
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movement, these two aspects are an inseparable unity, so calm abiding and supe-
rior insight each serve to approach this very unity. Thus, these two meditations’
having become a unity means nothing but naturally resting in the nature of the
mind and recognizing whatever appears within it as being that nature. In this
sense, the perfection of the unity of calm abiding and superior insight is called
nonabiding nirvana. As Pawo Rinpoche says, both Nagarjuna’s lineage of pro-
found view and Asanga’s lineage of vast activity® agree on this:

Both traditions agree that the unity of perfect meditative stability and
knowledge is to rest right within profound knowledge’s seeing that is
without seeing anything and to do so in a way that is without some-

one who rests and something to be rested in.**

Finally, when rising from meditative equipoise, with the awareness that all phe-
nomena are illusionlike, one extensively engages in the accumulation of merit.

Analytical Meditation and Resting Meditation

Another division of meditation is into “the analytical meditation of scholars™**

and “the resting meditation of mendicants,” or simply analytical meditation
and resting meditation.

The analytical meditation of scholars refers to the intellectual examination of
all phenomena through reasoning. There are two key terms here: “discriminat-
ing knowledge” and “personally experienced wisdom.” The first step in this ana-
lytical meditation is to cultivate discriminating knowledge. This refers to all the
levels of increasingly refined inferential valid cognition that are based on reason-
ing and developed through studying, reflecting, and meditating. In other words,
this is the laser beam of penetrating analysis that scans its various objects once we
have one-pointedly focused the diffuse light of our usual discursive thinking.
The second term, “personally experienced wisdom,” stands for true realicy—the
unity of wisdom and expanse—directly and nonconceptually realizing itself by
itself in a way that is without anything realizing anything.

The way in which ordinary beings engage in analytical meditation during med-
itative equipoise is mainly through discriminating knowledge and also through
a mere likeness of personally experienced wisdom. The latter refers to the most
highly refined discriminating knowledge that eventually turns into the actual
personally experienced wisdom. In general, ordinary beings are understood to
be all those who have not directly realized true reality or emptiness, that is, those
who have not yet reached the path of seeing. On the other hand, those who have
directly realized emptiness—the noble ones—engage in meditative equipoise
through personally experienced wisdom only. So once discriminating knowledge
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has reached its highest level of refinement at the last moment of the path of junc-
tion (illustrated by the well-known example of the two sticks and the fire), the
actual personally experienced wisdom springs from it, which marks the beginning
of the path of seeing. Thus, through causal discriminating knowledge—which
includes resting within the doubt-free certainty that is induced through the ana-
lytical power of this knowledge—the fruitional personally experienced wisdom
of the unity of awareness and expanse is attained.

This analytical meditation of scholars belongs to the usual gradual approach
of the stitra vehicle. It provides a very firm and clear basis for our practice. Once
we have established such a basis, we will no longer make any big mistakes in our
meditation. Through gradual study, reflection, and meditation, definite certainty
is gained that does not depend on anything or anybody else to tell us how things
are. Such unflinching conviction comes solely from our own personal and proper
examination of the teachings, which completely eliminates all doubts. At this
point, nobody can make us feel that we are wrong. Even the Buddha could not
change our mind. This kind of certainty is necessary so that there is not the
slightest room for mistakes or doubts to sneak in again. Sometimes, we seem to
understand something, but if we do not decide on it in a way that is sufficiently
clear and certain enough, then doubts may arise again and destroy our initial
understanding, so that no stable progress is possible.

Resting meditation is also called stabilizing meditation. Obviously, it does not
refer to just taking a rest and doing nothing but to letting the mind naturally and
one-pointedly rest in its own nature with full mindfulness and alertness. “The
resting meditation of mendicants in a more narrow sense corresponds to the
immediate style of the Vajrayana. Thus, it is said to be the swifter path that can
bring results quite soon. However, at the same time, it is less easy to describe and
grasp, since it deals straightaway with the nature of the mind, which cannot be
pinpointed as anything whatsoever. Consequently, it may happen that we are
not really sure what is going on in our meditation and what we actually have
understood. There may be flashes of directly seeing the nature of the mind from
time to time, but there is also the danger of not really seeing anything of the
kind and just spacing out in some dull, blank state. Contrary to that, the ana-
lytical approach is a safeguard against falling into such a state, which is called “the
meditation of a fool.” Thus, in order to proceed on the correct path, the approach
of the resting meditation of mendicants depends very much on the correct ini-
tial pointing-out instructions, the continuous qualified guidance, and the bless-
ings of a true guru.

The terms “analytical meditation of scholars” and “resting meditation of men-
dicants” should not be taken too literally or exclusively. Some people think that
the meditation of scholars is purely analytical and that yogic practitioners exclu-
sively practice resting meditation, but this is not at all the case. Rather, such des-
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ignations are a matter of degree. The scholarly approach to meditation also needs
the element of resting or calm abiding in order for the practitioner to stay focused
on the object of meditation and to settle in the certainty that has arisen from the
preceding analysis. Likewise, yogic practitioners are in need of analytical medi-
tation in order to purify their view of distortions and doubts. If these two are not
kept in balance, then any kind of vision of ultimate reality that is attained solely
through analytical meditation is a mere intellectual exercise, while the kinds of
visions that are achieved through resting meditation alone are just further fleet-
ing and indiscriminate mental experiences among our many others. Therefore,
both elements of analysis and resting are indispensable for realizing the essence
of meditation, regardless of which approach is personally preferred.

The general scope of analytical meditation encompasses all of the teachings of
the Buddha, starting from contemplating impermanence and the preciousness of
human existence up through ascertaining the two kinds of identitylessness. Rest-
ing meditation includes all types of meditations in which the conclusions
achieved through preceding investigation become absorbed by the mind. The
freshness of such absorptive resting of the mind is sustained through one-pointed
mindfulness and alertness.

Centrist meditation, for the most part, follows the analytical approach. How-
ever, once the state of nonconceptual superior insight is attained and blended
with nonconceptual calm abiding, the meditating mind finally realizes and rests
in its own nature. Hence, also in Centrism, the above two approaches are not in
conflict but, properly practiced, enhance each other. When inferential analysis
and insight that are informed by Centrist reasonings are combined with directly
looking at our mind (during as well as after the analysis), it is actually possible to
develop a very stable and alert mind as well as rapidly progress on the path of pro-
found realization.

As for the relation between analytical and resting meditation on the one side
and calm abiding and superior insight on the other, calm abiding is not exactly
the same as resting meditation, nor is superior insight equivalent to analytical
meditation. Rather, analytical and resting meditation each include both calm
abiding and superior insight.

The main aspect of resting meditation is the mind’s calm abiding, since it pri-
marily means to rest in the nature of the mind. However, this resting itself even-
tually assumes the quality of superior insight by directly looking at mind’s nature.
As for analytical meditation, it also includes both calm abiding and superior insight,
since any mental investigation—Dbe it conceptual or nonconceptual—needs to be
performed on the basis of a calm and one-pointed mind. However, both pairs of
meditation have the same final goal. Analytical and resting meditation eventually
become a unity, just as calm abiding and superior insight. Ultimately, they have
the same destination: the direct realization of the nature of the mind.
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Some people think that when one practices calm abiding, there is no need to do
any analysis, and when practicing superior insight, one does not need to rest the
mind in meditative equipoise. However, during calm abiding, some degree of
analysis is definitely required in order to determine whether the mind is still one-
pointedly focused, how to deal with thoughts or afflictions that come up, and how
to clear away the various obstacles to calm abiding, such as dullness and agitation.
Different methods must also be employed to still the mind, and these methods
involve scrutiny of the meditative state and its flaws. On the other hand, in supe-
rior insight, the emphasis is on developing the clarity of prajia, but this works all
the better the more the mind is resting in a one-pointed and undistracted way.

Other people think that analytical meditation and resting meditation are
mutually exclusive, that the mind cannot rest while analyzing nor engage in inves-
tigation when resting. They regard analysis as a completely intellectual kind of
discrimination and resting meditation as a totally nonconceptual kind of absorp-
tion. However, as indicated by the example of a candle flame without wind, the
calmer the mind, the more clearly the light of prajia can illuminate all phe-
nomena. Otherwise, if analytical and resting meditation were mutually exclu-
sive, this would have a number of absurd consequences. For example, it would
then be a mistake to use one’s discriminative capacity in mastering the various
techniques of calm abiding and to eliminate the obstacles that may occur in this
process. It would furthermore be impossible for the analyzing mind to eventu-
ally settle into a resting state at the end of the analysis. However, many Centrist
masters repeatedly and clearly describe that it indeed is the analyzing mind that
comes to rest. As Santideva’s Entrance to the Bodbisattva’s Way of Life says:

Once one has analyzed what had to be analyzed,
The analysis does not have any basis left.

Since there is no basis, it does not continue.
This is expressed as nirvana.®*

Atiéa concurs in his Centrist Pith Instructions:

Once all specifically characterized and generally characterized phe-
nomena are established as nonexistent [through knowledge], this
knowledge itself is without appearance, luminous, and not established
as any nature whatsoever. Thus, all flaws, such as dullness and agita-
tion, are eliminated. In this interval, consciousness is without any
thought, does not apprehend anything, and has left behind all mind-
fulness and mental engagement. For as long as neither characteristics
nor the enemies and robbers of thoughts arise, consciousness should

rest in such a [state].*
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Nagarjuna’s Commentary on the Mind of Enlightenment also touches on the same
topic:

So-called entities are conceptions.
Lack of conceptions is emptiness.
Wherever conceptions appear,

How could there be emptiness?*™

His Sixty Stanzas on Reasoning declares:

Those whose minds are not moved,
Not even by a flicker of a thought about “complete voidness,”
Have crossed the horrifying ocean of existence

That is agitated by the snakes of the afflictions.®

Also KamalaSila’s Szages of Meditation repeatedly talks about nonconceptual and
unmoving superior insight:

Once the mind has become stabilized on its focus through calm abid-
ing, if one examines this [mind] through supreme knowledge, the bril-
liance of perfect wisdom will dawn. At this point, just as darkness is
dispelled through bright daylight, obscurations are eliminated. Like
one’s eyes and light [in producing a visual perception], both [calm
abiding and superior insight] are mutually compatible with regard to
the emerging of perfect wisdom. It is not that they are incompatible
in the way that light and darkness are. The nature of meditative con-
centration is not darkness. What is it then? Its defining characteristic
is a one-pointed mind. [The Buddha] said:

If one rests in meditative equipoise, one perfectly realizes true
actuality just as it is.

Therefore, [calm abiding] is very much in harmony with supreme
knowledge and not at all incompatible. Thus, when examining
through supreme knowledge that rests in meditative equipoise, the
very nonobservation of all phenomena is genuine nonobservation. This
characteristic of the state of calm abiding of yogic practitioners means
spontaneous presence, since there is nothing else to be seen beyond
that. Calmness means that all discursiveness of characteristics, such as
existence and nonexistence, is completely at peace.®

and
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As for the seeing of genuine true reality, it is the very fact that there is
nothing to be seen, when the light of perfect wisdom dawns through
the examination of all phenomena with the eye of supreme knowl-
edge. This is also expressed in the siitras:

One may wonder, “What is secing the ultimate?” It means that
all phenomena are not seen.

Here, [the Buddha] has talked about “not seeing” by having in mind
that there is no such seeing. However, this “not seeing” is not like not
seeing when the conditions [for seeing] are incomplete (such as in a
blind person and when closing one’s eyes) or when one does not men-

tally engage [in seeing].®

Pawo Rinpoche summarizes:

In brief, the very quintessence of all meditative concentrations of both
the stitras and the tantras of the great vehicle is to see, through supreme
knowledge in a way that is without seeing, that no phenomenon what-
soever abides as anything, such as existence or nonexistence, and to
undistractedly and nonconceptually rest in this very seeing.®*

Thus, the question of whether a nonconceptual meditative state concords with
the perfect view can be decided by determining whether clear wakefulness, mind-
fulness, and alertness that are reinforced and sustained by a determinate, imme-
diate awareness of the perfect view are present or absent in the nonconceptual
state in question. From this, it is clear that such nonconceptual meditation is
not at all like ordinary nonconceptual states such as deep sleep, a faint, or a coma.
In the same vein, as these quotations—and many others—amply show, there is
not the slightest foundation in Centrist texts for the claims of Tsongkhapa and
others that every nonconceptual meditative equipoise that is free from any mode
of apprehension® is identical to the infamous meditation style of just not think-
ing anything that is ascribed by Tibetans to the Chinese master Hvashang.

Some people erroneously think that the state of superior insight ceases when
resting meditation progresses. Thus, they claim that superior insight is necessar-
ily always linked to the discerning mind. However, in that case, it would be
impossible to ever achieve the unity of calm abiding and superior insight. This
position also denies the eventual oneness of nonconceptual direct looking and
superior insight. Actually, superior insight is not lost when the analyzing prajaa
comes to rest after having performed the analysis. Eventually, this very settling
of the discriminating aspect of the mind into mind’s own spacious and lumi-
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nous nature is the point of supreme and pure superior insight. Such insight is
inseparable from resting in this nature in which there is not the slightest trace of
duality, such as subject and object, analyzer and analyzed, or what rests and what
it rests in. As Nagarjuna’s Commentary on the Mind of Enlightenment says:

The Thus-Gone Ones do not see a mind

That involves the aspects of a realizer and what is to be realized.
Wherever there is a realizer and what is to be realized ,

There is no enlightenment.®

What is the difference between analytical meditation and just reflecting? The
crucial distinction is that, in analytical meditation, our scrutinizing prajia oper-
ates within a state of mind that is calm and one-pointed, thus bringing the object
of analysis very clearly to mind and also being able to stay with it. Moreover,
through alternating analysis with nonconceptual resting in the certainty that
results from the preceding analysis, this approach taps into much deeper levels of
the mind than any pondering on a superficial, intellectual plane. Based on calm
abiding, the mind is like a clear mirror or a calm lake in which we can clearly see
our own true face—mind’s nature—and have a proper look at all its facets and
features.

Thus, when beginning to train in calm abiding, one mainly cultivates resting
meditation, as, for example, outlined in the nine stages of settling the mind.*”
Still, once calm abiding is achieved, analysis must be applied. To this end, in
Buddhism, many general methods of analytical meditation are recommended
during the state of calm abiding, such as contemplating the repulsiveness of the
body as an antidote to desire, love and compassion as an antidote to hatred, or
dependent origination to ignorance. In particular, in Centrism, the main prac-
tices of analytical meditation are the investigations of twofold identitylessness as
they were described earlier.

Working with the Mind in Meditation and Daily Life

If we lack an understanding of the view of identitylessness or emptiness, any kind
of meditation that we do will necessarily miss the point as far as ultimate reality
is concerned. Hence, it is important to first establish this view. However, even
when endowed with a correct understanding of the view, if we do not meditate
by propetly resting in such an understanding, our meditation will likewise be
out of touch with true reality. Thus, in Centrism, the main part of meditation
consists of both the initial analysis of the two types of identitylessness through
supreme knowledge and the subsequent resting within the expanse that is free
from all mental reference points.
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There are two types of training in calm abiding: calm abiding with support
and without support, which is mind just resting in its own nature. Supports are
again twofold: outer objects (such as a pebble or a Buddha statue) and inner
objects. The latter are all kinds of mental images or visualizations, which may
correspond to outer objects (such as visualizing a Buddha statue) or not (such
as visualizing deities or mantric syllables). All of these are called nonconceptual
mental images,”® since they do not involve any thoughts that analyze for ulti-
mate reality.

When practicing superior insight, we meditate by taking such mental images
that, through the power of calm abiding, clearly appear in our mind as the bases
for discriminating analysis. Thus, this is not an analysis that is outwardly directed,
since the mind only looks inward, at its own images. When such images that
arise from meditative concentration are analyzed through superior insight in
order to realize true reality, this involves thoughts that examine this true reality.
Accordingly, these images are called conceptual mental images.® Through the
examination of the nature of such images, the nature of all phenomena is realized
as it is. This process can be compared to examining the appearance of our face
in a mirror. The reflection in the mirror is not our face, but it clearly reveals all
the beautiful or ugly features of this face and in this way we can deal with our
actual face. Candrakirti uses this analogy in his Entrance into Centrism:

Although [the reflection of our face in a mirror] is not real, it is there for
the purpose of beautifying this face.

Likewise, also here, our arguments are seen

To have the capacity of cleansing the face of knowledge.*®

Especially at the beginning of our practice of analytical meditation, each object
must be investigated individually. For if a particular object with certain features
has not been clearly identified as the basis for analysis, it is not possible to cut
through all the superimpositions with regard to these features. The particular
object is then analyzed by means of correct discriminating knowledge and thus
is conceptually ascertained to be something that appears while lacking any real
nature of its own. While we undistractedly keep the object of meditative con-
centration in mind, conceptual discrimination is increasingly refined and even-
tually terminates all by itself, once its equally subtle objects are found to be
unfindable. Eventually, this process gives way to the direct and nonconceptual
realization that this very object is a mere appearance but has no nature of its own.
Thus, by blending the focus of calm abiding and superior insight into one, we
train in unifying them.

This process of meditating by focusing on particular objects can be outlined
as follows. We start our analytical meditation by taking an outer object, such as
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a table, as our focus of analysis. In order to realize through discriminating knowl-
edge that this table is empty, the point is simply to focus on the plain mental
image of this table and to apply Centrist reasoning to it. Thus, when analyzing
the table’s nature, we do not consider or focus on its specific characteristics, such
as its color, shape, size, or attractiveness. By extending our investigation to other
objects of the sense perceptions and so on, we become aware of the emptiness of
all the objects that we apprehend, which is like resting in the center of open
space. To train in this awareness is called “the yoga of not observing the appre-
hended,”*! which means to meditate on everything external as being the unity of
appearance and emptiness.

Next, we proceed to the stage of using internal objects of focus, such as our var-
ious expressions of consciousness that are the subjects apprehending the above
objects. When an instance of apprehending subjective consciousness, such as
hatred or desire, arises in our mind stream, we should clearly identify it and then
examine it, as if under a magnifying glass, through discriminating knowledge.
What is its cause? Where did it come from in the first place? Does it abide on the
outside or the inside? Does it have any nature? What is its shape or color? By
doing this, we will not find this emotion to be anything whatsoever. Then, we
should rest in meditative equipoise in this very actuality of not finding anything.
This approach is to be applied not only to any afflictions that may come up in
our mind but to the entire range of mental events (such as feelings), to our sense
consciousnesses, and to our thoughts. Whether the latter are positive, negative,
or just neutral, random thoughts, we should be aware of any thought that arises
and use it for our meditation in the way described. This does not mean that we
try to rest in meditative equipoise by just observing or focusing on our thoughts,
but we train in resting in their very essence, which is emptiness free from refer-
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ence points. This is “the yoga of not observing the apprehender,
meditating on all internal states of mind as being the unity of awareness and
emptiness.

After having searched for a real existence of both subject and object, we find
neither. In the end, neither the object to be examined (be it external matter or
internal mind) nor the examining mind (supreme knowledge) itself is found in
any way. In this way, the analysis is self-terminating, just as a fire springs to life
when two sticks are rubbed together and then is extinguished once the sticks
burn up. At this point, we just rest within this state without any grasping. At this
point, even our analyzing mind has vanished into the vast space of the expanse
of dharmas free from all reference points. The mind that familiarizes itself with
the expanse of dharmas and what it familiarizes with—this very expanse—are
not different. Rather, just like water that is poured into water, they are revealed
as being one. Naturally, in this state, there is no one resting and nothing that is
rested in. The Stages of Meditation says:
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When one examines what the mind is, it is realized to be empty. As for
the mind that realizes [this], when thoroughly investigating its nature,
it is also realized to be empty. Realizing [both of] these in this way, it
is said that “the yoga of signlessness™® is entered. This teaches that

signlessness is entered through this being preceded by discrimination.***

In Centrism, all of this is just a conventional description from the perspective of
others for the sake of their understanding, given through the supreme knowledge
of Buddhas and bodhisattvas who realize the expanse of dharmas. Actually, there
is no realizer nor something to be realized here.

During most of our attempts, we will shift between one type of meditation and
the other. If our ability to rest evenly decreases due to extensive analytical med-
itation or if we become distracted, then resting meditation should be empha-
sized in order to restore the still aspect of the mind. On the other hand, if we err
on the side of too much resting meditation, we will lose interest in the analysis
and become dull. We should then return to analytical meditation. Especially for
beginners, it is necessary and very helpful to alternate analytical and resting med-
itation. If we do not alternate analyzing and resting in our practice of superior
insight, it will deteriorate and at best become just calm abiding. However, the
goal is always to approach the unity of calm abiding and superior insight, since
true meditation and realization blossom only when these two have blended into
one. When the unity of calm abiding and superior insight is experienced, we
should just settle in and gently sustain this effortless equanimity without inter-
fering with it in any way. As long as the mind stays in this natural state of rest-
ing insight, there is no need to go back to any conceptual analysis, since this state
is the supreme kind of nonconceptual superior insight. It is the living experience
of certainty about emptiness acquired through the preceding conceptual analysis.

This process can also be understood in terms of the three types of awareness:
awareness of something other, self-awareness, and awareness of the lack of a nature.
In the context of analytical and resting meditation, the first awareness corresponds
to the stage of analytical meditation. During analysis, our awareness deals with
objects that, conventionally speaking, are different from the analyzing awareness
itself, such as outer objects, conceptual images, and investigations of these images.
The second type of awareness—self-awareness—corresponds to the resting med-
itation of ordinary beings, since there is neither focusing on outer objects nor any
conceptual analysis going on. Rather, at this point, the emphasis is on the mind
directly experiencing itself as being without concepts but pervaded by and insep-
arable from the taste of some new insight. The third type of awareness—the aware-
ness of the lack of a nature—is the actual perfect experience of the unity of calm
abiding and superior insight that directly and nonconceptually realizes and at the
same time rests in emptiness, the true nature of phenomena.
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An analogy for these three stages is the process of making a sweet drink. The
first step is to pulverize the big, hard sugar chunks of our rigid worldviews through
the grinder of conceptual analysis. The resultant fine sugar powder of certainty
looks nice and delicate, but it is not of much use if it does not become mixed with
the water of our mind. Thus, the second stage is to let this fine sugar dissolve in
the water of our mind stream and become one with it. Since the powder is so fine,
it blends into the water much more quickly and easily than a big chunk of sugar
would. The third stage is the direct experience of relishing the single taste of sweet
water in which sugar and water have become completely inseparable.

In brief, calm abiding and superior insight are most effective when practiced

equally as described. This is clearly expressed in many meditation manuals, such
as The Stages of Meditation:

Through the cultivation of superior insight, supreme knowledge
becomes very prominent. Since calm abiding is weaker at this time, like
an oil lamp that is placed in the wind, the mind may waver. Therefore,
true reality is not clearly seen. Calm abiding should be cultivated at this
point. Then, if calm abiding becomes excessive, supreme knowledge
should again be cultivated. When a balance of these two is attained, as
long as body and mind do not ache, one should dwell [in that bal-
anced state] without interfering [with it]. When the body and so on
starts to ache, as long as this interval lasts, the whole world should be
regarded as being like an illusion, a mirage, a dream, a [reflection of]
the moon [in] water, and an optical illusion. . . . Furthermore, great
compassion and the mind of enlightenment [for the sake of those who
do not realize true reality] should be brought forth. Then, take a rest.
[After a while,] in the same way [as before], one should once more
enter the meditative concentration in which all phenomena do not
appear. When the mind becomes fatigued again, take a rest in the same
way [as described]. This is the path of the unification of calm abiding
and superior insight, which is to [alternately] focus on conceptual and
nonconceptual images.*®

When we rise from formal meditation sessions, our practice does not simply
stop. Rather, during the periods between these sessions, we try to bring what we
have realized or attained in meditation into our daily lives as much as possible.
This is why these phases are called subsequent attainment. In this phase, we do
not reject anything that appears from the perspective of our everyday level of
consciousness, while, from the perspective of wisdom, we do not make any of
these appearances into a reference point. Within this state, we gather as much of
the accumulation of merit as we are able to. In this way, the accumulation of
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merit is conjoined with the supreme knowledge that is free from the reference
points of the three spheres (agent, object, and action).

In particular, in between our sessions, we train in the thirty-seven dharmas that
concord with enlightenment.®® The enumeration of these thirty-seven factors in
the great vehicle is the same as in the tradition of the hearers, but the focus is
vaster and more profound. This may be illustrated through the first set of these
thirty-seven, the fourfold application of mindfulness®” on the lesser path of accu-
mulation. The hearers use this practice as a method for exploring the pervasive-
ness of suffering, impermanence, and the lack of a personal self. The great vehicle
goes further and has us regard our body, our feelings, our mind, and all phe-
nomena as being without any nature in order to cultivate an understanding that
they are nonconceptual in essence. This is the profound aspect of these practices.
In addition, we cultivate the recognition of our body as being like an illusion, our
feelings as being like a dream, our mind as being like luminous space, and all phe-
nomena as being like fleeting clouds. This represents the vast aspect of such four-
fold mindfulness. In this way, we enhance our realization of the inseparability of
appearance and emptiness. As we do so, all differences between meditative
equipoise and subsequent attainment gradually vanish. When these two phases
have become inseparable, the realization of true reality is unchanging in all situ-

ations, which is nothing other than Buddhahood.

How to Practice a Session of Analytical Meditation

A session of Buddhist analytical meditation starts with taking refuge in the three
jewels and generating the mind of enlightenment. There follows a brief period of
calm abiding to create the proper ground for engaging in the actual analysis.
Then, within this state of calm abiding, we clearly bring to mind the particular
object to be analyzed. This could be the first thing that comes to mind; however,
especially when involved in training in the progressive stages of meditation on
emptiness as outlined below, we should choose an object that suits our individ-
ual level in terms of our investigation of either personal or phenomenal iden-
titylessness. As a guideline for our analysis, we mainly apply the reasonings and
considerations described in the preceding discussions of twofold identitylessness
and Centrist reasoning (such as the five great Centrist reasonings and the seven-
fold reasoning using the analogy of a chariot).

As a preparatory step for beginners, it is fine to read through these reasonings
one at a time, to recite them , and thus cleatly bring them to mind. The idea is
not just to echo such reasonings as if turning a prayer wheel or reciting a mantra
but—once we are more familiar with them—to be a little bit more creative in
our analytical approach. Our creativity and inspiration to engage in analysis will
certainly not bloom if we regard analytical meditation as dry mental gymnastics
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or the repetition of sterile formulas. Rather, Centrist analytical meditation is
meant to provide the ground for experimenting with our basic curiosity and
openness to investigate ourselves and the world around us. Thus, it is often quite
helpful to consider what we actually want to know about this world and our-
selves—what our real questions of immediate personal concern are—and then
to apply Centrist principles of investigation, rather than to just follow the beaten
path of standardized reasonings against standardized opponents as found in Cen-
trist texts. For example, we may feel overworked and depressed, have an identity
crisis, quarrel with our partner, see someone as our enemy, or be very happy and
newly in love, or self-indulgent, or proud—all these states can be scrutinized for
their solidity and reality. This includes coming up with our own reasons, exam-
ples, and questions. Furthermore, instead of trying to prove emptiness or iden-
titylessness, we may as well take the opposite route, looking for reasons that
things really exist and then checking out whether these reasons withstand
analysis.

Whichever approach we choose, it is important to pick a distinct object (such
as our head or a chair), clearly bring it to mind, and then stay with it as our
object of analysis until some degree of certainty as to its features—or the lack
thereof—is achieved. This means that there is no point in just thinking in a gen-
eral way, “All phenomena are empty,” or “Everything is beyond unity and mul-
tiplicity,” without really having a clear picture of any particular phenomenon, let
alone all phenomena. Nor is it helpful to jump from one object to the next every
few minutes without having gone any deeper. Especially in the beginning, it is
very important to restrict our analysis to a rather limited portion of a given object
or topic and to try to gain some certainty about it. This is accomplished through
looking into it as thoroughly as possible. For example, if we feel that our head is
not our self, we should not just leave it at this feeling but try to come up with as
many reasons as we can find that explain why it is not the self, or to find the
absurd consequences if indeed it were the self.

The next step is to go beyond conceptual analysis in order to gain incontro-
vertible, experiential certainty. Conceptual analysis (whether we use Centrist rea-
sonings or another approach) will serve only to enhance our conceptual or
intellectual certainty. Such analysis is important as a start, but it is not sufficient
to affect the deeper levels of our latent tendencies of reification. Hence, we must
proceed to absorb whatever degree of conceptual certainty we may have attained
by resting in this certainty in a nonconceptual way that is free from reference
points. Through this method, we familiarize our minds with the insights that we
have gained through the preceding analysis. For example, once we have attained
certainty that our head is not our self, we should stop analyzing but maintain one-
pointed mindfulness and alertness and just let this certainty sink in deeply. If we
feel that we have not gained any understanding or insight at all, we just practice
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calm abiding for a while and then resume the analysis until some insight dawns.
Especially at the beginning, such insights do not have to be great, profound
insights into emptiness or what holds the world together. Rather, we may and
should use any level of new understanding about our specific object of analysis.

When we rest the mind in this way and thus absorb our newly developed con-
victions, the analyzing facet of our mind naturally settles into mind’s nature, just
as a wave rolls back into the ocean or the space within a cup becomes one with
the infinity of all space once the cup is broken. In this way, discriminating knowl-
edge is also nothing but the unity of awareness and the expanse of dharmas, in
which no traces of analyzing subject and analyzed object can be found. In this
way, we allow for and cultivate a very lucid nonconceptual certainty on the level
of immediate experience that gradually can become an intrinsic and natural part
of our way of seeing the world and acting in it. In other words, this is the way to
change our instinctive habits and to bring the understanding we have from our
head into our heart.

What is the reason for alternating between analyzing and resting? In brief,
each approach performs a different but mutually enhancing function. Analyzing
means seeing through our useless grasping, while resting provides the space to
adapt to this seeing. Through analytical meditation, we relinquish our many-
layered conscious and unconscious reifying tendencies of holding on to a self
and to things as really existent. The remedy for these tendencies is the irreversible
certainty that there are neither real things nor a self. These two mental states—
reification, which is to be relinquished, and certainty about emptiness as its rem-
edy—are mutually exclusive and cannot exist in our mind at the same time, just
as it is impossible to experience love and hatred simultaneously. Therefore, to
whatever degree reification becomes gradually undermined through analysis, to
that same degree certainty about emptiness increases.

Finally, even if we do not enhance such understanding through further explicit
analysis, experiential certainty arises naturally through the power of having repeat-
edly cultivated it during the phases of analytical and resting meditation. At this
point, other than just resting in this very state of the lucid presence of such cer-
tainty, there is no need to actively or deliberately redevelop it over again, since
we have already accomplished this certainty through prior analysis. For example,
when we have determined through close examination that a hose with a zigzag
pattern is not a snake, this very certainty stops us from apprehending the hose as
a snake. To continue to analyze the hose at this point and to keep telling our-
selves, “It is not a snake” would seem pointless and foolish. However, we might
need to take a minute to let that knowledge sink in and see the consequences of
there being no snake in the hose. Then, once we have gained irreversible cer-
tainty that there is no snake and this conviction has become a natural part of our
experience, the thought of such a hose being a snake will never cross our mind
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again. We might even laugh at our own previous confusion the next time we
happen to see a hose with zigzag pattern.

Thus, it is important not to do just a bit of analysis and then drop it, totally
forgetting about any insights (however limited they may be) that we have gained
through this analysis and shifting into mere calm abiding. In other words, analy-
sis and calm abiding should not be alternated in a completely unrelated or arbi-
trary way. Rather, there should be some sense that the insights gained through
analysis are being carried over into the phase of resting meditation. To facilitate
bringing the analysis into the resting phase, it is helpful to briefly summarize the
insight from our analysis in one sentence before engaging in the actual resting
meditation. Beginners may want to briefly recall whatever insight has been
obtained a few times during the resting meditation and then let it sink in again.
After resting the mind in this way for a while, or when the mind starts to get dull,
we resume our analysis of the same object. We do not have to start our analysis
anew but can just continue from where we stopped before the resting meditation.
Depending on how complete our analysis has been, we may also shift to another
object at this point.

If in this process we get distracted and lose our focus on the object of analy-
sis, we may initially try to gently bring our mind back to the object and continue
investigating it. If, however, our analysis becomes discursive and the mind runs
all over the place, or if we become too tired and thus cannot focus anymore, we
should not push or strain. Strained analytical meditation deteriorates into mere
ordinary thinking, in which one train of thought just follows after the other with-
out leading anywhere. As long as there is precision, clarity, and mindfulness dut-
ing the investigation, it is analytical meditation, but if these features are lacking,
it is neither analysis nor meditation. Hence, when we become aware that our
analysis loses these qualities, then it is definitely better to shift into a period of
calm abiding. If that does not help either, we should simply take a break. Just sit
and relax, without trying to do any meditation at all for a while. After a while,
we can resume the analysis where we left off while still in a state of clear focus.
Another possibility at that point is to end the session altogether by dedicating all
the positivity that arose from our meditation and come back for another session
later. In between sessions, as described earlier, we engage in the illusionlike accu-
mulation of merit while pursuing our everyday activities.

It is generally much better to meditate repeatedly for short periods with good
concentration and wakefulness than to ineffectively prolong a state of distrac-
tion or mental fatigue and misconstrue this as meditation. The latter will even-
tually make us fed up with meditation. Thus, it is said that the best way to
meditate is to start out by welcoming meditation like a dear old friend and to stop
meditating while we are still good friends. If we end our session while still focused
and awake, we will look forward to coming back to that state, but if we always
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stop our session when we feel dull, distracted, or weary, this will not inspire us
to return to our practice. It will only create bad habits for our meditation.

As a simple example to illustrate the process of analysis, let’s use meditating on
impermanence. After identifying an object to be analyzed for its impermanence,
pick one of the many reasons that things are impermanent, such as that they are
produced by causes and conditions. This argument looks at the process of objects
arising through specific causes, their continuum being temporarily sustained
through certain conditions, and their consequent ceasing once these conditions
are no longer present. Assume the object chosen is an apple. Examine in a way
that is as concrete and detailed as possible how this reason for impermanence
applies to the individual causes and conditions of this apple, such as an apple tree,
water, earth, sunshine, minerals, and so on. Trace back the origins of these fac-
tors themselves and find out how each one of them influences the arising, stay-
ing, and ceasing of this apple. When you feel convinced that this reason for
impermanence applies to the apple, do not continue the analysis further. Ini-
tially, you may have gained only a somewhat more vivid and comprehensive pic-
ture of the many constantly changing factors that are involved in the appearance
of such a fruit. Then, just let your mind rest one-pointedly in this certaincy—or
this wider picture of the apple’s presence—and absorb it for a while without
reflecting on its impermanence or anything else. This provides the initial oppor-
tunity for such an understanding to sink in to the deeper levels of your mind and
thus create a much more powerful mental habit than just saying a few times,
“This apple is impermanent.” After a while, resume your analysis—continuing
with either the same reason or another one—and thus repeat this shift from ana-
lytical to resting meditation and back several times. To conclude, it is recom-
mended that you end the session with a brief period of calm abiding and then
make the dedication. In later sessions, you can successively apply the same or
other reasons to many other objects, be they various outer things unrelated to
yourself, personal possessions, friends, relatives, or your own body and mind.

Obviously, this process of alternating analytical meditation and resting med-
itation has to be repeated many times in order to truly affect our strong tenden-
cies to see things as really existent, lasting, and unchanging. The purpose of all
this could be said to be “reprogramming our mental habitual patterns. Such is
effected by gradually replacing concepts that are not in accord with basic reality—
and thus produce suffering—with stronger tendencies of progressively refined
concepts, finally leading to a direct experience of reality that relinquishes suffer-
ing. As the contemporary Kagyii master Khenpo Tsultrim Gyamtso Rinpoche
says, Buddhism is a system of increasingly subtle concepts that counteract rela-
tively coarser concepts. However, this should certainly not be misunderstood to
mean that we try to brainwash ourselves or make something up in our analytical
meditation. It is not that we “make” things empty through our concepts or analy-
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ses. Being empty is just their nature, whether we analyze them or not. Through
the analytical approach, we proceed toward realizing for ourselves how things
really are. If we do not apply essential Buddhist notions to the deeply ingrained
habitual tendencies of our belief systems and only work with them on a superfi-
cial intellectual level, the teachings will be merely words without a deeper impact
on our experiential world. As it is said, mind and dharma will not blend into one.
This is especially important with such key Buddhist topics as emptiness, per-
sonal identitylessness, and phenomenal identitylessness, since it is precisely the
instinctive assumption of a personal self and really existent phenomena that gov-
erns our experience and actions. To address these topics and make them person-
ally relevant to our life cannot be accomplished without some degree of personal
investigation, which entails honestly looking into our own view of the world and
being willing to revise it.

Atisa’s Centrist Pith Instructions, Called The Open Jewel Casket highlights the

essential points of the entire process:

One may wonder, “From where did all of this come in the first place,
and to where does it depart now?” Once examined in this way, [one
sees that] it neither comes from anywhere nor departs to anywhere. All
inner and outer phenomena are just like that. Therefore, everything is
the illusory magical display of one’s own mind. It is appearing yet
delusive, and delusive while appearing. Thus, all of it is contained in
the body, and the [body] is again contained in the mind. As for the
mind, it has no color and no shape. It is natural luminosity that is pri-
mordially unborn. The very knowledge that discriminates this is also
luminosity. In this interval, consciousness is nothing whatsoever, does
not abide as anything, is not established as anything, and has not arisen
as any aspect, and all discursiveness without exception is completely at
peace. This meditative concentration of space-vajra that is without
appearance and in which the entire dust of characteristics has vanished
is like the very center of the sky that is lit up by the autumn sun. In it,
dwell as long as possible.*®

The Progressive Stages of Meditation on Emptiness

The systematic, gradual succession of meditations that deal with personal and
phenomenal identitylessness is often called the progressive stages of meditation
on emptiness.” These stages are briefly outlined in the sttras and further
explained in Centrist texts such as Nagarjuna’s Commentary on the Mind of
Enlightenment and his Stages of Meditation,”® Bhavaviveka’s Jewel Lamp of Cen-
trism, Jianagarbha’s Path of Yoga Meditation, Kamalasila’s Stages of Meditation
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and Entrance into Yoga Meditation, Ati$a’s two Centrist Pith Instructions,
Jnanakirti’s Instructions on the Stages of Meditation of the Vebicle of Perfections and
Entrance into True Reality,”" and Vimalamitra’s Topics of Gradualist Meditation.
From among these, Kamalasila’s three-volume Stages of Mediration gives by far the
most detailed instructions. This text also calls the meditative progression “the
stages of prajia meditation.”

To illustrate this gradual progression, Nagarjuna begins his Commentary on the
Mind of Enlightenment™ by saying that bodhisattvas, after having generated the
aspiring mind of enlightenment, should generate the ultimate mind of enlight-
enment through the power of meditation. Thus, he commits to explaining the
meditation on this mind of enlightenment that destroys cyclic existence. The
actual progression of this meditation starts with analyzing for the lack of a real
personal identity. The reason to start with negating personal identity is that it rep-
resents the object of a coarser level of clinging to real existence than the clinging
to a real identity of all phenomena. Accordingly, Nagarjuna first shows that there
is no personal self within the five aggregates, the twelve sources, and the eight-
een constituents.

Next, Nagarjuna turns to phenomenal identitylessness. He negates the possi-
bility of infinitesimal material particles—as asserted by various non-Buddhist
schools as well as the Buddhist Followers of the Great Exposition and the Sttra
Followers—by showing that such particles can be broken up infinitely without
any remaining indivisible core ever being found. As a consequence, Nagarjuna
states that whatever appears and is experienced is nothing but an appearance in
one’s own mind and that there are thus no outer material objects that are estab-
lished as something other than or independent of mind. His text says:

As the entities of apprehender and apprehended,
The appearances of consciousness

Do not exist as outer objects

Thart are different from consciousness.

Therefore, in the sense of having the nature of entities,
In any case, outer objects do not exist.

It is these distinct appearances of consciousness

That appear as the aspect of form.

Just as people with dull minds
See illusions, mirages,

And the cities of scent-eaters,
So do form and such appear.*
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Nagarjuna further emphasizes that the reason the Buddha taught the aggre-
gates, sources, and constituents was solely to negate a personal self and not to
establish what is contained within these aggregates and so on as really existing
entities. The text continues:

The teachings on the aggregates, constituents, and so on
Are for the purpose of stopping the clinging to a self.

By settling in mere mind,

The greatly blessed ones let go of these t00.”

In the above four verses, Nagarjuna clearly presents the intermediate step of
realizing that all appearances occur solely within one’s own mind as the expres-
sions of this mind. However, just like all other Centrists, he does not stop at that
point but—as the following verses and all his other texts show—negates the real
existence of the mind as well. Candrakirti’s Entrance into Centrism also mentions
this step as a help for those who do not immediately see that, just as all other
appearances, the mind as their experiencer is empty too:

The Buddhas said, “If there are no knowable objects,
One easily finds that a knower is excluded.”
If knowable objects do not exist, the negation of a knower is established.

Therefore, they first negated knowable objects.”®

Thus, in terms of the view, Centrists make sure to refute all philosophical sys-
tems that assert any kind of truly established mind. At the same time, in the con-
text of the progression of an individual’s personal meditation and realization of
emptiness on the path, the intermediate step of seeing that, just as in a dream, all
appearances are nothing but mental images is considered crucial, for it elimi-
nates the clinging to a solid and really existing material world that “leads a life of
its own” apart from our perceiving mind. According to Centrists, the main rea-
son the Buddha taught the three realms to be “mere mind” was in order to refute
any kind of creator or agent that creates the world. Rather, everything in cyclic
existence appears as the result of the karmic actions that originate and are expe-
rienced within the minds of individual sentient beings. Another reason for the
expedient teachings on mere mind is to temporarily calm people’s fear of the
complete emptiness of all phenomena without any reference point to hold on to.
As Nagarjuna says:

The teaching of the Sage that

“All of these are mere mind”
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Is for the sake of removing the fear of naive beings
And not [meant] in terms of true reality.””

The third step in Nagarjuna’s analysis is that mind itself is also unarisen, with-
out nature, and empty. He describes what this emptiness means and why the
example of space is used to illustrate it.

It is without characteristics and unarisen,
Not existent, and free from the ways of speech.
Space, the mind of enlightenment,

And enlightenment have the characteristic of not being two.®

In his Exposition of The Commentary on the Mind of Enlightenment, the Fourth
Shamarpa Chaokyi Tragba® (1453-1524) explains this emptiness of mind. He
starts by quoting the Indian master Smrti’s commentary on Nagarjuna’s text:

Our own mind is primordially unarisen.
It has the nature of emptiness.

and continues:

This meaning of Madhyamaka in our own [Buddhist] system—as it is
expressed in the lines [of Nagarjuna’s verse 46]—is extensively taught.
[Madhyamaka or emptiness] means being without characteristics that
define true reality. It [means] to be unarisen, since it is neither existent
nor nonexistent. It is neither something existent that has already arisen
nor something nonexistent that is not suitable to arise. It is free from
being demonstrable through words and expressions by the [various]
ways of speech. This [emptiness] has the characteristic that space as its
suitable example, nonconceptual wisdom (the mind of enlighten-
ment), and enlightenment that cleatly realizes all phenomena in an
unmistaken way are not two [that is, not different]. The meaning of
this is as follows: Conventionally, space exists, but ultimately it is
unobservable. Likewise, enlightenment exists on the seeming level, but
ultimately it does not exist. Also the nonconceptual mind of enlight-
enment can be expressed in conventional terms, but it is without
nature when analyzed. Therefore, the characteristics of these [three] are
not different.**

Fourth, Nagarjuna presents the defining characteristics of the proper medita-
tion on emptiness and identifies three ways of misunderstanding emptiness.
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The emptiness that is called “nonarising,”
“Emptiness,” and “identitylessness”

Is what inferior beings meditate on.

It is not the meditation on the [actual emptiness].

What has the characteristic of the stream

Of positive and negative thoughts being cut off

The Buddhas taught to be emptiness.

The other [emptinesses] they did not declare to be emptiness.

To abide without observing the mind
Is the characteristic of space.

Their meditation on emptiness

Is declared to be space meditation.®!

Chokyi Tragba comments:

One may wonder, “Is there a difference between being skilled and
being unskilled in the way of meditating on emptiness?” [These verses]
teach that there is a difference. [The three emptinesses as misunder-
stood by inferior beings] are the [kind of] emptiness that [merely] rep-
resents the lack of reality. They are called [1] “nonarising” of all
phenomena, these being like sky-flowers,

[2] “Emptiness” that is a nonimplicative negation,
And [3] “identitylessness” even on the conventional level.

Inferior beings are those of weak insight, which is to say those without
much study or beginners who have not trained in knowledge. The empti-
ness in the sense of extinction on which they meditate in these [three]
ways is not the meditation on this [actual] emptiness of true reality. . . .

Positivity means to abandon killing and such. Negativity means to
engage in the karma of putting [others] down and so on. Or, positivity
[can refer to] sharp knowledge that analyzes conceptuality, while neg-
ativity is its opposite, ignorance. [However, all] such thoughts are [just
various forms of] clinging to characteristics in terms of the factors to
be relinquished and their remedies. Only [the meditation on empti-
ness] that is characterized by the stream of [these thoughts] being cut
off is what the Buddhas taught to be the supreme nonconceptual med-
itation on emptiness. They did not declare that [to meditate on] the
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other [emptinesses listed above] is the meditation on emptiness and
identitylessness.

Therefore, to abide within the state that is without observing any con-
ceptual characteristics with regard to nonconceptual wisdom (the ulti-
mate mind of enlightenment) refers to the characteristic of space that
was explained above. Hence, the proper meditation of yogic practition-
ers on emptiness is declared to be the meditation that is nonconceptual
like space. . . . This meditation that is praised by noble Nagarjuna in
such a way is proclaimed by some earlier and later Tibetans to be the
meditation of the Chinese Hvashang. However, in this treatise,
[Nagarjuna] takes it to be the style of the great bodhisattvas.*®

To summarize this quote, meditation on emptiness is mistaken when empti-
ness is misunderstood as (1) absolute nonexistence (such as the nonexistence of a
sky-flower), (2) a mere nonimplicative negation, or (3) total identitylessness or
utter nonexistence of things even on the conventional level.

Fifth, Nagarjuna states that both cyclic existence (ignorance) and liberation
(realization of true reality) occur within and depend on our mind. Thus, the
meditation and realization of emptiness is not spacelike in the sense of a blank
nothingness, but it is an open, nonreferential state of mind that is at the same
time profoundly peaceful and blissful.

The seeming comes from afflictions and karma.
Karma originates from the mind.

The mind is constituted by latent tendencies.
Freedom from latent tendencies is bliss.

This blissful mind is peacefulness.
A peaceful mind will not be ignorant.
Not to be ignorant is the realization of true reality.

The realization of true reality is the attainment of liberation.**

Kamala$ila’s Stages of Meditation presents the exact same progression of med-
itation on emptiness but in a much more detailed way. The meditation likewise
starts with personal identitylessness and then proceeds to phenomenal identity-
lessness. As a sutra source for these stages of meditation, Kamalasila quotes three
crucial verses from 7The Sitra of the Arrival in Larika for a brief overview and
then explains them in detail:

By relying on mere mind,
One does not imagine outer objects.
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By resting in the observed object of suchness,
One should go beyond mere mind too.

Going beyond mere mind,

One must even go beyond the nonappearance [of apprehender
and apprehended].

The yogic practitioner who rests in nonappearance

Sees the great vehicle.

This spontaneously present, peaceful resting

Is completely purified through aspiration prayers.
Genuine identityless wisdom

Sees by way of nonappearance.*®

The meaning of this is as follows: First, yogic practitioners should ana-
lyze phenomena with form that are imputed by others as outer objects,
such as visible forms. “Is it that these are something other than con-
sciousness, or is it consciousness itself that appears in this way? Is this
just like in a dream?” Thus, they investigate infinitesimal particles
external to consciousness. When these infinitesimal particles are exam-
ined as to their parts, yogic practitioners do not see such [outer]
objects. Since they do not see them, they reflect, “All of these are mere
mind, while outer objects do not exist.” Thus, it has been said above:

By relying on mere mind,
One does not imagine outer objects.

This refers to relinquishing conceptions about phenomena that have
form. For when one analyzes what [first seems to] possess the charac-
teristic of being suitable to be observed, it is not observable. After one
has investigated phenomena that have form, those that have no form
should be investigated. Here, “mere mind” means that when there is
nothing apprehended, an apprehender is not reasonable [either],
because an apprehender depends on something apprehended. There-
fore, the conclusion is that mind is devoid of something apprehended
and an apprehender and is just without this pair [or nondual in this
sense]. This is the characteristic of nonduality [on this level]. By rest-
ing in the observed object of suchness, you should go beyond mere
mind too. Go far beyond [any] aspect of an apprehender and thus rest
in the nonappearance of this pair [of apprehender and apprehended],
that is, in consciousness without these two. Thus, having gone beyond
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mere mind, go beyond even this consciousness without the appear-
ance of this pair. Since it is not justified that entities arise from them-
selves or something other, apprehender and apprehended are nothing
but delusive. Since such a [consciousness without apprehender and
apprehended] does not exist apart from these two, it is also not real.
Having examined [in this way], also abandon reification with respect
to such a consciousness without this pair. This means that you should
solely rest in the wisdom that is without [even] the appearance of non-
dual wisdom. In other words, rest in the realization that all phenom-
ena are without nature. Through [your] resting in this [realization],
supreme true actuality and thereby nonconceptual meditative con-
centration are entered.

At the point when yogic practitioners rest within the wisdom that is
without the appearance of nondual wisdom, they dwell on the path of
seeing. Therefore, they see the great vehicle. Seeing genuine true real-
ity is called the great vehicle. As for the seeing of genuine true reality,
it is the very fact that there is nothing to be seen, when the light of per-
fect wisdom dawns through the examination of all phenomena with
the eye of supreme knowledge. This is also expressed in the sutras:

One may wonder, “What is seeing the ultimate?” It means that
all phenomena are not seen.

Here, [the Buddha] talked about “not seeing” by having in mind that
there is no such seeing [of any phenomenon]. However, this “not see-
ing” is not like not seeing when the conditions [for seeing] are incom-
plete (such as in a blind person and when closing one’s eyes) or when
one does not mentally engage [in seeing]. . . . It is through this
sequence of meditation that one should meditate on the true reality [of
all phenomena].*

These successive stages of Centrist meditation on emptiness represent the basic
structure of Kamalasila’s entire text. The major portions of his work consist of
detailed elaborations on the various aspects of the above progression. Atsa’s Cen-
trist Pith Instructions agrees on the same outline:

Entities are of two kinds: those that possess form and those that are
without form. Those that possess form are collections of infinitesimal
particles. When these are analyzed and broken up in terms of their
directional parts, not even their minutest [part] remains and they are
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without any shape. Since they are just like space, they are not estab-
lished. Or, they are free from unity and multiplicity. Thus, they are

without color and utterly without appearance.

What is without form is the mind. As for that [mind], the past mind
has [already] ceased and perished. The future mind has not [yet] arisen
or originated. As for the present mind, it is also difficult to examine:
It has no color and is without any shape. Since it is just like space, it
is not established. Or, when analyzed and scrutinized with the weapon
of reasoning, it is free from unity and multiplicity. In other words, it
is unarisen. Or, [it may be said that] it is natural luminosity and so on.
Therefore, one realizes that it is not established.

At the point when these two [what possesses form and what is with-
out form] definitely do not exist and are not established as [having] any
nature whatsoever, the very knowledge that discriminates them is not
established either. . . . once all specifically characterized and generally
characterized phenomena are established as nonexistent [through
knowledge], this knowledge itself is without appearance, luminous,
and not established as [having] any nature whatsoever. . . . For as long
as neither characteristics nor the enemies and robbers of thoughts arise,
consciousness should rest in such a [state]. When wishing to rise [from
the meditation], slowly open the cross-legged position and stand up.
Then, in an illusionlike frame of mind, perform as much positivity

687

with body, speech, and mind as possible.

These stages of meditation on emptiness by Nagarjuna, Kamalasila, and Atisa
are presented here in detail to clearly put forth the standard outline of the Cen-
trist approach to such meditation. In addition, the way in which these masters
unfold this progression shows a clear continuity in what is known as the progres-
sive stages of meditation on emptiness as they are explained in the Kagyii lineage.

The Kagyii version of such meditation on emptiness, as presented by Khenpo
Tsultrim Gyamtso Rinpoche, names the above stages after certain Buddhist
philosophical systems as they are presented in Tibetan Buddhism. His book Pro-
gressive Stages of Meditation on Emptiness lists the following five stages:

1) the hearers®®

2) Cittamatra

3) Svatantrika

4) Prasangika

5) Shentong-Madhyamaka
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These correspond respectively to meditating on

1) personal identitylessness

2) mere mind without the duality of an internal subject and external objects
3) emptiness as a spacelike nonimplicative negation

4) emptiness as utter freedom from discursiveness

5) emptiness and luminosity inseparable

As the book says at the outset, these stages are given the names of these schools,
but in terms of actually practicing such analytical meditations, the point is not to
ascertain these schools’ precise positions nor to look for the exact historical and
philosophical correspondences between these five stages and the views of the schools
whose names they bear. The presentation of these stages is meant to be under-
stood as a pedagogical model for the progression of the personal insights of a prac-
titioner who meditates on emptiness. This is, for example, evident from many
Autonomist texts in general and the quotes from 7he Stages of Meditation above,
in which the Autonomists themselves say that the notion of emptiness as a mere
nonimplicative negation has to be left behind. Moreover, Autonomists also empha-
size the freedom from discursiveness and its inseparability from luminosity.®

So the crucial point here—and this cannot be overemphasized—is that the
focus of this progressive meditation is not at all on what various people or schools
say or think but on the development of experience and realization in the minds
of individuals who are actually engaging in such meditation. Thus, these stages
represent a succession from a coarse understanding to increasingly subtle and
refined insights that culminate in the direct seeing of emptiness or true reality.
Except for a few especially gifted persons, most people cannot immediately
grasp—Ilet alone fully realize—the more subtle aspects of the teachings on empti-
ness. Rather, they have to take a gradual approach by starting with the most fun-
damental issues and then proceeding to the subtle points, just as physicians do
not start their careers by performing open-heart surgery but first study the
anatomical and physiological basics. All the details of the very subtle states of
mind during the more advanced stages of meditation on emptiness are not likely
to be understood if we have not gone through the basic levels of this process. In
other words, in order to be able to tackle our subtle mental obscurations and to
see the true nature of our mind, we have to start with its coarser obscurations.
Otherwise, we would not even be aware that we have these subtle obscurations,
just as a person whose entire body is in severe pain due to cancer is not aware of
a minor twinge that is caused by a little scratch on the back.

This progressive approach can also be compared to a treasure hunt. If we are
told about a treasure somewhere under a finger-shaped rock in a remote place,
we first have to get a large-scale map that shows us how to get to the area where
this treasure lies. Then we need a small-scale map of that area. Eventually, hav-
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ing arrived in the area in question, we have to find this particular fingerlike rock
with our own eyes, dig up the treasure with our own hands, and enjoy its beauty
with our own senses. In the same way, we are gradually guided toward the real-
ization of emptiness, but in the end the true nature of our mind can be seen by
nothing but this mind itself.

Since a number of books provide detailed instructions on how to proceed
through these progressive stages of meditation, I will offer just a few practical
remarks here.”® The above five stages as they are outlined in all the texts men-
tioned simply sketch the gradual dwindling of all our reference points in terms
of personal and phenomenal kinds of real identity. This is just another way of say-
ing that emptiness is initially understood on increasingly subtle, conceptual lev-
els and finally directly realized.

The first step—the meditation on personal identitylessness, or looking for a self
in relation to our five aggregates—can basically have two approaches. First, we
may compare all the various parts of our five aggregates with what we sponta-
neously or experientially feel our self to be. We simply ask ourselves questions
such as: Is my body my self? Is my head my self? Do I think that my mind is my
self? Are my emotions my self? Are they controlled by my self? If so, how? For
many of these questions, our spontaneous answer will be no. For example, dur-
ing analysis, we do not feel that our self is limited to only our body or any of its
parts. This simply is not our experience of “me.” However, when it comes to
mind, emotions, and so on, the answer might not be that straightforward. When
not sure, we should analyze further. We could ask: If our mind is our self, how
exactly is that so? Is it our entire mind or just parts of it? Does this correspond
to our experience of “me” in all situations?®' By going deeper with our analysis,
sooner or later we will inevitably hit the crucial question that actually should
have been posed at the beginning of our search: What exactly is my self?

This leads us to the second, more systematic and thorough approach of inves-
tigation. In general, to compare two things, we must know what each of them
is. We cannot really compare the five aggregates with our self if we do not know
what this self is. So the next step is to try to define or describe our self. This pro-
cess in itself is already very illuminating in terms of whether the self exists or not,
since—apart from a definite “feeling” that we have a self—most people have a
very hard time coming up with an exact description of what it might be. Para-
doxically, one of the major reasons we are convinced that we have a self is that
we don’t actually know what it is or what it looks like. Since our sense of hav-
ing a self is so vague, it is open to almost any kind of projection or identifica-
tion. In fact, we constantly shift the objects on which we build this idea of a self.
Sometimes we relate it more to our body, sometimes more to our thoughts,
sometimes to our emotions, sometimes to our career, and so on. We tend to say
such things as “I am sick,” “My head hurts,” “I am a doctor,” “I quit being a doc-
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tor,” “I think,” “There are too many thoughts in my mind,” “I am sad,” or “My
depression has worsened.” All of these statements expose a variety of different
ways of assuming and relating to an underlying self, yet we usually do not see
the contradictions. Therefore, it is easy to take the existence of some underly-
ing true “I” somewhere in our five aggregates for granted and to constantly refer
to it

As was said earlier, in Buddhism in general, a personal self is described as some-
thing that is single, lasting, and independent or in control. These are very gen-
eral features that for most people apply to their sense of self. Usually, we think
that we have a single self and not multiple selves; that this self has a lasting qual-
ity and does not constantly change; and that we are—more or less at least—in
control of or independent in what we think and do. However, when doing the
actual analysis here, it is very important to try to come up with our own descrip-
tion or definition that applies to our personal sense of self and corresponds to our
actual experience of “me.” Otherwise, we are just comparing our five aggregates
with some vague general notion of self that has little to do with how we experi-
ence our own self in everyday life. Once we have found such a description—
even if it is not completely satisfying—we should then see whether something can
be found in our five aggregates that matches this identification of our self. To do
this in a systematic way, we can use the sevenfold reasoning of a chariot that was
explained earlier.

We may compare this analysis to searching a house for a lost car key. First, we
have to know what this key looks like—otherwise, what are we looking for? We
are not looking for just any key. We also have to know how many rooms the
house has and where they are, including the basement and the attic. Then we can
systematically go through each room, open all the closets and drawers, look under
the beds, and so on. Once we are sure that this key is not in one room, we go on
to the next. Finally, when we have not found it any place, we have to conclude
that there is no such key in the house. As we probably all know, when searching
for something, we sometimes remain unsure and think, “It must be here some-
where.” Then we go back and repeat our search even more thoroughly. This may
happen several times before we finally have no doubt that there is no key, since
we have turned the whole house upside down. In a similar way, when we look for
our self, we have to know what we are looking for, and we must clearly identify
the places in which we are looking for it, that is, our five aggregates. If we do not
search in every corner of them, or if we still have doubts as to whether there is
something that corresponds to our individual notion of a self, we have to repeat
our analysis until we are absolutely sure that there is no such self in our aggregates.
If we still think there must be some self, we can go back and repeat the same
search with an alternative description of what this self might be. In this way, we
have to go through this process again and again until we never again experience
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the slightest doubt that there is no personal self of any kind. This then is the
realization of personal identitylessness.

The discussion up to this point has concerned the first step of the progressive
stages of meditation on emptiness, the stage of the hearers who investigate the
lack of a personal self. Now, from the second step (Cittamatra) onward, we deal
only with phenomenal identitylessness. This second step of “mere mind” basically
says that all our experiences, whatever they and their objects may look like, do not
occur anywhere other than within our mind. In other words, both the appre-
hending subject and the apprehended object are of a mental nature. The analy-
sis here involves two parts:

1) Through analysis, the existence of outer objects as anything other than men-
tal experiences is negated.
2) The meditator rests in nondual experience without subject and object.

The first step—negating outer objects—is approached from three sides:

1) breaking them down into infinitely smaller pieces
2) analyzing the object and our perception of it on a causal time line
3) seeing the subjectivity of every appearance and experience

The issue of whether there are any really existing outer objects can be analyzed
through an approach very similar to that of modern physics: by breaking up these
objects into smaller and smaller parts without finding any indivisible core. If
there are no identifiable external objects, we must conclude that what we experi-
ence as outer objects is nothing but a projection in our mind, just as in a dream,
in which we also seem to experience outer objects while clearly there are none.

Second, the analysis focuses on whether there is any causal relation between
objects and our perception of them. We consider that, in terms of our personal
perception, we can only speak about the existence of an object once we perceive
it. As long as we do not perceive it, we have no way of directly knowing whether
there is such an object. Thus, it is obvious that what we call an object and the sub-
jective consciousness that is aware of this object occur simultaneously. However,
if there were outer objects that exist external to our mind and serve as the causes
for our perception of them, they would have to exist before the perceptions that
are their results. For, causes must precede their results in time and must also
cease before the arising of these results. But if these outer objects existed before
our perception of them, what would we perceive, since they are already gone at
the time of this perception? This is the background for one of the two major rea-
sonings that are used in this context of denying outer objects, which is called

2692

“the invariable co-observation”®? of appearances and mind.
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The third approach focuses on the subjectivity of perception. If we consider
what exactly we know of objects, then we see that every perception is only a sub-
jective experience in our mind as the perceiver. If we touch or smell a rose, “its
softness” or “its fragrance” is nothing but our mental experience of softness or fra-
grance. This accords well with what modern science says: that there is no other
or “objective” softness and fragrance apart from what we subjectively experience.
It is this fact that is expressed by the second major reasoning concerning the
nonexistence of outer objects, which is called “invariable sameness of appear-

763 [t says that there are no objects

ances and mind as the nature of mere lucidity.
outside of the mind, because all our perceptions and what they perceive are alike
in that they are nothing but immaterial clear appearances in our mind. In other
words, objects are not different from the cognizing consciousness because of the
very fact of being cognized. The reason is that consciousness—lucid awareness
that neither consists of particles nor has spatial extension—can only cognize what
has the same nature as consciousness, but not some material objects that have an
altogether different nature (that is, lacking cognizance, consisting of particles,
and possessing spatial dimensions). Consequently, objects in a dream and in the
waking state are not fundamentally different. Both seem to perform their func-
tions in their respective contexts, but in actual fact, none of them is really exis-
tent as something separate from our experience. This is not to deny that the
objects of our perceptions appear to us as if they existed externally. However,
apart from the fact that it subjectively appears this way, there is no evidence that
there really are external objects in any way other than what appears as such objects
in the mind. The relatively greater stability and regularity of daytime appear-
ances in comparison to, for example, appearances in a dream, is said to be expe-
rienced only because of comparatively more stable and regular patterns of
habitual tendencies for such appearances in our minds.

In the second part of the stage of “mere mind,” the meditator rests in the non-
dual experience of the lack of subject and object. If there are no really existent
objects, neither is there a really existent corresponding subject that perceives
them. However, since our mind is not just nothing but is full of experiences,
clarity, and movement, the meditation and realization of this step is said to be
resting in bare mental experience without the duality of subject and object.

The third step in the progressive stages of meditation on emptiness is named
after the Autonomists and refers to emptiness as a spacelike nonimplicative nega-
tion. Even if we realize that there are neither really existent outer objects nor
subjects to perceive them, there is still the subtle clinging to the reality of our mere
mental experience free from perceiver and perceived. Therefore, through the five
great Centrist reasonings and such, we proceed to the stage of seeing that this
lucid momentary experience too is empty of an intrinsic nature. Thus, starting
with our self, we find neither any material objects nor mental subjects nor a bare
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experience free from duality. This nonfinding of all phenomena, or the absence
of an inherent real nature of all phenomena—a nonimplicative negation—is then
the object of our meditation in the third stage.

The fourth step in the progressive stages of meditation on emptiness is called
the stage of Consequentialists and presents emptiness as utter freedom from dis-
cursiveness. As was explained, any nonimplicative negation is still a conceptual
object and thus a reference point. So even the nonimplicative negation of empti-
ness in the sense of the mere absence of a real nature, nonarising, and such (as in
the third step) is still a subtle reference point. In order for our mind to be able
to fully relax within the space of the expanse of dharmas free from center or edge,
it has to let go of even its most subtle grasping at any reference point including
the freedom from reference points. This is the space of the actual freedom from
all discursiveness that we allow for during the fourth step.

The fifth step in the progressive stages of meditation on emptiness is named
after Shentong-Madhyamaka and presents emptiness as inseparable from mind’s
luminosity. Since the very freedom from discursiveness and reference points
described in the last step is not just some blank space or mere absence (which
would be the extreme of extinction or nihilism), it is also described as luminos-
ity, or the unity of wisdom and expanse. Hence, in terms of the actual nature of
mind, the fifth stage is not really an additional or higher stage above the freedom
from discursiveness. As Sakya Pandita says in his Distinction of the Three Vows,
the very attempt to go higher or beyond the freedom from all reference points
would just mean to fall out of nonreferentiality by inevitably creating a reference
point again.® Thus, the fourth and fifth stages indicate the two aspects of the
nature of our mind, which is the undifferentiable unity of the freedom from dis-
cursiveness and luminosity. Moonbeams of Mahamudra also highlights the even-
tual experiential unity of the last two steps:

There are many ways in which mind is similar to space, but here this
refers to the following: When one analyzes through discriminating
knowledge, finally, also the very [process of] discrimination subsides,
upon which [the mind] becomes pure as [a state of] nonconceptuality,
just as seeing ceases through looking at space. As Tilopa says:

For example, through looking at space, seeing will cease.

Likewise, when mind is looking at mind,

The collection of thoughts ceases and unsurpassable enlightenment
is attained . . .%°

First, one analyzes [the mind] through discriminating knowledge. It is
explained that, through this, the very [process of] discrimation itself



310 The Center of the Sunlit Sky

subsides, upon which nonconceptual wisdom dawns. You may then
wonder whether there is some difference between mind and space.
Yes, there is, since space is not a cognition that personally experiences
itself. When mind is realized, this in itself is explained to be personally

experienced wisdom.*

In summary, we could outline the progression of our experiences and realiza-
tions while meditating on emptiness in this way as follows. We start with the
meditation and realization of personal identitylessness. Then, in terms of phe-
nomenal identitylessness, we proceed from the coarse notion of real outer objects
via the more subtle notions of mere nondual mental experience and emptiness as
a nonimplicative negation all the way up—or rather back—to just letting our
mind be in its natural state of nonreferential freedom, unconditionally aware of
its own radiant display.

Mental Nonengagement in Meditation

One of the main issues in the well-known debate at Samye, where the Indian
master KamalaSila is said to have defeated his Chinese opponent Hvashang
Mahayana, was whether meditation on the ultimate is to be understood as just
letting the mind settle in a state that is completely without any thought or focus
or whether analysis and some focus are required. This is related to the question
of whether progress on the path is gradual or instantaneous. Since that time, the
designation “Hvashang meditation” has become Tibetan shorthand for an exclu-
sive cultivation of a thought-free mental state as representing the realization of the
ultimate. It goes along with a complete rejection of the aspect of means, such as
the accumulation of merit and proper ethical conduct. It was after this debate that
Kamalasila wrote his Stages of Mediration in order to clarify such issues by estab-
lishing the gradualist approach and describing in detail how to train in medita-
tion on emptiness. Despite the different accounts of what the view of the Chinese
master Hvashang really was and what exactly happened during the debate at
Samye, all of its issues continued to be major points of controversy between the
different schools of Tibetan Buddhism.*”

One of the key terms in the context of how to properly cultivate meditation
on emptiness is what is called “mental nonengagement.” Pawo Rinpoche sum-
marizes the correct understanding of mental nonengagement:

Its meaning is to rest one-pointedly on the focal object [of medita-
tion], without being distracted by other thoughts. If this [one-pointed
resting] were stopped, all meditative concentrations would stop. There-
fore, in general, “mental nonengagement” has the meaning of not
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mentally engaging in any object other than the very focus of the
[respective] meditative concentration. In particular, when focusing on
the ultimate, [mental nonengagement] has the meaning of letting [the
mind] be without even apprehending this “ultimate.” However, this
should not be understood as being similar to having fallen asleep.*®

Since this term is also frequently used in the Mahamudra and Dzogchen teach-
ings, other schools mistakenly equate the correct notion of mental nonengage-
ment with the stereotypic Hvashang meditation and thus deprecate the meditation
styles of these two systems as being just some mindless state of spacing out.

More important, though, the notion of mental nonengagement, or mental
disengagement, is intimately connected to the relationship between analytical
and resting meditation as discussed above. Ultimately, mental nonengagement
indicates nothing but the subjective side of what is called freedom from discur-
siveness. In other words, the only way in which the mind can truly engage in this
“object” that is the absence of any object or reference point is precisely by not
engaging in any object, that is, not creating any reference points. The absence of
reference points can only be realized by a nonreferential mind, since this is the
only perceptual mode that exactly corresponds to it. That this is not an invention
by later schools or a mistaken approach to meditation is clearly demonstrated by
numerous passages in the sutras. For example, The Sitra Requested by Ocean of
Intelligent Insight™ states:

Do not mentally engage in phenomena.
Completely abandon doing anything further.
Realize all phenomena

As equality in true reality.

What is taught is the application of mindfulness
Without mindfulness or something to be mentally engaged.

The Prajidparamita Siitra in Eight Thousand Lines agrees:

This meditation on the perfection of knowledge means not meditat-

ing on any phenomenon.”

Atisa’s autocommentary on The Lamp for the Path to Enlightenment quotes
Nagarjuna:

Not imagined by imagination,
Mind completely nonabiding,
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No mindfulness, no mental engagement,
To nonreferentiality I prostrate.”

Similar quotes from Indian Centrist texts were presented in the discussion of
analytical meditation and resting meditation.

It is noteworthy in this context that Kamalasila as the generally accepted win-
ner of the Samye debate addresses the issue of mental nonengagement in great
detail in his Stages of Meditation and—more briefly—in his commentary on 7he
Dharani of Entering Nonconceprualiry”” He underlines the distinction between
mental nonengagement and the absence of mental engagement. The first is
understood as the fundamental noninvolvement in dualistic appearances while
sustaining fresh wakefulness, once discriminating knowledge has determined that
there are no dualistic phenomena whatsoever. This can also be understood as
mental disengagement in the sense of not interfering with the nature of the mind
as it is. On the other hand, absence of mental engagement describes the mere
absence of any mental activity, such as in a faint, deep sleep, or mental stupor,
which does not lead to any realization or liberation at all. Thus, Kamalagila
emphasizes that the first is a crucial factor in meditation, while the latter is obvi-
ously to be avoided.

This might shed a different light on the debate of Samye and how it was used
polemically against systems such as Mahamudra and Dzogchen. Especially, the
claim that mental nonengagement is equivalent to Hvashang meditation is seen
to be completely absurd, since even Kamalasila, the very master who is accepted
by all Tibetan schools as the one who defeated Hvashang, greatly advocates men-
tal nonengagement. Otherwise, it would absurdly follow that Kamalasila himself
was a proponent of Hvashang’s infamous style of meditation and that he had
refuted his own view in debate. And on what grounds would he later have writ-
ten an extensive treatise that justifies this very view in detail? Thus, at least in
terms of meditation practice proper, the issue in the Samye debate seems to have
been more one of mental nonengagement versus absence of mental engagement
altogether, rather than one of analysis and accumulation of merit versus mere
trancelike meditation. In detail, in the first volume of his Stages of Meditation,
Kamalasila quotes 7he Dharani of Entering Nonconceptuality™ and explains:

Through mental nonengagement, the characteristics of form and
so on are relinquished.

What [the Buddha] had in mind when he said this was that [in med-
itation] one does not mentally engage in what is not observable once
it has been examined through knowledge. However, this does not refer
to a mere absence of mental engagement. As exemplified by such
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[mental states] as the meditative absorption without discrimination,
the beginningless clinging to forms and such is not relinquished
through merely relinquishing mental engagement in it. Without hav-
ing relinquished doubts, one is not able to relinquish the mental
engagement in clinging to previously observed forms and such, just as
it is not possible to eliminate the heat [of a fire] without eliminating
the fire. Thus, it is not possible to expel these conceptions about forms
and such from the mind as if removing a thorn from it with one’s
hands, because the seeds of doubt must be relinquished.

As for these seeds of doubt, when yogic practitioners examine [forms
and such] through their eye of supreme knowledge and in the light that
springs forth from their meditative concentration, previously observed
objects such as forms that [seemed to] have the characteristic of being
suitable to be observed are no longer observed. Therefore, they are
relinquished just like the notion that a rope is a snake, and not in any
other way. At this point, freed from the seeds of doubt, one is able to
relinquish mental engagement in the characteristics of forms and such,
but not in any other way. Otherwise, if the light of the meditative con-
centration of yogic practitioners does not shine and if they are not
looking with their eye of supreme knowledge, they do not remove
their doubts about the existence of forms and such. This is just like a
person in a dark [house] who has doubts about whether there are vases
and such in this house. . . . [On the other hand,] when such [exami-
nation] has been performed, just as uprooted trees do not grow in the
earth again, the mind that wrongly conceptualizes will not arise again,
since it has no more root.”

Kamala$ila continues in the third volume of his text:

Thus, to say, “Nothing whatsoever is to be thought” means to aban-
don the supreme knowledge that has the characteristic of perfectly dis-
criminating actual reality. Since perfect discrimination is the root of
perfect wisdom, its root is cut by abandoning this [discriminating
knowledge]. Hence, supramundane supreme knowledge is abandoned
and without this, omniscience will also be rejected. . . .

Without perfect discrimination, through which means should yogic
practitioners rest the mind within the state of nonconceptuality, when
this mind is habituated to entities such as forms and clings to them
since beginningless time? Someone might say, “They engage [in this
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state] through the absence of attention’ and the absence of mental
engagement with regard to all phenomena.” This is not appropriate.
Without perfect discrimination, all experienced phenomena cannot
be rendered into something that is not mentally engaged in or to which
no attention is paid. People [may try to] meditate by thinking, “I shall
not pay attention to these [phenomena] and not mentally engage [in
them]” and thus [attempt to] meditate without paying attention or
mentally engaging them. At that point, [however, it is precisely]
through this [approach] that one will have paid a lot of attention to
them and will have very much mentally engaged in them.

If the mere nonexistence of attention and mental engagement is taken
to be “nonattention” and “mental nonengagement,” it is to be ana-
lyzed in what way these two [attention and mental engagement] are
nonexistent. [Some utter] nonexistence is not suitable as a cause [for
anything], so how could [plain] signlessness and [mere] nonexistence
of mental engagement become the state of nonconceptuality? If just this
[nonexistence of attention and mental engagement] were sufficient to
be [true] nonconceptuality, this state of nonconceptuality could be
entered even through fainting, since it is [a state] without attention
and mental engagement. Without perfect discrimination, there are no
other means in any other way to bring about nonattention and men-
tal nonengagement. And if there is [nothing but] nonattention and
mental nonengagement, without perfect discrimination, how could
one engage in the lack of nature of all phenomena? Of course, the only
way that phenomena actually are is that they are empty of nature. How-
ever, without discrimination and [just] through the [lack of attention
and mental engagement], one will not realize this emptiness. Without
the realization of emptiness, the obscurations will not be relinquished.
Otherwise, everybody would always be self-liberated. . . .

Also, as long as yogic practitioners who evenly rest in meditative con-
centration have a mental consciousness, this [consciousness] must
undoubtedly refer to something, [since] the consciousness of ordinary
sentient beings does not abruptly become nonreferential. If they had
no [such referential consciousness at all], how would they realize that
phenomena are without nature? . . . Therefore, the arising of nonat-
tention and mental nonengagement with regard to the genuine
dharma should be regarded as something that is preceded by perfect
discrimination. Why? Because it is through perfect discrimination that
one is able to bring about nonattention and mental nonengagement,
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and not in any other way. Thus, when yogic practitioners have exam-
ined through perfect supreme knowledge, ultimately they do not see
any arisen phenomena whatsoever within the three times. At this
point, how should they be attentive to and mentally engage in [any-
thing]? Ultimately, since the three times do not exist, how can they be
attentive to and mentally engage in the absence of experiencing them?
Therefore, since all discursiveness is completely at peace, this is enter-
ing nonconceptual wisdom. Having entered it, [yogic practitioners]
realize emptiness. Through the realization of [emptiness], the entire
web of bad views is relinquished. . . .

Thus, whenever one hears such words as “inconceivable” [in the Bud-
dha’s teachings], they [are meant to] teach that phenomena are just the
object of personal experience in order to put an end to the pride of
those who think that true reality [can be] realized through merely
studying and reflecting on it as being such and such. [Such words]
should also be understood as negating improper reflection. However,
they are not [taught as] a negation of perfect discrimination. Other-
wise, as explained before, they would contradict a vast number of scrip-
tures and reasonings. Moreover, what one must familiarize oneself
with through the supreme knowledge that arises from meditation is
nothing else but the very realization [that has been attained] through
the [preceding] supreme knowledge that arises from studying and
reflection, just as a horse runs on its familiar ground.”®

As was explained above, what is to be relinquished in meditation (reification
or clinging to real existence) and its remedy (discriminating knowledge) are
mutually exclusive and cannot exist simultaneously. Therefore, the more reifica-
tion is weakened through Centrist analysis, the more vividly the certainty about
emptiness is experienced. Finally, such certainty does not need to be further
enhanced through explicit analysis, since it has become a natural part of our mind
through the power of having repeatedly nurtured it during the phases of resting
meditation. At this point, other than just resting with unwavering awareness
right within this very lucid presence of immediate certainty, there is no need to
deliberately bring it to mind again and again.

For example, as children, many of us believed in the real existence of Santa
Claus here on earth, but at some point we started to develop doubts. We inves-
tigated further, questioned our parents and friends, and finally discovered that the
Santa Claus whom we saw at home every year was our uncle or even our father.
Once we became absolutely sure there was no Santa Claus, we did not need to
analyze this fact any further or keep repeating to ourselves, “There is no Santa
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Claus, there is no Santa Claus.” Even if other people claimed the opposite, there
was no way we would change our minds. The existence of Santa Claus is simply
no longer an issue, since we have developed irreversible and natural certainty that
he does not exist, which leaves no room for any doubts. Thus, even when we tell
our own children the same story later, in our own mind, the thought of a real
Santa Claus never appears again.

Contrary to the above presentation of mental nonengagement and noncon-
ceptual meditation, Tsongkhapa holds that apprehending a mental image™” of
emptiness is necessary, liberating, and not to be relinquished or negated. Thus,
according to him, while sustaining the actual main phase of meditative equipoise,
one must constantly bring clearly to mind the mode of apprehending emptiness
as a nonimplicative negation.”® In other words, the meditator is supposed to cre-
ate a powerful awareness that apprehends phenomena’s emptiness of inherent
existence as the antidote to the clinging to their inherent existence. Tsongkhapa
claims that all meditations of superior insight that do not involve this mode of
apprehension are flawed.”

However, since this approach necessarily involves conceptualizing the lack of
inherent existence or a real nature, it is not at all different from clinging to such
an emptiness—a nonimplicative negation—in a more or less subtle way. A mental
image always entails some degree of apprehension or clinging. So, although the
existence of real identities is negated, the conceptual grasping at identitylessness
or emptiness still persists. Hence, this approach is limited to and cannot go
beyond cultivating an intellectually fabricated emptiness. In fact, the more pow-
erful the apprehension of such an emptiness is, the more intense one’s grasping
and clinging to a reference point becomes, rather than letting go of all reference
points and—as The Dharani of Entering Nonconceptuality and Kamalasila put
it—entering the expanse of nonconceptuality. Thus, from the perspective of the
ultimate expanse of emptiness, to claim that the conceptual object of the nomi-
nal ultimate—the absence of real existence by the negation of real existence—is
the actual ultimate is nothing but a case of confusing the finger that points to the
moon with the moon itself.

As shown before, there are countless passages in the sttras and Centrist texts
that explicitly reject an approach that insists on the ongoing cultivation of this
mode of apprehending emptiness as a nonimplicative negation. For example,
The Siitra Requested by Kasyapa says:

Kagyapa, as emptiness means to emerge from all views, I declare that
those who have views about this very emptiness are incurable.

Nagarjuna’s Sixty Stanzas on Reasoning states:
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Those whose minds are not moved,

Not even by a flicker of a thought about “complete voidness,”
Have crossed the horrifying ocean of existence

That is agitated by the snakes of the afflictions.”®

His Commentary on the Mind of Enlightenment says:

So-called entities are conceptions.
Lack of conceptions is emptiness.
Wherever conceptions appear,
How could there be emptiness?

The emptiness that is called “nonarising,”
“Emptiness,” and “identitylessness”

Is what inferior beings meditate on.

It is not the meditation on the [actual emptiness].

What has the characteristic of the stream

Of positive and negative thoughts being cut off

The Buddhas taught to be emptiness.

The other [emptinesses] they did not declare to be emptiness.”"!

Candrakirti’s Entrance into Centrism says:

Ordinary beings are bound by conceptions.
Nonconceptual yogins will find release.
Hence, the learned state that the result of analysis

Is that conceptions are at peace.””

In his Entrance into the Two Realities, Atisa agrees:

In the very profound sttras,

It is said that nonseeing is to see this.
Here, there is no seeing and no seer,
No beginning and no end, just peace.

Entities and nonentities are left behind.
It is nonconceptual and nonreferential.”*?

This applies in particular to the direct and nonconceptual realization of the
expanse of dharmas on the paths of seeing and meditation. At this point, noble
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beings no longer meditate through conceptual analysis, since they have already
directly realized the true nature of phenomena free from dualistic appearances
such as analysis and the object of analysis. Once there is such an immediate and
direct vision of ultimate reality that permeates one’s whole being, there is
absolutely no need to apply any investigation to ascertain a knowable object—
emptiness as a nonimplicative negation—in an indirect way through inferential
valid cognition based on reasoning. Tsongkhapa explicitly asserts that emptiness
is a nonimplicative negation, so by definition, it can only be the object of a con-
ceptual consciousness, since perceptual valid cognitions cannot have nonim-
plicative negations as their objects. Thus, if what is to be cultivated in meditative
equipoise even by bodhisattvas on the path of seeing and the path of meditation
is emptiness as a nonimplicative negation, the consciousness that cognizes this
negation can only be an inferential valid cognition. However, this would cate-
gorically exclude any possibility of a nonconceptual yogic valid perception of
emptiness. In addition, since—according to Tsongkhapa—such a nonimplicative
negation already is the actual ultimate reality, there would be no need to aban-
don it and proceed to a direct realization.

According to the teachings of the Buddha and the Indian commentaries, how-
ever, such direct seeing of emptiness is precisely what happens in meditative
equipoise from the path of seeing onward upon the self-termination of concep-
tual analysis once its objects are seen through, just as in the familiar example of
a fire dying down without firewood. Therefore, when the special irreversible cer-
tainty that is the actual freedom from all discursiveness and reference points is
directly realized and experienced, without any reference points, what object
would be left for any analysis or any mode of apprehending anything? In the
same vein, to apprehend emptiness as a nonimplicative negation in meditative
equipoise moreover contradicts the standard Gelugpa position that the medita-
tive equipoise of noble ones is completely without appearance. For if there are no
appearances, there can be neither an object of analysis nor the subjective aspect
of a mind that analyzes or apprehends anything.

On the other hand, if there is any analytical mode of apprehension during
meditative equipoise, this still represents the reference point of a more or less
subtle clinging to or an apprehension of characteristics. Therefore, just like the
coarser apprehension of real existence, this very apprehension of a characteristic—
be it emptiness, nonarising, a nonimplicative negation, or anything else—will also
obscure the direct seeing of true reality as it actually is. In other words, within the
meditative equipoise of noble ones that by definition is free from all dualistic
appearances (that is, the nonconceptual and personally experienced wisdom that
realizes the unity of appearance and emptiness), even supreme discriminating
knowledge itself has dissolved. Unlike such a direct vision through nonconcep-
tual wisdom, discrimination or analysis cannot be without some object or refer-



The Middle from Beginning to End 319

ence point that it discriminates. In terms of the example of sugar dissolving in
water, trying to maintain a powerful awareness of emptiness as a nonimplicative
negation in meditative equipoise is like trying to hold on to the fine particles of
sugar in the water in order to prevent them from fully dissolving.

In his Chariot of the Tagbo Siddhas, the Eighth Karmapa comments on the
way in which the supreme knowledge that realizes the two realities enters the
ultimate meditative absorption of cessation:

The rays of the insight that has arisen from analysis dispel the darkness
of the obstacles to seeing true reality and thus allow the light of true
reality to clearly shine. . . . Ultimately, there is no entering into the
meditative absorption of cessation. However, when engaging in [this
process on the level of] worldly conventional reality, through its power,
the meditative absorption of cessation free from discursiveness is
entered. Now, when [this insight] enters the meditative absorption of
the cessation of [ordinary] mind and mental events, does it rest in this
meditative absorption by eliminating the superimpositions of [such]
mind and mental events, or does it rest in it without eliminating these
superimpositions? In the first case, in terms of negative determination,
the valid cognition of the supreme knowledge that arises from medita-
tion would eliminate the superimpositions of mind and mental events.
In terms of positive determination, it would directly appear for this
cognition that these objects—mind and mental events—are unarisen,
which would be realized through personally experienced wisdom.
Therefore, [this scenario] amounts to there being both a cognition and
its object even within this meditative equipoise of cessation, that is,
within emptiness, the nature of phenomena. In this case, entering the
meditative absorption of cessation would be nothing but a name.

As for the second case, some people might be concerned, “If the valid
cognition of the supreme knowledge that arises from meditation does
not eliminate superimpositions, the meditative equipoise of [resting in]
true reality—this meditative absorption of cessation—would not be
unmistaken.” [In fact,] the valid cognition of the supreme knowledge
that arises from meditation indeed eliminates the superimpositions
that are discordant with this meditative absorption of cessation. How-
ever, when it eliminates [these superimpositions], in terms of positive
determination, no direct appearance of mind and mental events not
being established as anything whatsoever (such as them being unarisen)
is brought about within such a cognition. The reason is that, once the
valid cognition of the supreme knowledge that arises from meditation
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has eliminated all referential extremes of mind and mental events, it is
absorbed in what is determined—the way in which mind and mental
events are unarisen—in such a way that it is not absorbed in existence,
nonexistence, entity, nonentity, appearance, or nonappearance at all.
When resting in this meditative equipoise of true reality in such a way
of not resting in meditative equipoise, there is no objective appear-
ance and no subjective cognition that exist as one or different.”™

The Eighth Karmapa also discusses the emptiness of nirvana:

From the perspective of both analysis and the seeing of noble ones,
mere dependent origination and also the completely releasing libera-
tion that is based on it are inexpressible as something other than per-
fect nirvana. Hence, neither something to be attained, nor the means
to attain it, nor any attainment are established. However, at this point,
it is also not said that “these do not exist.” Nor are they expressed as
being both existent and nonexistent or being neither. Thus, without
thinking or apprehending anything and without any effort, one evenly
rests in just this uncontrived and relaxed great ease in which there is
nothing to do. Then, no matter what inner and outer appearances of
the six collections [of consciousness] and their objects (the bearers of
the nature [of phenomenal) emerge, through discriminating supreme
knowledge and mindfulness, all of them are realized as their true
nature, the natural state of emptiness. Just like snowflakes falling [and
melting] on a hot stone, one looks straight at appearance-emptiness,
sound-emptiness, and awareness-emptiness and is directly released.””

In brief, as long as the direct vision of ultimate reality has not dawned in the
mind, one definitely has to rely on the gradual refinement of discriminating
knowledge that entails more or less subtle modes of apprehension. However,
once the nature of mind is directly realized, all analyses and modes of appre-
hension naturally subside on their own, just as there is no longer a need to pon-
der elaborate descriptions of the taste of an unknown Chinese dish on the menu
once it finally is in your mouth. Therefore, in terms of the different phases of
the path, it is definitely inappropriate to insist on either the exclusive use of
analytical meditation or the exclusive cultivation of resting meditation during
the entire path. Rather, the distinction should concern the appropriate timing
of analytical meditation with its various modes of apprehension and resting
meditation.
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MapHuyamaka CoNDUCT

In Buddhism, “conduct” generally means carrying the insights and experiences
from the more formal phases of studying, reflecting, and meditating into our
daily lives. When we as ordinary beings look at our minds, there often is quite
a gap between the experiences on our meditation cushion and those in “real
life.” In meditation, our mind may be lighter, more at ease, more transparent,
and more compassionate than usual. In contrast, we may experience our every-
day lives as much more real, solid, constricted, and painful, and we may have dif-
ficulties in always being loving and compassionate toward ourselves and others.
We might have glimpses of things as dreamlike and of genuine compassion or
blessings, but none of these are very stable or lasting. Rather, such experiences
depend very much on various outer and inner conditions, both favorable and
unfavorable.

When we compare our own experience to the descriptions of how bodhisattvas
on the ten grounds see the world, there is a big difference. From the first ground
onward, in between their formal sessions of meditation, bodhisattvas actually
experience everything as illusionlike in a very immediate manner, without hav-
ing to remind themselves that this is how things are. Finally, it is said that in a
Buddha’s mind there is no experiential difference or separation at all between
“being in meditation” and “doing other things.” In more technical terms, the two
phases of meditative equipoise and subsequent attainment have blended into one
taste, which is the constant awareness of the true nature of phenomena in what-
ever is experienced or done. As the Prajiaparamita sitras say:

The mind does not entertain any such fancies as “I rest in meditative
equipoise” or “I rise [from it].” If you wonder why, this is because the
nature of phenomena is fully understood.

The single factor that accounts for these differences is the wisdom that realizes
emptiness. One’s experiences and reactions outside of formal meditation are
determined by the degree to which one is able to uninterruptedly sustain the
basic ground of nonreferential ultimate reality in every moment. In other words,
the more prajia’s direct realization of emptiness becomes an integral part of one’s
everyday experience, the less there is a gap between the two. In this way, conduct
is nothing other than continuing, sustaining, and enhancing our meditation after
having left our meditation cushions. Hence, in terms of having realized empti-
ness, conduct means “being free from the three spheres”—that is, any notion of
agent, object, and action—in all activities.

Meditation and conduct are thus mutually beneficial. Not only does our med-
itation inform and support our conduct, but the training in eliminating our
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deeply ingrained habits also supports and enhances our insights in meditation.
Proper conduct is also helpful, because without enriching and moistening our
minds through accumulating huge quantities of positive mental imprints and
cultivating compassion, there is no way for our minds to turn into the fertile
ground that is necessary for cultivating the realization of emptiness. In the end,
meditation and conduct become inseparable once the direct realization of the
nature of our minds and all phenomena is continuously present throughout day
and night. This is what is called Buddhahood.

This intimate relation between prajia and conduct, or the means, is also
expressed in the first verse of the ninth chapter of The Entrance to the Bodhisattva’s

Way of Life:

All of these branches [of the first five perfections]
Were taught by the Sage for the sake of knowledge.
Therefore, those who wish for suffering

To subside should develop knowledge.

Thus, knowledge or wisdom always pervades all other practices of a bodhisattva,
and these in turn support and further the realization of emptiness. In fact,
Santideva’s entire text is nothing but a practice manual on how to link the real-
ization of ultimate reality to all the aspects of skillful compassionate conduct.
Precisely this is “the bodhisattva’s way of life,” which is nothing other than the
unity of knowledge and means.

Since Buddhist studies and practices are designed to influence our most
ingrained habitual tendencies, they generally represent processes that naturally
require repeated efforts and skillful training until their transformative power
becomes directly and continually manifest in the way in which we experience our
world. Just as we need training when learning to play a musical instrument, con-
duct is the continuous rehearsal of our lessons in meditation. Thus, after having
trained in the safe surroundings of the calm pool of our meditation, we can dare
to jump into the big waves of the ocean of daily life and maybe even surf them.

Especially in Centrism, conduct involves the notion of gradually going beyond
both our problems and their remedies. As a bodhisattva, one develops the aspir-
ing mind of enlightenment by taking the vow to liberate all sentient beings from
suffering. Motivated by this altruistic attitude, conduct is the expression of prac-
tically applying this vow by continuously working with the six perfections until
one attains the omniscience, infinite compassion, and power of a Buddha, which
continually and effortlessly accomplish the welfare of all beings. At the same
time, conduct equally entails familiarization with the fact that there are no such
things as bodhisattvas, sentient beings, the two obscurations, the six perfections
as their remedies, the relinquishment of stains, or the attainment of qualities. In
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terms of bodhicitta, to infuse altruistic conduct with the realization of its illu-
sionlike nature is called “the unity of the seeming and the ultimate mind of
enlightenment.” Thus, motivated by great compassion for those who do not real-
ize this, one gathers the dreamlike accumulations of merit and wisdom. As the
Prajnapdramitd sitras say:

Understanding the five aggregates as illusionlike,

Not taking illusions and the aggregates to be different,

Being free from all kinds of notions, and being engaged in utter peace,
This is the conduct of the supreme perfection of knowledge.

The unity of realization and activity is wonderfully summarized by Padmasam-

bhava:

Our view is as high as the sky
And our conduct is as fine as barley flour.

Milarepa puts it as follows:

Regard this life as a dream and an illusion,
And cultivate compassion for those who do not realize this.

Thus, the realization of emptiness in no way undermines the compassionate
efforts of bodhisattvas to liberate all beings, nor does it turn these efforts into
absurdities. Rather, it opens up a wider perspective in each situation and helps
bodhisattvas see clearly what actions are most beneficial. The realization of empti-
ness enhances their mindfulness and compassion and enables them to care about
every detail of mental, verbal, and physical actions in the realm of seeming real-
ity. At the same time, seeing the dreamlike quality of all of this turns the conduct
of a bodhisattva into a graceful dance of comforting those who do not see this
quality and thus teaching them how to dance too. The melodious sound of
emptiness is the perfect tune to accompany the elegant and supple steps that
compassion takes. This dance may assume limitless expressions, such as a bod-
hisattva attending a sick person, reciting prayers, or even debating with others by
using Centrist reasonings.

2 Madhyamaka Fruition

Ultimately speaking, of course, perfect Buddhahood as the fruition of the Cen-
trist path is inexpressible. Thus, many Centrist texts say that a Buddha does not
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have wisdom and that the three enlightened bodies do not exist. However, in typ-
ical Centrist discourse, this does not imply the absolute and total nonexistence
of wisdom or the enlightened bodies, just as the negation of arising does not
mean that nonarising is established or asserted. Any thinking in dualistic cate-
gories, such as existence or nonexistence, is considered by Centrists to be just an
expression of a reifying mind. Since the very aim of Centrism is to eliminate all
reification and fixation, one also needs to let go of the notion that wisdom or
Buddhahood is established as something existent in any way. Nor is it some inert
thing or utter nothingness after everything has become annihilated. As the nature
of all phenomena is completely free from all reference points, so also is the nature
of wisdom when analyzed. Since even ordinary things do not fit into any cate-
gories, such as existent and nonexistent, how could these categories ever apply to
the very result of eliminating all these dualistic notions?

Similarly, the phrase “Buddhas do not have wisdom” points to the transcen-
dence of subject and object. The wisdom of the vajralike meditative concentra-
tion at the very end of the tenth bodhisattva ground naturally settles within the
expanse of dharmas. Within the nature of phenomena, there is no difference
between subject and object, but ignorant beings superimpose subjects and objects
onto the expanse of dharmas and cling to them. Once all clinging is exhausted,
this expanse, which is primordially without the duality of subject and object, is
realized as it is.

Saying what Buddhahood is and what it is not are two ways of saying the same
thing. The exhaustion of all clinging and reference points is called “perfect relin-
quishment,” that is, relinquishment of both afflictive and cognitive obscurations
together with all their latent tendencies. The undifferentiable unity of nonrefer-
ential expanse and nondual wisdom is called “perfect realization.” However, since
the very exhaustion of clinging and reference points reveals the expanse of dhar-
mas, relinquishment and realization are simply two different ways of expressing
the same state, which is perfect Buddhahood. Thus, when the aspect of the
twofold purity of the “enlightened” expanse of dharmas—its primordial purity
and its purity in the sense that all adventitious stains have been relinquished—is
emphasized, it is also called Essence Body. When one refers to this expanse of
dharmas in terms of the aspect of wisdom or realization, it is usually called
Dharma Body. Another way of expressing the meaning of “Buddha” refers to
awakening from the dull sleep of ignorance into the bright daylight of the expanse
of omniscient wisdom.

Thus, in this expanse of Buddahood whose nature it is to be without subject
and object, there is no wisdom as the realizing subject of any object to be real-
ized. On the other hand, if Buddhas had no omniscient wisdom at all, it would
follow that their relinquishment of cognitive obscurations in order to directly
realize all knowable objects would be pointless. It would be useless to relinquish



The Middle from Beginning to End 325

all cognitive obscurations, because this would not bring about such omniscient
wisdom. Also, if there were no wisdom, all mundane and supramundane quali-
ties that are based on it would not exist either. However, the Prajadparamita
siitras say again and again that all qualities of the other five perfections and so on
do not come about without the perfection of knowledge or wisdom. The Eighth
Karmapa suggests that, on the mere conventional level, there is no contradiction
in saying, “An illusionlike knowable object that lacks a nature is known or real-
ized by an illusionlike knowing that lacks a nature,” since, conventionally, it is
taught that “to see what is not to be seen is to see the truth.” This is just as unde-
niable in terms of mere worldly convention as describing the reflection of my face
in a mirror as “seeing my face in the mirror.” In actual fact, however, since Cen-
trists simply make no statement about whether wisdom exists or does not exist,
they do not even say, “In our own system, we do not say anything about whether
wisdom exists or does not exist.”

Thus, any presentations of “buddhology” in Centrist texts are meant as con-
ventional descriptions that in themselves point to nonreferential openness-aware-
ness. The three enlightened bodies, the four or five wisdoms, nonreferential
compassion, and enlightened activity certainly do function and interact with sen-
tient beings, but they cannot be solidified or pinned down in any way.

Conventionally speaking, wisdom and Buddhahood may be expressed in either
a negative or an affirmative way. They may be described through the via negatio-
nis, in terms of what they are not or what they are free from. Or, sometimes even
in the Prajiidgparamita sitras, they are described through the via eminentiae, in
terms of very rich presentations of a Buddha’s omniscient wisdom and the various
bodies of enlightenment with their infinite marvelous qualities and enlightened
activities. In general, Centrists usually follow the first approach, while such texts
as Maitreya’s Ornament of Clear Realization and his Sublime Continuum often take
the latter. However, in the end, both approaches share the desired effect of “blow-
ing your mind”: transcending all conceptual limitations regarding Buddhahood.

Candrakirti’s Entrance into Centrism, in basing its explanations on Nagarjuna’s
work, mainly employs the negative approach. However, by also relying on 7he
Sutra of the Ten Grounds, ' Candrakirti describes omniscient wisdom as being
free from all reference points and at the same time possessing all Buddha quali-
ties, such as the ten powers.

Just as space is without divisions through the divisions created by vessels,
In true reality, there are no divisions that are created by entities.
Therefore, by perfectly realizing them to be of equal taste,

You, excellent Knower, realize [all] knowable objects in a single moment.

The profound [quality] is emptiness.
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The other qualities are vast.
Through the knowledge of the ways of profundity and vastness,
These qualities will be swiftly obtained.””

Candrakirti’s text elaborates on the three enlightened bodies of a Buddha and
their qualities, especially the ten powers.”"® His Autocommentary supports this
explanation by extensively quoting from various sttras that describe these qual-
ities in very rich and colorful detail. Pawo Rinpoche explains the example of
space in the first verse above:

All phenomena always abide as the true reality, that is, the expanse of
dharmas that is unconditioned like space. This is similar to the lack of
a difference between the space within a vase and the space outside of
it, even if this vase has not been broken. When the vase is broken, the
undifferentiable unity of the space within it and outside of it becomes
revealed as this undifferentiable unity. The nature of the mind that
primordially abides as the expanse of dharmas is similar to the space
within the vase. Just as in the case of the undifferentiable unity of the
space within this vase and outside of it when the vase is broken, once
all vaselike thoughts and mental currents completely subside, [the
nature of the mind] is revealed to be no different from the expanse of
dharmas. Just as nobody can identify the size of space, nobody can
imagine the nature of the Thus-Gone Ones. Just as space provides
room for all things, [Buddhahood] serves as the support for all sentient
beings. Just as space may appear in any size that corresponds to [every
phenomenon], from a trichiliocosm down to the [empty] husk of a
mustard seed, [Buddhahood] appears as [manifold] enlightened bod-
ies for all those that are to be trained. Just as one is not able to label all
these [kinds of] space as being one or different, all the bodies of the
Buddhas cannot be designated as being one or different either. . . . [As
for this undifferentiable unity,] there is no difference whether some-
one has become enlightened or not. Conventionally though, not real-
izing this [undifferentiable unity] is labeled “the phase of cyclic
existence,” while its realization, just as it is, [is called] “the attainment
of Buddhahood.” At this point, however, there is neither a conditioned
nor an unconditioned substance or entity that is attained, nor [is there]
anybody or anything that is the attainer [of anything]. Therefore, [the
Buddha] said that the mere exhaustion of mistakenness is liberation.”

Elsewhere, Pawo Rinpoche mentions that Ati§a explains the final view of
Santideva as being the undifferentiable unity of expanse and wisdom.
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An analogy for the exhaustion of mistakenness is when the disease of blurred
vision has been removed, and there are no more appearances of floating hairs
and such. Likewise, for a Buddha, all causes for mistakenness have been com-
pletely relinquished, so from the perspective of a Buddha’s wisdom, the phe-
nomena of seeming reality no longer appear. Just as not seeing any floating hairs
is said to be correct seeing, not seeing any reference points whatsoever is expressed
as “seeing the basic nature of these phenomena.” Another example of seeing by
not seeing is a person who wonders whether it is possible to paint space. Through
not “seeing”—that is, not finding—any possibility of applying paint to space, this
person “sees” in the sense of understanding that one is not able to paint space.
In consequence, one may wonder whether Buddhas see the five aggregates and
such or not. Since there is no mental flux, such as arising or ceasing, in a Bud-
dha, from a Buddha’s own perspective, there is no flux in terms of seeing and not
seeing or in terms of wisdom arising and ceasing. From the perspective of others,
however, it appears as if a Buddha has the omniscient wisdom of the ten powers
and such that sees all phenomena, because this wisdom undeceivingly occurs as
the mere dependently originated result of having fully gathered the accumulation
of wisdom.

Unlike our physical body, which can only be trained up to a certain limit—
such as jumping no higher than eight feet or lifting no more than eight hundred
pounds—Buddhism says that there is no limit in training the mind, since it is not
bound by any physical dimensions. The Buddhas have accumulated the two infi-
nite accumulations of merit and wisdom through infinite skillful means and
knowledge for many eons in order to benefit infinite sentient beings. So in terms
of the law of causality, it is only justified that this infinity of causes bring about
the infinite results of 2 Buddha’s wisdoms and enlightened activities for the wel-
fare of infinite sentient beings as long as cyclic existence exists.

Some people say that, on the level of a Buddha, there exists a momentarily aris-
ing and ceasing chain of awareness and illusionlike mistaken appearances. How-
ever, this is not justified. First, since all phenomena are free from all such extremes
as arising and ceasing, a Buddha’s wisdom is no exception. If a Buddha’s wisdom,
though free from reference points, involved arising and ceasing, then it would
entail reference points. It makes no sense that a Buddha’s wisdom should have
realized that all phenomena lack arising but not realize that it itself lacks arising
too. Furthermore, it would follow from the above position that worldly beings
who are ensnared by the web of reference points, such as arising and ceasing, also
see true reality. In addition, it would not be suitable for the noble ones to teach
such beings that all phenomena lack arising. And since mistaken appearances only
appear due to basic unawareness, there would also be basic unawareness on the
level of a Buddha, because false objects appear to them, just as it is the case for a
dream-consciousness. Some people claim, “T’he Buddhas have such appearances,
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but since they do not cling to them as being real, they are not mistaken.” How-
ever, then it would absurdly follow that the consciousnesses of people with blurred
vision who see floating hairs and double moons are also not mistaken, as long as
they do not cling to these hairs and moons as being really existent.

Another position regarding what enlightened beings see is the argument of
“pure vision,” which is found in such statements as “Since ignorance is the cause
for impure appearances, such as stones and earth, they do not appear to Buddhas.
On the other hand, completely pure appearances, such as mandalas, emerge
within the natural unceasing display of wisdom. Since Buddhas have such pure
appearances, they are not mistaken.” However, also these pure appearances are
not established as pure by their own nature, because they originate from prior
positive actions, such as making aspiration prayers and purifying Buddha-fields.
Thus, they are nothing but dependent origination. Therefore, it is not contra-
dictory that the seeming does not appear for the Buddhas” own perspective yet
they still perform activities for the welfare of others, such as knowing the range
of all phenomena and turning the wheel of dharma. The reason is that such activ-
ities are the result of having perfectly engaged in their causes—the dependent
origination of the accumulation of merit—during their prior times as bod-
hisattvas on the various paths.

In brief, there is no way to identify the wisdom of a Buddha through any dis-
cussions in terms of existence or nonexistence. Rather, since it is the ultimate
nature of all phenomena to be completely free from reference points, ultimately,
any kind of mind must be free from reference points too. In particular, in order
to be able to realize this freedom from reference points, the wisdom of a Buddha
as the subject to realize this must necessarily be free from all clinging to reference
points with regard to true reality, including the latent tendencies for such cling-
ing. Therefore, Buddhahood means to rest in the undifferentiable unity of wis-
dom and the expanse of dharmas that is free from being one and different, subject
and object, and so on. In this unity, all phenomena, such as samsaric flaws and
nirvanic qualities, are just equality. That this is what constitutes Buddhahood was
said by Buddha Sakyamuni, his regent Maitreya, Nagarjuna and his spiritual
heirs, as well as many others time and again. Here, Centrists say that from the per-
spective of worldly mistakenness without analysis, just as all phenomena of seem-
ing reality exist, the wisdom of a Buddha also exists. When analyzed, from the
perspective of Buddhahood, just as the wisdom experience of a Buddha is free
from all reference points of existence and nonexistence, likewise all phenomena
are free from such reference points.

As for the enlightened bodies of a Buddha, The Entrance into Centrism states:

The dry firewood of knowable objects having been totally incinerated,
This peace is the Dharma Body of the Victors.
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At this point, there is neither arising nor ceasing.
The cessation of mind is revealed through this Body.”

Candrakirti’s autocommentary explains:

In this Body that has the nature of wisdom and [in which] the dry
firewood of knowable objects has been totally burned away, there is no
arising of knowable objects. Therefore, that which entails such nonar-
ising is the Dharma Body of the Buddhas. Thus, the object of wis-
dom—true reality—is in no case engaged by the [corresponding]
subjects of such [knowable objects], that is, mind and mental events.
Hence, on the seeming level, this is expressed as [true reality] being
revealed through this very Body.”™

When the verse speaks about “the cessation of mind,” this does not mean that
some mind that still really existed at the end of the tenth bodhisattva ground
becomes nonexistent when Buddhahood is attained. It is impossible for some-
thing that really existed before to become nonexistent later. Likewise, what never
existed in the first place cannot later become nonexistent either. Thus, the expres-
sion “cessation of mind” is just a conventional label for the dissolution of the
entirety of clinging in terms of mind and mental events or for the vanishing of
all mistaken appearances of basic unawareness.

Pawo Rinpoche comments that, through training on all the paths of familiariz-
ing with the fact that the entire collection of the firewood of knowable objects
lacks a nature, this firewood has become free from the dampness of reification. At
the end of the tenth bodhisattva ground, the completely dried-out remainder of this
firewood is instantly consumed by the momentary blazing wisdom of the vajralike
meditative concentration. Once there is no firewood left, the fire itself then sub-
sides too. This example should not be misunderstood to mean that the Dharma
Body is just utter nonexistence, because the firewood that is burned by firelike
wisdom consists of precisely these reifications of existence and nonexistence. When
wisdom has consumed all there is to consume, it just naturally settles within the
primordial expanse. In this way, the expanse of dharmas is revealed in its primor-
dial uncontrived state. This is what is called “attaining the Dharma Body” and
“the perfection of one’s own welfare.” This very Dharma Body then appears to var-
ious disciples as the manifold manifestations of the two Form Bodies: the Body of
Complete Enjoyment and the Emanation Body. Through such appearances, it
teaches the dharma and helps the disciples realize true reality, or the Dharma Body.
In this way, the Form Bodies constitute “the perfection of the welfare of others.”

The relationship between these three enlightened bodies is often illustrated
by comparing the Dharma Body to the sun in the sky, the Body of Complete
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Enjoyment to the reflection of the sun in a lake, and the Emanation Body to this
reflection’s reflection in a mirror. Just as both reflections depend on the sun in
the sky and may serve to make us see this sun, the two Form Bodies depend on
and point back to the Dharma Body. The Dharma Body—freedom from refer-
ence points—is what Buddhas themselves experience or see through their per-
sonally experienced wisdom. The reference points of the Form Bodies with all
their qualities and activities are seen by different disciples in dependence on the
various degrees of purification of their lakelike or mirrorlike minds. The disciples
also hear the words of these Form Bodies and practice the dharma that comes
from the minds of these Form Bodies as an object of their own minds when they
study, reflect, and meditate on it. However, all of this is not possible with regard
to the Dharma Body. Even when the Buddhas themselves see this Dharma Body,
they only see it in a manner of nonseeing. Thus, other beings are definitely not
able to observe it in any way that involves a seer and something seen.

It is said that the Body of Complete Enjoyment appears only in the oceanlike
mirror of the stainless wisdom attained by bodhisattvas on the tenth ground who
are free from reference points. This appearance of the Body of Complete Enjoy-
ment possesses the five certainties:

1) Its abode is certain as being only the sphere of Akanistha.”

2) Its nature is certain in that it is adorned with the major and minor marks of a
Buddha.

3) Its retinue is certain in that it consists only of bodhisattvas on the ten grounds.

4) Its time is certain, meaning that it appears in an unceasing way.

5) Its certain enjoyment is solely the teachings of the great vehicle.

As for the Emanation Body, there are three main types:

1) Supreme Emanation Bodies show as fully enlightened Buddhas (such as Bud-
dha Sakyamuni) with all their major and minor marks and perform the twelve
deeds of such Buddhas.

2) Artistic Emanation Bodies can, for example, manifest as a masterful lute player
among the celestial musicians to teach them in this way, or as great scientists,
physicians, and artists who benefit many beings.

3) Incarnated Emanation Bodies can appear in all kinds of animate and inanimate
forms, such as various gods, animals, and even bridges or trees appearing in
order to help certain sentient beings.

The appearance of the two Form Bodies with their enlightened activities
depends on the coming together of three conditions:
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1) the blessings or the potency of the Dharma Body
2) a Buddha’s former aspiration prayers
3) the appropriate karmic and mental dispositions of individual disciples

If the Form Bodies and their enlightened activities could operate due to the
potency of the Dharma Body alone, all sentient beings would effortlessly meet
Buddhas and attain liberation, since the Dharma Body is omnipresent and all-
pervading. This is not to say that the Form Bodies and enlightened activity are
merely an appearance from the perspective of ordinary sentient beings, since the
mental perspective of ordinary beings is essentially deceiving in that they mis-
takenly perceive and conceive what is actually not there. So if the Form Bodies
were just appearances in the mistaken minds of sentient beings, and if these sen-
tient beings could become enlightened in dependence on such appearances, it
would absurdly follow that we all have been enlightened for a long time, since we
all have engaged in mistaken appearances since beginningless time. Nor are the
Form Bodies and their enlightened activities solely an outcome of the impetus of
a Buddha’s former aspiration prayers alone. Such aspiration prayers are made for
the sake of all sentient beings, so if only these prayers were needed, all sentient
beings would be liberated without any efforts of their own.

The completion of former aspiration prayers and the two accumulations of
merit and wisdom are the causes for the ongoing impetus of enlightened activ-
ity. Once enlightened wisdom displays its activity, it manifests in a spontaneous
and unceasing way that is completely effortless and nonconceptual. Thus, a bod-
hisattva’s progression on the path that eventually results in such Buddha activity
within the expanse of nonreferentiality can be compared to the flight of a rocket.
Initially, it requires a lot of energy to lift off the ground, but the higher the rocket
ascends, the easier and faster its motion becomes and the less energy it needs.
Finally, once it glides in the vacuum of outer space, it moves on forever without
needing any further energy, just through the power of the fuel that has already
been spent.

In brief, a “Buddha” is not a person in the sense of a collection of matter and
consciousness. Buddha Sakyamuni himself said that if one thinks that his phys-
ical appearance and speech are the Buddha, one could not be more mistaken. The
appearances of a Buddha’s Form Bodies are neither a part of the aggregate of
form nor a part of any of the mental aggregates, since Buddhahood transcends
the five aggregates and is completely beyond both cyclic existence and nirvana.
However, this does not mean that, conventionally, the Form Bodies are not Bud-
dhas, since what they say is the Buddhadharma, which when practiced accord-
ingly by sentient beings leads to their enlightenment. Nor are the Form Bodies
the same as the bodies of ordinary sentient beings; they are the bodies of Buddhas,
and this is also how they appear to various disciples. Thus, Buddhahood is beyond
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form but still displays all kinds of form. It is without sound but nevertheless pos-
sesses the perfect melodious speech with sixty excellent qualities. It is not a part
of the three realms of cyclic existence, but it never moves away from them either.
It is not an object of the minds of sentient beings, but it appears in the form of
limitless illusionlike manifestations that individually guide these beings. That it
is without middle and end goes even beyond the example of space, since it is at
the same time the sole foundation for the true benefit and happiness of all beings.
Therefore, when the enlightened bodies of a Buddha are presented in terms of
the two realities, their characteristics are described solely in dependence on the
minds of certain disciples. In the context of the two realities, it is said that the
Dharma Body and the Essence Body are nothing but freedom from reference
points without any arising and ceasing, while the Body of Complete Enjoyment
and the Emanation Body involve reference points, such as arising and ceasing.
However, from the perspective of a Buddha, there is not the slightest difference
between these four enlightened bodies, such as that certain ones among them
represent ultimate reality and others belong to seeming reality, or that only some
represent Buddhahood while others do not. 7he Ornament of Siitras says:

Buddhahood is all phenomena,

But it is no phenomenon whatsoever.
and

With regard to the stainless expanse of dharmas,

This explanation of the profound characteristics,

The state, and the activity of the Buddhas

Is nothing but sketching a colorful painting onto the sky.”



The Distinction between Autonomists
and Consequentialists

The Autonomist-Consequentialist distinction first appeared in Tibetan writings.
In India, some rather late and quite loose distinctions within Centrism were made,
but none was labeled Autonomism or Consequentialism, nor did the content of
these Indian distinctions match this later Tibetan one. This is not to say that the
basis for the Autonomist-Consequentialist distinction cannot be traced back to
Indian Centrist texts, but there were certainly no subschools with such names.
The best way to understand this distinction is in terms of methodology, as dif-
ferent approaches to understanding and communicating the same emptiness.

2 Classifications of Centrism in India and Tibet

Despite certain disagreements on some issues between individual Centrist mas-
ters in India (such as Buddhapalita, Bhavaviveka, and Candrakirti), for many
centuries there appeared no divisions into Centrist subschools.” Before the time
of Bhavaviveka, no controversy among Centrists is recorded at all. Bhavaviveka’s
own Jewel Lamp of Centrism talks about two levels within Centrist practice as a
whole, but these are equally taught by all Centrists and thus not meant as a dis-
tinction between two schools or views.

Having thus taught the coarse yoga, now, the subtle yoga is to be
taught: . . . In just the way that all phenomena occur as appearances
of mere illusory mind, in that way mere illusory mind is beyond the
three times, without color and shape, naturally luminous, and without
appearance. Therefore, it is to be understood that all phenomena are
illusory mind. Thus, to speak about seeming reality in the way of the
hearers is the “outer, coarse Centrism.” That this [seeming reality]

abides as one’s own mere mind is the “subtle, inner Centrism.””*

In the eighth century, Santaraksita’s own commentary on his Ornament of
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Centrism distinguishes two ways of Centrists analyzing the causally efficient enti-
ties of seeming reality:

1) those like himself who consider these entities as having the nature of mere
mind’* and
2) those who accept them as outer objects and thus interpret the teaching on

“mere mind” as merely negating an agent and an experiencer.

As an example of the latter approach, he quotes Bhavaviveka’s Heart of Centrism
V.28¢cd.””

Kamalasila’s subcommentary on Santaraksita’s text glosses this difference as
“the two Centrist paths that analyze this [issue] to be analyzed” and explicitly con-
firms Bhavaviveka’s text as representing the latter “path.”? On the other hand,
in his Commentary on The Synopsis of True Reality;® he speaks of undifferentiated
Centrists, while dividing the Yogacara school into Aspectarians and Non-Aspec-
tarians.

As for the various Indian commentaries on Santideva’s Entrance to the Bod-
hisattva’s Way of Life (ranging from the late tenth to the early thirteenth century)
that are preserved in the Tengyur, both when referring to Santideva’s words and
in general, all of them only speak about “Centrists,” never mentioning any sub-
divisions. This is especially noteworthy in light of the fact that Santideva is con-
sidered a Consequentialist by many Tibetan teachers (as mentioned earlier, the
Eighth Karmapa sees him as a “Centrist of the model texts”).”

One of Atiga’s teachers, Ratnakaraganti (early eleventh century), in his Presen-
tation of the Three Vehicles classifies Centrists as follows:

1) Centrists who regard the seeming as an aspect of consciousness
2) Centrists who regard the seeming as mere latent tendencies

Atisa’s main Centrist teacher Bodhibhadra (c. 1000), in his Explanation of The
Compendium of the Heart of Wisdom, also mentions a difference between Centrists
as to how they present seeming reality:

1) those like Bhavaviveka who do not evaluate appearances
2) those like Santaraksita who say that appearing entities are not as they seem but

that it is solely internal consciousness that appears as various things’

The position of Atisa (982—1054) himself is rather complex. His Centrist Pith
Instructions identifies the Centrist texts by Nagarjuna, /_\ryadeva, Matreeta,”
Kambala,” and Candrakirti as the unrivaled model texts for all Centrist scrip-
tures. Other masters in his list of Centrists include Bhavaviveka, Buddhapalita,
Devaéarman,’ Avalokitavrata, Santaraksita, and Kamalaéila.” In his Entrance
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into the Two Realities, he says that the ones who have fully understood emptiness
are Nagarjuna and Candrakirti.”” On the other hand, he uses the distinction of
the correct and false seeming and defines the correct seeming in precisely the
same way as | fianagarbha and Santaraksita, who at a later point came to be called
Autonomists.”® Also in contrast to Nagarjuna and Candrakirti, Atisa in his auto-
commentary on The Lamp for the Path to Enlightenment explicitly recommends
the provisional use of valid cognition (particularly inference) as presented by
Dharmakirti and Dharmottara when meditating on the ultimate as it is trans-
mitted in Nagarjuna’s pith instructions.”” The same text identifies Aryadeva,
Candrakirti, Bhavaviveka, Santideva, and Atiéa’s own teacher Bodhibhadra as
the true authorities of Centrism who follow Nagarjuna.”* Later, he repeats this
list as representing those who have unmistakenly realized true reality (the essence
of the meaning of the perfection of knowledge) and adds Asvaghosa and Can-
dragomi’™ to it.”*

In his Precious Garland of True Reality,* Maitripa (1012-1097) presents the fol-
lowing classification of Centrism:

1) Proponents of Illusionlike Nonduality’* and
2) Proponents of the Complete Nonabiding of all Phenomena

Through a quotation from Bhavaviveka’s texts, Maitripa aligns him with the first
approach, while it remains unclear who represents the second.” The same dis-
tinction is made in Candrahari’s Jewe! Garland* and alluded to in Asvaghosa’s
Stages of Meditation on the Ultimate Mind of Enlightenment.”” Both reject the
approach of establishing illusions in any way.

The Treasury of Knowledge® reports that the eleventh-century Kashmiri mas-
ter Laksmikara in his Commentary on The Five Stages® explains a threefold clas-
sification:

1) the Centrism of Siitras™
2) the Centrism of Yoga Practice™
3) the Centrism of the Mother of the Victors (the perfection of knowledge)

Sahajavajra (eleventh/twelfth century), in his Commentary on The Ten Verses on
True Reality,* speaks about Aspectarian Centrists™ (such as Santaraksita) and
Non-Aspectarian Centrists”™ (such as Kambala) as those Centrists who do not
teach the definitive meaning of true reality, which is presented by Centrists such
as Nagarjuna, Aryadeva, and Candrakirti.

This shows that even in late Indian Buddhism there was no clear or mutually
exclusive distinction of subschools in Indian Centrism and that the works of all
the above masters were evidently studied side by side. The main distinction, if
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any, seems to have been between those who conventionally accept outer objects
as a part of seeming reality (either explicitly or by following common worldly con-
sensus) and those who interpret seeming reality in a way similar to the Yogacaras.
Unlike the Autonomist-Consequentialist distinction, this would place
Bhavaviveka and Candrakirti on the same side. On the subject of a distinction
within Centrism, Candrakirt is conspicuously never even mentioned. Atisa seems
to have held him in high regard but does not distinguish his view from
Bhavaviveka’s.

In Tibet, it was the great translator Yeshe De™ (early ninth century) in his Dif*
ferences of the Views™ who first used the terms “Centrism of Sttras” and “Cen-
trism of Yoga Practice,” with Bhavaviveka belonging to the former and
Santaraksita to the latter. Other texts from this early period also mention one or
both of these names.” In one of the Tibetan manuscripts from Dunhuang, a dis-
tinction is made between “outer Centrism””** and “inner Yoga-Centrism.””” The
great Sanskrit-Tibetan Dictionary Mahavyutparti/® compiled in the ninth cen-
tury by a number of Indian panditas and Tibetan translators, has no subdivi-
sions of its entry “Centrists.”

In three of his texts, the eleventh-century Nyingma master Rongzom Pandita
Chékyi Sangbo™ refers to the Centrism of Sttras and the Centrism of Yoga
Practice.” Among these, The Memorandum on the Views says:

The two types of Centrism are dissimilar as to the mode of being of the
seeming. As for which one [of them] is greater in terms of scripture and
reasoning in this respect, it seems that, according to the general ways
of sutras and tantras, the general ways of reasoning, and the texts of the
Centrist preceptors Nagarjuna and Aryadeva as the masters who com-
posed the [Centrist] model texts, the texts of the Centrists of Yoga

Practice are of greater significance.”®

Once, Rongzom Pandita also mentions the distinction between those who assert
everything as illusionlike and those who assert nonabiding. He nowhere speaks
of the Autonomist-Consequentialist distinction.

Rog Bande Sherab O distinguishes “factional Centrism” after the model
texts by Nagarjuna and Aryadeva into the Centrism of Stitras (Jaanagarbha), the
Centrism of Yoga Practice (S{mtarak§ita), and the texts of Centrism in general
(Kamalasila).

Gampopa (1079-1153) classified Centrism as illusionlike nonduality and com-
plete nonabiding.”” He subdivided the latter into “complete nonabiding of
unity”’* and “complete nonabiding of severed continuity.””*

Whether this latter classification matches with the Autonomist-Consequen-
tialist distinction and whether it differentiates the view of Centrists on ultimate
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reality was a subject of some discussion in Tibet. Ngog Lotsawa rejected the lat-

ter point, and Tsongkhapa stated that this rejection is good. The Treasury of
Knowledge portrays the Proponents of Illusionlike Nonduality (such as

Kamalasila) as saying that the compound of appearance and emptiness is ultimate

reality. The Proponents of Complete Nonabiding (such as Buddhapalita) say

that ultimate reality is what is positively determined through the negative deter-

mination that consists in excluding all discursiveness with regard to appearances.

Another way to put this is that all phenomena are merely designated through

names, symbols, and conventions but do not abide in any such ways as they are

designated. Padma Karpo’s Illumination of Three Centrist Scriptural Systems
explains the difference between these two types of Centrists and presents Auton-

omists and Consequentialists as subdivisions of the Proponents of the complete

Nonabiding of all Phenomena:

Those who speak about [everything] being illusionlike assert that all
outer and inner phenomena are illusionlike, both from the point of
view of cutting through discursiveness and from the point of view of
nonconceptual resting in meditative equipoise. Even when Buddha-
hood has dawned, also nondual wisdom or the three enlightened bod-

ies are illusionlike. This is the case, because it is said in [the siitras of]
the Mother of the Victors:

All phenomena, nirvana, and even a hypothetical phenomenon

that is much superior to this are illusionlike and dreamlike.”

The system of the nonabiding Centrists does not itself have anything
that is to be positively determined or proven but puts an end to the
claims of others. It is twofold: Autonomists are those who negate the
claims of others by relying on reasonings that cut through discursive-
ness and stem from the three modes being established by valid cogni-
tion. Consequentialists do not accept that the three modes are
established by valid cognition and negate the wrong ideas of others by

stating the claims of these [others] as reasons.”

The first one to introduce the terms “Autonomists” and “Consequentialists”
is said to be Patsab Lotsawa in the eleventh century, but none of his texts is pre-
served.”® So the earliest available Tibetan source for the explicit distinction
between Autonomists and Consequentialists seems to be the commentary on the
ninth chapter of The Entrance to the Bodhisattva’s Way of Lifé” by Sénam Dsemo
(1142-1182), the second supreme head of the Sakya school.

The Eighth Karmapa refers to Majaba” and other logicians as considering
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degrees of superiority and inferiority in terms of the knowledge that results from
studying, reflecting, and meditating as the means to establish Madhyamaka as
well as whether there is something to be evaluated with regard to the content
that is to be established. Based on such considerations, they speak about two
kinds of Centrists: those who, in the context of Centrism, establish referents’”
and those who establish conventions.”* The Centrists who establish referents are
not the superior Centrists, while those Centrists who do not establish referents,
but establish mere conventions in order to put an end to wrong ideas, are the
superior Centrists. As for the knowledge that realizes Madhyamaka or emptiness
as that which is to be established through these two ways of determining, Majaba
and others delineate a difference as to this knowledge being inferential valid
cognition and it being the valid cognition that is a reasoning consciousness.
Due to these differences, they say that these two systems are inferior and supe-
rior respectively.

Majaba Jangchub Dsondrii’s commentary on 7he Fundamental Verses uses the
term “Centrists who propound autonomous [reasoning].”””

The third head of the Sakyapas, Tragba Gyaltsen” (1147-1216), gives a five-
fold classification of Centrists with regard to seeming reality:

1) followers of common worldly consensus

2) those who accord with the way of the Followers of the Great Exposition
3) illusionists

4) followers of the siitras

5) yoga practitioners””

Other early Tibetan writers such as Sakya Pandita (1182—1251), Butén Rinchen
Drub (1290-1364), Longchen Rabjampa (1308-1363), Barawa Gyaltsen Balsang’”®
(1310-1391), and Rendawa’ (1349—1412) employed one or more of the above clas-
sifications.

Specifically, Buton in his History of Buddhism™ uses a threefold classification:

1) the Centrism of Siitras (Bhavaviveka)

2) the Centrism of Yoga Practice (Jiianagarbha, Srigupta, Sintaraksita,
Kamala$ila, and Haribhadra)

3) the Centrism following common worldly consensus (Buddhapalita, Can-

drakirti)

He explicitly gives “Consequentialist Centrists” as another name for the Centrists
following common worldly consensus but does not even mention the term
“Autonomists.” Butdn is moreover reported to have said that, after the debate of
Samye, Centrism branched into three lineages, with Kamalasila establishing a
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third lineage (the Centrism of Yoga Practice) as distinct from the lineages of
Bhavaviveka and Candrakirti.”® Elsewhere Butdn says that the distinction
between Autonomists and Consequentialists is a conceptual construct by
Tibetans that is not found in India. The two do not differ with regard to ultimate
reality but just employ varying approaches to explain the scriptures.”

Longchen Rabjampa, in three of his seven Treasure texts, discusses the dis-
tinction between Autonomists and Consequentialists, explicitly affirming the lat-
ter as the supreme system in the siitra vehicle.”®

The fourteenth-century Kadampa master Uba Losal™ also employs the above
threefold classification but puts Jianagarbha together with Candrakirti into the
category of Centrists who follow common worldly consensus.” Distinct from
this classification, he also uses the Autonomist-Consequentialist division, with
Jhanagarbha as an Autonomist.

The most prolific writer of Tibetan history, Bodong Panchen Choglay Nam-
gyal™ (1376-14s1), divides Centrists into two branches:

1) those who follow reasoning
2) those who follow common worldly consensus (Nagarjuna, Aryadeva, Can-
drakirti, and Santideva)

The first branch has four subdivisions:

1) those who accord with the Followers of the Great Exposition, such as Arya-
vimuktisena

2) those who accord with the Sttra Followers, such as Bhavaviveka

3) those who accord with the Yogacaras, such as Séntarakgita, Kamalaéila, and
Haribhadra

4) those who accord with and follow common worldly consensus, such as
Jhanagarbha

Neither of the two still available works of the important historian G6 Lotsawa
(1392-1481)—his Commentary on The Sublime Continuum and The Blue Annals—
refers to any subschools of Centrism.”” The chapter in 7he Blue Annals on the
spreading of the Centrist teachings in Tibet does not even mention Buddhapalita
or Bhavaviveka. In the context of the lineage of Ngog Lotsawa, G6 Lotsawa just
remarks that Chaba Chokyi Senge wrote many refutations of the works of Can-
drakirti, while Tsang Nagba Dsondrii Senge “followed the method of Can-
drakirti” and Majaba Jangchub Dsondrii “preferred the system of Jayananda.””
The exposition of the basic texts by Candrakirti in Tibet is explained to have
originated with Patsab Lotsawa and his followers.”

Karmapa Mikyo Dorje defines and uses the distinction between Autonomists
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and Consequentialists in a rather narrow sense. He equates the former with “those
who establish illusions through reasoning.” (This is discussed further below.)

In all of these distinctions by early authors, it is to be noted, none of them pre-
sented the Centrists of Stitras and the Centrists of Yoga Practice as subdivisions
of the Autonomists. The first scriptural evidence for classifying these two as sub-
schools of the Autonomists is found in a Bon text on philosophical systems™
from the early fourteenth century. Like Buton, the text equates the Centrists fol-
lowing common worldly consensus with the Consequentialists. Since this is a
Bon text, one would naturally assume that also the subclassification of Autono-
mists was taken from Buddhist precursors, but we do not have any such evidence
in earlier Buddhist texts. In presently available Buddhist works, this subclassifi-
cation implicitly starts to show in Tsongkhapa’s Elucidation of the Intention”'
(his commentary on The Entrance into Centrism) and the writings of his student
Kedrub Geleg Balsang™ (1385-1438). It is explicitly stated by Sera Jetsiin Chokyi
Gyaltsen (1469-1546) and nearly all subsequent Gelugpa masters. Later, the ter-
minology of “Autonomist Centrists who follow the Sttras™? and “Autonomist
Centrists of Yoga Practice” became more or less universally accepted by all four
schools of Tibetan Buddhism.

One should be aware, however, that these terms combine two classification
schemes on two different levels: The one (Sutra versus Yogacara) is a distinction
as to how seeming reality is presented, while the other (Autonomists versus Con-
sequentialists) pertains to the approach to Centrist reasoning. Also, as can be
seen above, initially these two classifications were absolutely limited to these two
respective levels (seeming reality and reasoning) and clearly kept apart, whereas
later they were turned into names for actual Centrist subschools, which included
more or less extensive elaborations on additional differences on a number of other
levels too.

This account shows clearly that for centuries there was no universal agree-
ment, in either India or Tibet, as to whether or how to classify Indian Centrist
masters. In India, it was a long time before there were any indications of Centrism
becoming divided into two branches, and even then it was a rather loose division.
In Tibet, the most common early distinction seems to have been into the Cen-
trists of Sttras and the Centrists of Yoga Practice. More elaborate distinctions,
including the one into Autonomists and Consequentialists, clearly only developed
later and coexisted or were combined with the earlier ones. Among these, evi-
dently, the Autonomist-Consequentialist division was not regarded as #he main
distinction by any author before Tsongkhapa.

In India, the Autonomist approach in terms of reasoning was far more com-
mon among later Centrists. Most major masters after Bhavaviveka actively
employed it, and nobody but Candrakirti and Jayananda objected to it. Thus,
there is no evidence at all that the Consequentialist approach was generally con-
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sidered any better than the Autonomist one. In fact, the texts of those Centrists
who later came to be labeled Autonomists enjoyed widespread high esteem. In
particular, Candrakirti’s critique of Bhavaviveka is never even mentioned in any
other Indian Centrist texts. He is hardly ever quoted in any of them,” and there
is only a single known commentary on his works by Jayananda as late as the
eleventh century.”® Thus, Candrakirti’s criticism, which only became considered
a devastating attack on Autonomism many centuries later by Tibetan and West-
ern interpreters, simply went largely unnoticed in India. Rather, everything indi-
cates that Candrakirti’s place in Indian Buddhism was rather limited. He was
definitely not the towering figure in Centrism that he later became in Tibet, but
basically just one Centrist master among many others (to be sure, this is not to
deny that he was an outstanding scholar and highly realized being). In brief,
there is no evidence at all that Candrakirti’s approach ever dominated the Indian
Centrist scene. One can speak even less about a distinct school of Consequen-
tialists; the only two Indian masters ever to explicitly favor the use of conse-
quences over autonomous reasoning were Candrakirti himself and—much

later—Jayananda.””

2 Refutation of Mistaken Assumptions
about Autonomists and Consequentialists

In his Chariot of the Tagbo Siddhas, the Eighth Karmapa portrays a number of
common Tibetan claims—"well known as the wind”—as to the distinction

between Autonomists and Consequentialists:™®

1) Autonomists accept (a) the perceptual and inferential valid cognitions of ordi-
nary people”™
nitions that operate through the power of (real) entities. (c) On the basis of this

as correct valid cognitions. (b) They accept them as being valid cog-

acceptance, such valid cognitions are not just seen as the assertions of others but
are established through the experiences in the Autonomists’ own continua. By
relying on these accepted valid cognitions, they affirmatively prove emptiness
and negate its opposites.

2) Phrased in terms of the Autonomists’ acceptance of these three features of valid
cognition (a—c) as the basis for negation and proof, the Consequentialists in gen-
eral (a) do not accept any valid cognition as the basis for negation and proof with
regard to emptiness, nonarising, and such. (b) Even if they accept such valid cog-
nition, they do not accept any valid cognition that operates through the power
of entities. (c) And even if they accept a valid cognition that operates through the
power of entities, they do not have any autonomous valid cognition. Even in this
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case, any valid cognition as the basis for negation and proof with regard to the
meaning of emptiness is solely based on what is acknowledged by others.

3) Autonomists debate in accordance with the presentation of correct and seem-
ing negations and proofs in the system of Dignaga and Dharmakirti, while Con-
sequentialists do not debate in accordance with their presentation. For if they
debated in accordance with negations and proofs used in a system of proponents
of real entities, they would also incur the flaw of being such realists. Instead,
Consequentialists have their special presentation of negations and proofs that
the proponents of real entities do not have. This presentation consists of five
elements:

(a) inference acknowledged by others, (b) consequences that expose contradic-
tions, (c) analogous applicability of the opponent’s reason, (d) nonapplication of
the means of proof due to presupposing the probandum,*® and (e) not having an
autonomous position.*" The first four are said to be like weapons to vanquish the
theses of others and the fifth to be like armor to protect one’s own thesis. On this,
the writings of Patsab Lotsawa’s disciple Shang Tangsagba are quoted:

Consequences that expose contradictions and analogous applicability
of the opponent’s reason are the reasonings that, like Visnu’s spear,
invalidate the theses of others. Nonapplication of the means of proof
due to presupposing the probandum is the armorlike reasoning to pro-
tect one’s own thesis by giving the lack of a thesis of one’s own the
name of “a thesis of one’s own.” Inference acknowledged by others is
the refereelike reasoning that makes the two opponents be in unison.

The Karmapa analyzes each of these statements as presented here below.

1a) As for the perceptual and inferential valid cognitions of ordinary people,
Autonomist masters give presentations of valid cognitions that are presumed to
be ordinary people’s own valid cognitions from the perspective of just these ordi-
nary people themselves. However, Autonomists do not accept that such valid
cognitions are correct valid cognitions in the Centrist system. As Bhavaviveka’s
Blaze of Reasoning makes clear:

The Blessed One taught the two realities by giving presentations of the
nature and characteristics of phenomena on the seeming level while
saying that ultimately they lack a nature:



The Distinction between Autonomists and Consequentialists 343

Kausika, all phenomena are empty of nature. That all phenom-
ena are empty of nature means that entities do not exist. That
entities do not exist is the perfection of knowledge.

In accord with many such statements, if even entities as such do not
exist, forget about any nature of theirs. Therefore, there is no invalida-
tion [of the lack of nature] through our accepting [entities such as the
five aggregates that were expediently taught by the Buddha]. There is
also no invalidation through perception. Since objects are false and the
sense faculties foolish, seeing has no [epistemic] power. Like the appear-
ance of floating hairs, bees, and flies to someone with blurred vision, or
an echo and so on, perception too is just obvious self-indulgence. . . .
There is also no invalidation through common consensus, since [the
eyes of] the world are covered by the membrane of ignorance. Conse-
quently, in the situation of analyzing for the ultimate, since [the world]
does not realize the [ultimate], there is no invalidation through [the
world’s] common consensus, just as [experts in] examining precious
gems [are not affected by] the examinations of blind people.*®

Kamala$ila’s I/lumination of True Reality says:

Since falsities that are like dreams and such

Are undeceiving in terms of the desired purpose,
Conventionally, it should be said

That there is valid cognition for worldly entities.

But how could this be ultimate?

It is nothing but a name and [thus] not to be removed.
Among what occurs for ordinary people,

Who could possibly remove [anything, so why] this?*®

If, in actuality, there is no perceptual valid cognition, there is also no inferen-
tial valid cognition, since all valid cognitions primarily depend on whether there
is an establishment through perception. In particular, Autonomists declare that
the minds and mental events of ordinary people that are regarded as valid cog-
nitions by common consensus entail conceptuality (which is the cause for
bondage) but are definitely not actual valid cognitions. As Jianagarbha’s Dis-
tinction between the Two Realities says:

Minds and mental events in the three realms
Are conceptuality that involves the aspect of superimposition.
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[The Buddha] expressed them in just the way
In which he saw them as the very cause for bondage.*

In brief, Autonomists validate ordinary people’s cognitions only insofar as
their appearance for these very people is concerned, but not by regarding such val-
idation as a part of the Centrist system, let alone validating any kind of ultimate
existence.

1b) As for the Autonomists’ acceptance of a valid cognition that operates through
the power of entities, it is a great flaw not to precisely discriminate the distinc-
tive features of such acceptance. “Valid cognition that operates through the power
of entities” is usually explained as follows. The aspect that an entity performs a
function means that it performs a function through the power of the very nature
of this intrinsically real entity without being dependent on anything else. The per-
formance of a function in this sense is also intrinsically real, and an intrinsically
real valid cognition in this sense is said to be a valid cognition that operates
through the power of entities. This characterizes the acceptance of this kind of
valid cognition as found in Dharmakirti’s Commentary on Valid Cognition. His
valid cognition through the power of entities that negates both the apprehend-
ing and apprehended aspects of consciousness reads as follows:

Once the entities [of apprehender and apprehended] are analyzed by this,
In true reality, they do not exist as entities,

Because they do not have a nature

Of unity or muldiplicity.

“In whatever ways referents are reflected upon,
In just these ways they are free [from being such referents].”
What the learned thus declare
Results from the power of entities.*”

As Centrists, Autonomists do not accept any real existence of entities. So if the
above intrinsically real entities and valid cognitions that operate through the

%6 all their efforts in study-

power of these entities were accepted by Autonomists,
ing, reflecting, and meditating would be pointless. So would their activities of
explaining, debating, and composing texts to the effect of showing that all phe-

nomena are empty of a nature of their own and not established as intrinsically real.

1c) It is not justified to say that Autonomists establish emptiness as their own

experience and that they express this experience solely through the above valid

807

cognitions that are part of their own system,*” while not expressing it in any
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other way. Not only Consequentialists but also Autonomists express the experi-
ence of profound emptiness in their own minds as the “nonrealization of the
profound actuality of emptiness” and say that this profound actuality is beyond
being an object of cognition. As Bhavaviveka’s Hearr of Centrism declares:

Once the mind turns away from

Conceptuality and the lack of conceptuality,

Since the mind is without object then,

It is the very peace in which discursiveness is at utter peace.™

The Distinction between the Two Realities says:

Since there is nothing to be negated,
It is clear that actually there is no negation.

How should the negation of an imputation’s

Own nature not be an imputation?

Hence, seemingly, this is

The meaning of actuality, but not actuality [itself].

In actuality, neither exists.

This is the lack of discursiveness:

Maiijusri asked about actuality,

And the son of the Victors remained silent.®”

Santaraksita’s Ornament of Centrism states:

Since arising and so forth do not exist,

Nonarising and so on are impossible.*"

Therefore, it is clear that Autonomists accept emptiness as being free from speech,
thought, and expression. If they did not accept it in this way, who in their right
mind could call them Centrists?*"!

2a) The claim that Consequentialists generally do not even provisionally accept
any valid cognition as the basis for negation and proof from the perspective of the
disciples, and that they therefore do not express any such valid cognition, is not
justified. In his Lucid Words, Candrakirti defeats all Buddhist and non-Buddhist
opponents by accepting the presentation of all four types of valid cognition that
function as the basis for negation and proof (perception, inference, verbal testi-
mony, and analogy)*? and by commenting on them in detail.
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2b) Specifically, Candrakirti does not assert that any phenomena are established
in the sense of operating through the power of real entities on either of the two
levels of reality. However, when he engages in negation and proof, in accordance
with the common consensus in the world and learned treatises that all entities per-
form their functions through their own intrinsic power, he expresses things in a
way that follows what is acknowledged by others. It is only in this way that he
extensively refutes others by means of valid cognition that operates through the
power of entities. For example, take the consequence that it is pointless for some-
thing to repeatedly arise from itself when it already exists. For people with
unquestioning worldly minds, this consequence works precisely and only through
their assumption of the power of real entities. In order for the Enumerators to
understand such a consequence of their own position, Candrakirti formulates it
in the above way and thus refutes that anything arises from itself. In this way,
there are infinite such pronouncements by Consequentialists for the sake of inval-
idating all other such reasonings brought up by their opponents based on the lat-
ter’s assumption of real entities with a power of their own.

2¢) As a heartfelt position of their own, Consequentialists certainly never accept
any probandum or means of proof that is grounded in any kind of real entity.
However, from the perspective of others to be trained and in adaptation to what
is acknowledged by others, in their very own words, both Buddhapalita and Can-
drakirti extensively formulate the triad of subject, predicate, and reason in terms
of an autonomous probandum and means of proof. For example, in the thir-
teenth chapter of his Lucid Words, Candrakirti formulates an autonomous pro-
bative argument:

Since they do not have a nature as they [seem], all conditioned phe-
nomena are delusive, because they have the property of being deceiv-
ing, just like the water of a mirage. Whatever is real is not something
that has the property of being deceiving, for example, nirvana.®

So how is this formulated as an autonomous probative argument? Taking “all
conditioned phenomena” as the subject, “are delusive” is the predicate of what
is to be proven, and “because they are deceiving” represents the subject property.
“Since they do not have a nature as they [seem]” shows that the reason of being
deceiving applies to the subject in question. “The water of a mirage” is the exam-
ple for the positive entailment of the predicate by the reason. “Whatever is real
is not something that has the property of being deceiving” refers to the negative
entailment (that is, the total absence of the reason in the opposite of the predi-
cate), and “for example, nirvana” illustrates this negative entailment.

Furthermore, from the perspective of others, Consequentialists do formulate
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the autonomous three modes of a reason. If they did not formulate them, even
Consequentialists would not be able to generate in others an inference acknowl-
edged by these others. The first chapter of The Lucid Words states what inferen-

tial cognition is:

The consciousness that has a hidden object and arises from a reason
that is unmistaken with regard to the probandum is inference."

Here, the word “reason” refers to the subject property, and to say that it “is
unmistaken with regard to the probandum” is the acceptance of the positive and
negative entailment.

One might object, “These are not the autonomous three modes but the three
modes that are acknowledged by others. Thus, through stating them in a way of
accepting them as acknowledged by others, Consequentialists are able to gener-
ate inferential valid cognition in disciples.” For a reasoning to be an autonomous
reasoning, the Eighth Karmapa says, it does not matter whether others accept
such three modes or not. When a debater generates an inferential cognition in
another debater in such a way that the first debater himself or herself pronounces
the three modes, then these three modes are autonomously or independently
pronounced as such by the first debater and not in dependence on others.*”
Therefore, for Centrists, there are no three modes that are established through the
Centrists’ own system in the sense of an actual opinion of their own. However,
when Centrists refute others in such a way that they themselves pronounce what
is acknowledged by others as valid cognition with the three modes, it is obvious
that they merely formulate something that has the three modes and is pro-
nounced in this autonomous or independent way.

The gist of this is that we can distinguish between a mere nominal system
of one’s own in discourse and the general lack of an actual Centrist system of
its own:

First, Centrists may be said to employ a rhetorical system of their own in the
sense of what is explicitly expressed by the very words of Centrist debaters who ver-
balize what is suitable to be common consensus—that is, the subject property and
so on in reasonings to invalidate others that appear in the minds of these Centrists
themselves—whether this is already acknowledged by other debaters or not.

At the same time, Centrists lack any presentation of a Centrist system of their
own that reflects their actual opinion on things. This is because any opinion of
their own that they may express in the above ways as to a subject property and
so on is not at all established on either of the two levels of reality through any
valid cognition that is part of a Centrist system of their own.

A “system of their own” as expressed in the first way is voiced by Centrists as
a mere nominal pronouncement of “a system of their own.” It is not a system
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of their own with a certain meaning as its object to be expressed. If it were,
there would be the flaw that Centrists have a system of their own, while it is the
whole point of Centrism to eliminate any system building. At the same time, any
attempt to refute the verbal statements of their opponents without at least voic-
ing some nominal or rhetorical pronouncement of the three modes and such as
“a system that is autonomously pronounced by Centrist debaters themselves” is
only absurd. In other words, without saying anything, any possibility of even
starting to debate with others is out of question. However, through their own
mouths, Centrists 4o pronounce subject properties and so on, as found in the
consequence “It follows that the arising of a vase is pointless, because it exists
already” that is directed at those who assert that things arise from themselves.
When Centrists pronounce this, it is indubitable that this is their system to put
an end to the wrong ideas of others in the context of debate. Therefore, it is not
true that Consequentialists themselves never voice the three modes as they are
acknowledged by others as their own pronouncement for the sake of refuting the
wrong ideas of others in debate. Otherwise, when Consequentialists and realists
debate, that which makes the Consequentialist responses would have to be some
inanimate sound.®'¢ This is the absurd consequence of the claim that Conse-
quentialists are beyond any system of voicing their own pronouncements, for
this means that the only possible activity of responding in a debate would have
to be through pronouncements that are not brought about by any effort of
beings.
Thus, in the context of debate, there are two kinds of “own system”:

* an own system in the sense of explicit words being voiced as the debater’s own
pronouncement

* an own system in the sense of declaring some actual opinion of one’s own to
be a distinct philosophical system by way of this very system.

Taking it for granted that Consequentialists do not assert the second kind of
system, through verbally pronouncing the first kind of “own system,” they voice
autonomously made pronouncements. Voiced in this way, this does not amount
to presenting an autonomous own system. Thus, it is definitely suitable for Con-
sequentialists to personally voice their own three modes.

In brief, even for Consequentialists, there is no problem with employing pro-
bative arguments per se or because they entail the three modes. This kind of rea-
soning is only inadmissible for Centrists if some sort of underlying ontology,
epistemological grounding, or thesis in such reasoning is assumed as being estab-
lished as part of one’s own system.®”

Conversely, the use of consequences in general is not a problem for Autono-
mists (not even for Bhvaviveka), as their texts amply show. In his Commentary on
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The Ornament of Centrism, Kamalasila even says that the exclusive use of conse-
quences in certain contexts is fine:

As for [notions that refer to] some intrinsic nature of entities, are not
common consensus, and are [just] imputed by others (such as space [as
an entity that performs a function]), [they can be disproved] by adduc-
ing consequences alone. As for some intrinsic nature of [entities] that
is common consensus, there is no flaw [in negating it] in both ways
[through consequences and probative arguments], since others accept
that all entities are [included] in the two sets of permanent and imper-

manent phenomena.*'®

The above passages show clearly that the way in which the distinction between
Autonomists and Consequentialists is drawn hinges on what exactly is under-
stood by “autonomous,” be it in terms of reasoning or a thesis. Obviously, there
is quite a variety in different masters’ views, ranging from the Gelugpa “onto-
logical extreme” of autonomous reasoning (entailing the three modes that are
grounded in specifically characterized phenomena established through conven-
tional valid cognition even for oneself) to the more “pragmatic extreme” that
autonomous reasoning more or less means any probative argument with the three
modes that is pronounced by merely following common logical consensus.

Another common claim is: “When Consequentialists engage in negation and
proof, they must solely pronounce arguments as expressed by others, whereas
they may not pronounce any reasonings of their own.” This cannot categorically
be said to be the position of Consequentialists, since Candrakirti explains the
following: Consequentialists may find themselves in situations in which they are
not able to refute others through the obviously defective and insufficient argu-
ments of these others (if these arguments were correct, Consequentialists would
not attack them in the first place). In such cases, they must defeat the inconsis-
tencies of others by employing justified reasonings that propetly address these
inconsistencies, and they must do so by formulating these reasonings in just the
way that they appear in the minds of the Centrists themselves. Otherwise, if Cen-
trists simply hoped that defective arguments would invalidate others and then
voiced such arguments themselves, they would just be affected by the same flaws
as their opponents. In other words, it is impossible to defeat defective arguments
with these very arguments or other defective ones. Rather, it has to be clearly
demonstrated that and how such arguments are defective, which is possible only
through other, correct arguments that are not part of the opponents’ flawed
repertory. As the ninth chapter of Candrakirti’s commentary on Aryadeva’s Four
Hundred Verses says:
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Here, the opponents impute infinitesimal particles of earth, water, fire,
and wind that do not possess arising and ceasing. Since they do not
have any cause, just like a sky-flower, they do not have any existence.
To establish these nonexistents as being impermanent through estab-
lishing their arising by [first] superimposing existence onto them is
not reasonable, because an actual object that is a result is not estab-
lished for oneself, and it is extremely absurd to accept something estab-
lished for others as [one’s own] argument. Since the opponents must
be refuted by their accepting that entities are unreasonable [altogether],
it is also not reasonable to accept something permanent as an actual
object that is a result. Hence, [in such a case,] it is not reasonable to
infer something from the position of others or to expose [its internal]
contradictions, because [these two options] are solely expressed
through something that is established for both [parties]. In any case,
[some people] hold, “Since it is impossible to invalidate [the positions
of others] by way of something that is established for both [realists
and Centrists], invalidation comes about through an inference by what
is established for oneself [only].” [However,] this just amounts to lack
of skill in demonstrating the meaning. Those who are skilled do not
demonstrate, through something difficult, a meaning that is easily
demonstrated.®"”

The Karmapa explains the meaning of this passage. The Differentiators claim
that the atoms of the four elements are unarisen and permanent. To answer this
by saying, “They are arisen, because they are causes” and thus trying to prove their
impermanence by way of establishing their arising is not reasonable. Since the
atoms of the four elements that are imputed by others are not suitable as really
existing entities in the first place, it is explained here that the subject in question
is not established at all.* Based on the subject being unestablished, it is not
established for the Centrists themselves that it is a cause that could have an actual
result. Therefore, this cannot serve as an argument. If Centrists accepted some-
thing that is established for others as an argument despite its not being established
for themselves, this would be very absurd. If one thinks that Centrists intend to
counteract the systems of opponents through temporarily accepting something
that is only established for others, one has to see that, generally, accepting some-
thing that is unreasonable and in this way wishing to put an end to the mis-
takenness of others is in itself very unreasonable. Some say, “As for expressing an
invalidation of others, one needs something that is acknowledged through com-
mon consensus for both, since one is not able to generate a completely pure valid
cognition in the continua of others through a statement that utterly lacks any cer-
tainty for oneself. It is necessary to generate definitive certainty about the mean-



The Distinction between Autonomists and Consequentialists 351

ing of such an invalidation in the opponents and thus to eliminate their wrong
ideas precisely through this certainty.” However, this just describes the kind of
defective arguments that are acknowledged by others. Since there are many sit-
uations in which one, from the perspective of others, is not able to put an end to
their wrong ideas through such defective arguments, it makes no sense to apply
them in these situations. This is an essential point.

There are other times when it is not reasonable to use such defective argu-
ments. For example, when Centrists themselves defend the Buddhist philosoph-
ical system and in this process refute non-Buddhists by verbally employing
something that corresponds to what other, inferior Buddhist proponents say,
they would denigrate what is established for Buddhists if they were to take the rea-
sonings of non-Buddhists as valid cognition. Another example of this is the con-
text of Centrists debating with Buddhist realists. Here, for those realists, there is
no valid cognition acknowledged by others, let alone any autonomous valid cog-
nition, that can prove really existing phenomena (such as the five aggregates).
Hence, in all these cases, it is not reasonable for Centrists to accept any kind of
valid cognition acknowledged by others. This is also explained in the sixteenth
chapter of Candrakirti’s commentary on Aryadeva’s Four Hundred Verses:

Those who state the reasonableness of emptiness do not accept any
arguments that are common consensus in other scriptural traditions,
because they wish to demonstrate precisely the unreasonableness of
these very scriptural traditions of others. Whenever debaters have a
concordant view, both accept it as having a certain [identical] mean-
ing. Itis through this [acceptance] that it is suitable as valid cognition
[for them], since logicians solely embrace meanings or philosophical

systems that possess justiﬁcation.821

When proponent and opponent debate about the suchness of all phenomena,
through reasoning, they must both engage solely in such objects for which no
invalidation through valid cognition is visible. But if they just speak out of cling-
ing to the real existence of their own respective theses that they accept as valid
cognition acknowledged by either themselves or others, there is neither victory
nor defeat. Thus, whatever being engaged in the suchness of all things may be,
it is definitely not the understanding of such debaters.

3) It is also claimed that “Consequentialists never debate in accordance with nega-
tion and proof in the system of Dignaga and Dharmakirti” and that “Conse-
quentialists accept the five uncommon features of negation and proof, such as
consequences that expose contradictions.” These two claims contradict each other
petfectly. To repeat, the five features are:



352 The Center of the Sunlit Sky

a) inference acknowledged by others

b) consequences that expose contradictions

¢) analogous applicability of the opponent’s reason

d) nonapplication of the means of proof due to presupposing the probandum
¢) not having an autonomous position

3a) From among these five, inference acknowledged by others is found in the
system of Dignaga and Dharmakirti, because it is the implicit proof by a conse-
quence®? that is able to generate an inference in the opponent. For example,
Dharmakirti says, “Whatever is connected to a multiplicity, is necessarily not a
unity. Just as in the case of juniper in relation to different containers, you accept
that also the generality “cattle” (which you consider to be a unity) is connected

with a multiplicity of its own instances.”*

3b) Consequences that expose contradictions are explained in the system of
Dignaga and Dharmakirti as the correct consequences that refute the theses of

others.®

3c—d) The analogous applicability of the opponent’s reason and the nonapplica-
tion of the means of proof due to presupposing the probandum are explained by
Dignaga and Dharmakirti as the answers in response to an opponent’s seeming
invalidation.®” The two features (c) and (d) respectively demonstrate that the
entailment and the reason are not established.

Thus, the claim that “the Consequentialist way of negation and proof is other
than the system of Dignaga and Dharmakirti” is unfounded.

With regard to the purpose of the four ways of reasoning (a—d above) in Con-
sequentialism, The Treasury of Knowledge quotes Sﬁkya Chogden’s explanation:

Through (b) consequences that expose contradictions, one counters
the reasons that others accept with their unwanted consequences.
Through (c) the analogous applicability of the [opponent’s] reason,
one produces certainty about the entailment of these consequences for
the mental perspective of the other party through examples. Through
(d) [the nonapplication of] the means of proof due to presupposing the
probandum, one demonstrates that others are not able to iron out such
a counter with [unwanted] consequences. Through these three conse-
quences (b—d), one proves the subject property and the entailment,
which are acknowledged by others, for the mental perspective of the
opposing party. Following that, through (a) arguments acknowledged
by others, an inferential valid cognition is generated within the per-

spective of others.®¢
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To illustrate how Consequentialists may use these four kinds of reasoning, their
application to negating the four possibilities of arising shall be demonstrated.

First, the Enumerators accept that things (A) arise from themselves. They say:
“Only such things that exist already at the time of their causes arise, whereas pre-
viously nonexistent things never arise. For example, sesame oil comes forth from
sesame seeds, because it already existed in them. The reason it does not come
forth from sand is that it does not exist in sand.”

In order to negate this, the above four reasonings ([a] through [d]) are used as
follows:

(b) The consequence that exposes contradictions says: “For things as the sub-
ject, it follows that their arising is meaningless, because they are already present
at the time of their causes.”

The opponents might say, “The reason does not entail the predicate.”” Now,
(c) the opponent’s reason is applied in an analogous manner: “Then it follows
that the arising of things is endless, because —according to your objection—
they can still arise, although they are already present.”

They might continue, “There are two phases in the process of arising that are
not the same. It is the vase in its state of being a lump of clay that arises, but the
vase that is already clearly manifest does not, of course, arise again. Therefore,
there is a difference between these two states of the vase in that it is either clearly
manifest or not.” The answer to this is (d) the nonapplication of this means of
proof due to presupposing its initial probandum: “According to your initial posi-
tion, the vase that is not clearly manifest in its state of being a lump of clay is also
existent. “*%

Finally, there follows (a) the inference acknowledged by others: “Therefore,
inner and outer things as the subject do not arise from themselves, because—
according to you—they exist already.”

Second, there are many Buddhists and non-Buddhists who accept (B) arising
[from something other, such as that a sprout arises from a seed or a consciousness
from its object.

(b) The consequence that exposes contradictions says: “From this it follows
that seed and sprout are not something other through their respective natures,
because the sprout arises from the seed.”

If the opponents say, “ The reason does not entail the predicate,” (c) the oppo-
nent’s reason is applied in an analogous manner: “Then it follows that deep dark-
ness can originate even from bright flames, because—according to your
objection—something can arise from a cause that is something other than its
result through their respective natures.”

They may object, “But there is a difference as to whether the capacity to make
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the result arise exists in the cause or not.” There follows (d) the nonapplication
of this means of proof due to presupposing its probandum: “Your objection pre-
supposes your initial probandum that the sprout arises from something other,
because—even if this capacity to give rise to the result exists in the cause—this
does not change anything in cause and result still being something other.”

Finally, we come to (a) the inference acknowledged by others: “Therefore, a
sprout does not arise from a seed, because—according to you—seed and sprout
are something other through their respective natures.”

Third, the Jainas assert that things (C) arise both from themselves and from some-
thing other. They say, “That a clay vase arises from itself means that it arises from
the nature of clay. That it arises from something other means that it arises due
to a potter, water, and so on.” The negation of this position does not go through
the above four steps. Rather, it is already implicitly refuted through the above
negations of things arising from themselves (A) or from something other (B),
since it is nothing but the sum of the fallacies of possibilities (A) and (B).

Finally, others assert that the world and its beings (D) arise without a cause.

(b) The consequence that exposes contradictions says, “It follows that this
world as the subject is not directly perceptible, because it does not have a cause.”

If the opponents say, “ The reason does not entail the predicate,” (c) the oppo-
nent’s reason is applied in an analogous manner: “Then it follows that even a
flower in the sky can be perceived, because—according to your objection—it is
something that can be perceived, although it does not have a cause.”

They may argue, “In these two cases, there is a difference as to whether a given
phenomenon has a nature or not.” There follows (d) the nonapplication of this
means of proof due to presupposing its probandum: “This presupposes your ini-
tial probandum, because the result—even if it has a nature—is still something
without a cause.”

Finally, (a) the inference acknowledged by others states, “Therefore, this world
as the subject is not something that arises without a cause, because it arises some-

times.”*?

(3e) The fifth feature above—the claim that Consequentialists, in their own sys-
tem, do not have a position—is not suitable as a distinctive feature of the Con-
sequentialists’ own system, because Consequentialists are free from saying,
thinking, and expressing things like “This is our own system.” Consequently,
they do not mentally or verbally conceptualize, “We do not have a position.”
In his Commentary on The Ten Verses on True Reality, Sahajavajra says that
since there is no valid cognition, it is difficult to find entities that are to be proven
or serve as means of proof. All of them are just seeming, not ultimate. Never-
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theless, when engaging in negation and proof, Centrists do not just play around
as they please but present valid cognitions according to the system of Dhar-
makirti, the foremost among Buddhist logicians. Otherwise, one is not able to
defeat what is unreasonable or to confirm what is reasonable. To merely follow
this system does not mean that valid cognitions or their objects become estab-
lished by their nature on cither level of the two realities. Rather, it is like tem-
porarily giving extensive presentations of outer referents for certain expedient
purposes, while subsequently entirely uprooting any notions of such referents
through progressively superior reasonings.®

The Eighth Karmapa also mentions certain Tibetan doxographies that distin-
guish Autonomists and Consequentialists on the basis that Autonomists assert the
distinction between the correct and the false seeming, while Consequentialists do
not.®! Some people also say that this distinction exists as part of the Conse-
quentialists’ own system too, and some that it does not even conventionally exist
in the latter’s system.

However, all of these positions are unfounded. The Autonomists’ own system
too does not make the slightest difference in terms of being correct or false
between appearances at daytime and appearances in a dream or between two
dream appearances. Like Consequentialists, Autonomists also make this distinc-
tion not as part of their own system but only in accordance with common worldly

consensus. This is expressed by Bhavaviveka in his Lamp of Knowledge:

All phenomena are equal to nirvana. However, in order to realize the
ultimate, many accumulations [of merit must be] gathered. Therefore,
in accordance with this [purpose] and because it is [considered to be]
the case in worldly conventions, [it may be said that] outer and inner
entities are something correct in common worldly consensus. [How-
ever,] it is known that, actually, they are not correct. It [only] refers to
the conventional level when it is said that “everything may be correct
or false.” The same is expressed by the Blessed One:

Whatever is known as existent in the world, that I too declare as
existent. Whatever is known as nonexistent in the world, that I

too declare as nonexistent.*»

Jhanagarbha’s Distinction between the Two Realities says:

Although [phenomena] are similar in appearance,
Since they are able to perform functions or not,
They are correct or false.

In this way, the division of the seeming is made.
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We even assert nonexistents to be effective,
Just in accordance with the way they are imputed.
[Buddhas] do not see existents as effective

In any way whatsoever.*?

His autocommentary explains:

They are deceiving or undeceiving with regard to performing the func-
tion that corresponds to the way they appear. Having ascertained this,
worldly people cognize water and such as correct and mirages and such
as false. Actually, however, both are completely alike in their nature in
that they lack any nature. . . . To be deceiving or undeceiving with
regard to performing a function is just how this is according to com-
mon consensus, because such [being deceiving or undeceiving] lacks

any nature too.**

Santaraksita’s subcommentary elaborates:

One might wonder, “If distinct phenomena that are correct and false

exist, then entities do not lack a nature.” The answer to this is “Actu-

‘How are they alike?” In that the
y y

» <

ally, both are completely alike.

lack any nature.®

If it were not that correct and false seeming phenomena equally lack any
nature, how could it be justified that Autonomists, by using many examples for
delusive things (such as illusions and dreams), prove that all phenomena are with-
out nature? If all seeming phenomena did not equally lack a nature, such exam-
ples and the meaning to which they refer (the lack of nature) would be completely
dissimilar. Furthermore, Autonomists explain again and again that all illusionlike
phenomena of the seeming lack any really or ultimately established nature. As
Kamalasila’s Stages of Meditation says:

Although what has causes is ultimately delusive, it simply arises, just
like an illusion, a reflection, or an echo. On the level of the seeming,
illusions and such dependently originate, but since they do not with-

stand examination, ultimately they are not existent entities.®

Hence, it makes no sense to claim the possibility of conventionally establish-
ing this illusionlike seeming through conventionally valid reasoning, since both
what is to be proven and the means to prove it lack any nature. So what should
be proved through what?
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Some people argue, “But Autonomists assert that seeming reality is established
from the conventional perspective through conventional valid cognition, because
they assert that the horses and elephants that are conjured up by an illusionist are
established from the perspective of the visual consciousness that is affected by the
illusionist’s tricks through this visual consciousness itself. So why would they not
assert that seeming reality is actually established in their own system?” Autono-
mists do not assert this, since there is no entailment in the above argument. In
his Lucid Words, Candrakirti has pointed out that if Autonomists were to say
something like this, they would say something in which there is not only no
entailment but entailment to the contrary. In other words, it is unreasonable to
say, “Illusionlike seeming reality is both the means of proof and what is to be
proven conventionally through conventional valid cognition, that is, correct rea-
soning.” For it is said at the same time that all illusionlike phenomena do not have
a nature that is actually or ultimately or really established. In his critique of
Bhavaviveka, Candrakirti shows that in all the inferences in which Bhavaviveka
states reasons or subjects that are treated as real entities established through con-
ventional valid cognition, it is precisely on Bhavaviveka’s own account that such
reasons and subjects are neither established for himself (ultimately) nor estab-
lished for his realist opponents (as mere seeming entities). Since his reasons are
thus not reasons that are acknowledged as commonly appearing to both debaters,
what is to be proven—profound true reality—and all means of proof collapse.””

One might think, “Since Autonomists state that “ultimately or actually, all
phenomena are not established,” why would they have to say that phenomena are
not established conventionally?” Consequentialists say that this qualm does not
make sense. If phenomena do not have any reality actually or ultimately (which
is an all-inclusive qualifier), then they are not established through valid cognition
conventionally either, just like the appearance of floating hairs for those with
blurred vision.

The Karmapa says that it is due to Candrakirti’s extensive refutation of this fea-
ture of conventionally valid establishment in the Autonomist system that it seems
that Centrists divided into the two great traditions of “Autonomists” and “Con-
sequentialists.” Therefore, he holds that the main difference between Autono-
mists and Consequentialists comes down to nothing but this. Based on this
assertion by Autonomists, some Autonomist masters asserted that certain con-
ventional phenomena (such as the ground consciousness) conventionally exist as
something validly established through conventional valid cognition, while oth-
ers asserted that they do not exist. Candrakirti’s refutation is then directed only
against those who assert such existence.

In summary, the way that Autonomists assert the correct and false seeming is
not different from the Consequentialist way of asserting these, because both types
of seeming reality equally exist as mere unexamined appearances, and both
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equally do not exist once they are analyzed. This is clearly expressed by both
Autonomists and Consequentialists. Of course, such masters as Nagarjuna and
Candrakirti are well known for this stance of no analysis with regard to the seem-
ing. It is, however, quite common among Centrists who are usually considered
Autonomists too. For example, in his autocommentary on verse 21 of The Dis-
tinction between the Two Realities, Jianagarbha says:

The seeming is just as it appears. In this, there is nothing to be analyzed
as it was explained [above with Centrist reasoning] . . . . We do not
analyze this, but stop any performance of analysis . . . . Once the seem-
ing just as it appears is analyzed, one arrives at something different.
Therefore, only invalidation will come about.®*

Also Santaraksita’s Ornament of Centrism includes “being unexamined” among
the criteria of what is the seeming;

What satisfies only when unexamined,
Has the features of arising and ceasing,
And is able to perform functions

Is realized as being the seeming.??’

Srigupta’s Commentary on Entering True Reality’® agrees, and Bhavaviveka’s Jewel
Lamp of Centrism uses nearly the same words:

Just like the aggregation of a banana tree,

What has the characteristic of satisfying only when unexamined
Arises from causes and performs functions.

This is the seeming of ordinary people.®

The exact same point is made in 7he Entrance into the Two Realities by Atisa, who
is usually considered a Consequentialist:

The seeming is asserted as twofold:

The false one and the correct one.

The first is twofold: [appearances of floating] hairs and [double] moons
As well as the conceptions of inferior philosophical systems.

These arising and ceasing phenomena,
Only satisfying when they are not examined
And being able to perform functions,

Are asserted as the correct seeming.*?
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In brief, all Centrists agree that the seeming can only refer to mere appearances,
as long as these appearances are not questioned. On this basis then, some Cen-
trists (such as those just quoted) provide some seeming characteristics of these
unexamined, seeming appearances, while others (such as Nagarjuna and Can-
drakirti) refrain from doing so. Thus, the distinction between Autonomists and
Consequentialists by Tsongkhapa and many others that the former analyze and
establish seeming reality conventionally, while the latter do not, does not apply.
Neither the issue of no analysis nor the feature of whether seeming characteris-
tics of the seeming are provided can serve as hard-and-fast criteria to distinguish
Autonomists and Consequentialists. The inherent problem with trying to analyze
and establish conventional seeming reality through reasoning and such is that
this very process starts to shake the unquestioned ground of what we experience
as seeming reality. In other words, whenever we try to establish the existence of
seeming reality, we are already departing from or destroying it. If the analysis is
carried through to its end, it naturally leads to not finding anything, which is to
say, freedom from reference points. And if not, we get stuck somewhere in
between mere unquestioned appearances and ultimate reality, thus creating a
third “reality.” This is why so many Centrists refrain from analyzing or even
establishing seeming reality.

In the epilogue of his autocommentary on 7he Entrance into Centrism, Can-
drakirti refers to the mistaken positions of those who say that what the Follow-
ers of the Great Exposition or the Sttra Followers take to be the ultimate is
respectively presented as the seeming by Centrists.*? The Eighth Karmapa’s com-
mentary identifies those who make such statements as Autonomists.** What the
two lower schools referred to assert as the ultimate are partless, infinitesimal par-
ticles and moments in time. However, the Karmapa says, it is simply impossible
for Centrists to accept these as seeming reality. If anything, the imputations by
these two schools represent just the false seeming as described by Autonomists.
Therefore, not even worldly people assert them as part of their seeming reality
that is the basis for the ordinary transactions of adopting certain things and reject-
ing others. Thus, what bigger mistake could Centrists make than accepting such
things? This consideration likewise negates the two claims that “the Centrists
who follow common worldly consensus agree in their presentation of the seem-
ing with the Followers of the Great Exposition” and that “there are no Centrists
at all who accord in their way of presenting the seeming with the Followers of the
Great Exposition.”

As for the Centrists of Yoga Practice, such as g?mtarak§ita, the Karmapa says,
since they were not around at the time of Candrakirti, he did not directly refute
them. However, one should understand that, implicitly, their presentations of
seeming reality are refuted both through the above consideration and Can-
drakirti’s section on negating the “Mere Mentalists.” In this way, when com-
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pared to the Consequentialists, also the system of the Centrists of Yoga Practice
is not the fully perfect system of Centrism. To sum up, in terms of their differ-
ent ways of presenting the conventional seeming, one may speak of four kinds of
Centrists: the three who adapt their presentation of the seeming to the three
Buddhist philosophical systems just mentioned®*” and those who follow com-
mon worldly consensus.

2 The Actual Distinction between
Autonomists and Consequentialists

After having refuted the above mistaken opinions, Miky$ Dorje proceeds to pres-
ent his own view on the distinction between Autonomists and Consequentialists.
He states that there is no difference between the explanations of Autonomists and
Consequentialists with regard to the expanse of dharmas or profound emptiness
(the ultimate object to be observed). They also agree that the operational mode
of the wisdom mind (the subject) that realizes this object is the mental peace of
being free from all discursiveness. This should be evident from the great number
of quotations from both Autonomist and Consequentialist texts that have been
provided so far.®* Thus, a few verses from Bhavaviveka’s Heart of Centrism shall
suffice here:

No conception, no consciousness,

Nothing to be imputed, without example,
Without characteristics and without appearance,
Without thoughts and without letters—

There is no seeing of something to be realized

By the observing mind. Through this, it is seen.®”

Autonomists and Consequentialists concur in that the Dharma Body refers to this
wisdom not stirring from the great pacific ocean of the ultimate, nonabiding
nirvana, in which all the ripples of the operational flux of knowable objects and
a knower are at rest due to complete freedom from any discursiveness of object
and subject. This is what the disciples call Buddha or the Thus-Gone One, but
actually it is completely beyond any object connected to terms or symbols.

Since something to be realized
By cognition about existence or nonexistence has been negated,
The nonconceptual insight of the learned

Arises in the way of no-arising.**®
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It is explained that Buddhahood is not only without conceptions but it even
lacks the discursiveness of any flux of nonconceptual wisdom.

Since all aspects of knowable objects are not established,
There will not even arise

A mental state that does not conceive anything.

Those who know it say that this is unequaled, true reality.

Since this is realized, the actual Buddhas
Are those who lack any arising of cognition,
Because [their minds] became awakened from conceptuality

849

And unfolded through nonconceptuality.

Nevertheless, when investigating for true reality by relying on the presentations
of seeming reality with all its vast discursiveness, there are certain differences
between Autonomists and Consequentialists as to their ways of conventionally
presenting seeming phenomena. On this conventional level, Autonomists say,
“Since all these experiencers perform functions (such as perception) with regard
to all these phenomena, they are conventionally established as entities.” In this
way, they exhibit not only the innate kind of reifying clinging to entities but also
the one through imputation. Still, this is very different from the realists’ under-
standing of ultimately real entities that perform ultimately real functions. Both
Autonomists and Consequentialists agree that any performing of functions that
operates through the power of ultimately real entities as well as any valid cogni-
tions through which such functioning is established do not exist in any of the two
realities, because ultimately real entities that perform functions do not exist within
the scope of knowable objects.

Still, when Autonomists present seeming reality, they say no more or less than
that the seeming phenomena that perform functions operating through the power
of illusionlike entities, as well as the illusionlike valid cognitions through which
these phenomena are established, exist as such illusionlike phenomena. All pre-
sentations of any kind of seeming entities are given from the point of view that
these entities are able to perform functions and bear certain characteristics. One
can only talk about such entities in relation to certain causes and conditions that
in turn perform functions and bear characteristics only through the power of still
other entities that serve as the factors for presenting the former causes and con-
ditions. Thus, as shown by the quotations of various Autonomists in the last sec-
tion, they describe three main criteria for seeming entities that represent the
correct seeming:

a) performing a function that corresponds to the way they appear
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b) arising from causes and conditions
¢) being satisfying only when not examined*®

In contrast, the false seeming is something that appears but cannot perform a
function that corresponds to the way that it appears, such as a mirage, a hologram,
or the notion of permanent sound.

The intention behind this presentation is to eliminate the poison of clinging
to inner and outer entities by accepting dependent origination and valid cogni-
tion that operate through the power of seeming, illusionlike entities. Because of
such descriptions, in India Autonomists were called “the Centrists who establish
illusion through reasoning.”

However, even if it were just on the seeming level that such illusionlike phe-
nomena were to operate through the power of seeming entities and were estab-
lished through valid cognition, they would have to exist as such entities in an
undeceiving way. If they really and undeceivingly existed as such entities, all
seeming, conditioned phenomena would not be delusive. Therefore, it is inter-
nally inconsistent to accept phenomena that operate through the power of illu-
sionlike entities as being established through valid cognition, because if an illusory
horse were established through valid cognition that operated through the power
of entities, this illusory horse would not be an illusion but a horse that was an
autonomous entity. Hence, when adhering by means of valid cognition to the
point that all phenomena are real merely in the manner of illusions, it is obvious
that this involves a slight remainder of apprehending discursive characteristics. As
Asvaghosa’s Stages of Meditation on the Ultimate Mind of Enlightenment says:

Thus, [illusory appearances] satisfy when unexamined.
Through examining mere illusions, one is deceived.
The mind is an expression of illusion,

And enlightenment is like an illusion too.

Hence, once verbal expression has been relinquished,

It is free from discursiveness, not seen by Mafjusri.

Hlusory [phenomena] are not mere illusions:

If they were, they would not be established as such [phenomena].

If they were established, it would follow

Thart [such] illusory phenomena are [taught] in the scriptural systems
of others too.

Therefore, the illusory nature [of phenomena],

Just like an illusion, is inexpressible as being “this.”

and
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Through specifications such as emptiness,
Limitless examples such as being illusionlike,

And the methodical approaches of various vehicles,
The nonabiding middle is illustrated.

Despite being illustrated, it cannot be illustrated.
There is nothing to be removed from it.
Even emptiness is empty of being empty.

In this, there are neither Buddhas nor sentient beings.®!

Candrahari’s Jewel Garland agrees:

If illusionlike phenomenal existence

And illusory wisdom Buddhas

Were illusions that are established through reasoning,
It would follow that they are not illusory but true.

If you say, “The unchanging is established as illusion,”

What is established through reasoning becomes untrue.®

One may wonder here, “Would it then not be the case that actual, true real-
ity is not realized by relying on the dharma system of the Autonomists?” This is
not the case. Although they do not entirely fulfill the intention of the Buddha and
Nagarjuna, they eventually do realize the actuality of emptiness (as what is to be
proven) with regard to all subjects in question by way of reasons such as the free-
dom from unity and multiplicity. Thus, the difference between Autonomists and
Consequentialists lies in the assertion as to whether such means of proof are or
are not established as mere conventionalities. However, in the Autonomist sys-
tem too, the mental states that adhere to probandum and means of proof being
conventionally established are later naturally put to an end through the force of
extensively and thoroughly becoming familiar with the Centrist view.

In brief, the essential difference between Autonomists and Consequentialists
is as follows. In terms of a Consequentialist system of their own, there is no pres-
entation of anything to be proven or any means of proof. Nevertheless, they pro-
nounce negation and proof in accordance with the world for the sake of
eliminating the imputations of others. In the Autonomists” own system, in terms
of ultimate reality, there is also nothing to be proved nor any means of proof.
However, in terms of seeming reality, through the justified presentations of what
is to be proved and the means of proof as the technique to investigate for true real-
ity, Autonomists pronounce particular negations and proofs that eliminate the
imputations of others.
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When Consequentialists engage in negation and proof, from the perspective
of their opponents and as mere pronouncements that follow the common
consensus of others, as they see fit, they may formulate consequences that either

impel or do not impel an autonomous reasoning,*?

probative arguments with
regard to the meanings of such consequences, or inferential statements by prov-
ing each of the three modes individually. At times, they also state positions and
then prove the modes of these. However, by doing so, they do not become
Autonomists, since they do not accept any of these utterances as real or estab-
lished through valid cognition on any level of reality. Nevertheless—or rather,
precisely because of this—it is completely fine for them to formulate any state-
ment whatsoever that serves the purpose of dispersing the wrong ideas of others.
From the Consequentialists’ own perspective, all negations and proofs are as
fleeting as a mirage dissolving in space. In verbally pronouncing such negations
and proofs, they just follow others’ wishes to dispel their own misconceptions.
Unlike iron hooks used to direct elephants, such negations and proofs are not
means to lead others somewhere against their wishes.

In this context, the claim “All that Consequentialists do is to draw absurd con-
sequences from the position of others” overlooks the fact that, when explaining
Nagarjuna’s Fundamental Versesin his Lucid Words, even a Consequentialist like
Candrakirti several times formulates the classical Indian five-membered proba-
tive argument (containing a position, a reason, an example, an application, and
a conclusion)®* as it is used by non-Buddhist logicians as well as Autonomists like
Bhavaviveka. Candrakirti also provides an explanation of Buddhapalita’s conse-
quences with regard to the Enumerators’ claim of things arising from themselves
in affirmative terms:

We do not see any purpose for something that exists to arise again, and
we also see that it would do so endlessly. You [Enumerators] neither
assert that something arisen arises again nor assert that it does so end-
lessly. Therefore, your argument lacks justification, and you contradict
what you yourselves accept.®

Needless to say, when Candrakirti employs such formulations, he always does
so without any underlying ontological or real epistemological foundation. In
general, all Consequentialist pronouncements in debate are exclusively made for
the purpose of invalidating the mistaken ideas of others about true reality. To
achieve this purpose, Consequentialists sometimes just employ absurd conse-
quences and at other times describe things the way things are. The Consequen-
tialists’ approach of not claiming anything themselves and merely invalidating the
positions of others is not a case of mere caviling or sophistry, since their inten-
tion is very different. As for people who have wrong ideas about true reality and
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consequently suffer, their minds are stuck in holding on to their own positions
and reference points. It is from their perspective and for their benefit that all
their positions are eliminated through justified reasonings that they themselves
acknowledge. In this way, Consequentialist reasoning helps them to come to a
point where they can give up all reference points and directly realize true reality
on their own.

Moreover, Consequentialists are not the only ones who make statements that
some of their presentations are expedient and just made from the perspective of
others, while they themselves do not assert such. Dharmakirti has repeatedly
employed the same approach. For example, his Commentary on Valid Cognition
says:

This meaning of a term and a common locus,
Although they do not exist,

Are expressed according to common consensus.
In entities, they do not exist.

The presentations of properties and what bears these properties,
Of what is different and what is not different, however they are,
[Are given] without examining actual true reality,

Just as they are common worldly consensus.

It is on this basis alone

That all proofs and what is to be proven are presented.
For the sake of introducing [others] to ultimate reality,
They were made by the learned.®*

The same applies to Santaraksita and Kamalasila, who many times explicitly say
that certain reasonings they employ (which have all the formal elements of an
autonomous inference) are only given by way of provisionally applying certain
subjects, predicates, and reasons in such inferences, without any of these repre-
senting their own position. Such reasonings are employed on various levels of
what McClintock calls “sliding scales of analysis.” She presents a very clear exam-
ple from Santaraksita’s Synopsis of True Reality and its commentary by
Kamalasila®” for this approach, which is the argument that “infinitesimal parti-
cles are not beyond the sense faculties, that is, they are perceptible, because they
are the objects of the sense faculties.” Here, Kamalasila explicitly states that he and
Santaraksita do not accept either the subject (infinitesimal particles) or the pred-
icate (being perceptible) or the reason (being objects of the sense faculties), not
even conventionally at respectively higher levels of their analysis.*

Some people might wonder here, “If Consequentialists give extensive presen-
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tations of the seeming while seeming phenomena are not established through
seeming valid cognition even on this seeming level, does this not mean that seem-
ing karmic causes and results, bondage and liberation, and so on never existed on
the seeming level?” The answer is no, because Consequentialists pronounce these
things according to the presentations of the seeming from the perspective of no
analysis as these were provided by the genuine beings who strive for higher realms,
liberation, and Buddhahood. It might be said that without karmic causes and
results of the seeming level being established, no presentations of such seeming
karmic causes and results are appropriate. However, there is no contradiction in
this because, from the perspective of mental mistakenness, there indubitably
appear many conventions for various approaches of doing certain things in cer-
tain ways and not in others, and these are undeceivingly experienced and com-
mon consensus in the world, although none of them is really established. As
Buddhapalita comments:

It is because of worldly conventions that [Nagarjuna says]:

Everything is true or untrue,
Both true and untrue . . .*

Consider two children who read a comic book. One of them might say, “The
guy with the long snout and hanging ears is Donald Duck, and the fellow with
the yellow beak and white feathers is Goofy.” The other may reply, “No, you are
wrong. The one with the long snout and hanging ears is Goofy, and the other one
is Donald Duck.” To settle their dispute, they might ask their elder sister to tell
them who is right and who is wrong. Knowing very well that both Goofy and
Donald Duck do not exist and are just pictures in a comic book, she still answers
in accordance with the common conventions of the world of comic books. There-
fore, on this level, she cannot be accused of telling lies. Likewise, although the
Buddha directly saw that the nature of all phenomena is emptiness, by consid-
ering worldly conventions, he declared some things to be true and others to be
untrue:

Whatever is asserted as existent in the world, that I assert as existent
too. Whatever is asserted as nonexistent in the world, that I assert as
nonexistent too.

The First Sangye Nyenba Rinpoche says:

Although there is no establishment of seeming karmic causes and
results through seeming valid cognition even on the seeming level, it
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is fine to present their existence as conventions in dependence on the
perspective of the consciousnesses of those for whom they appear as if
they existed as such causes and results. However, through just such a
degree of imputed existence, seeming karmic causes and results do not
qualify as something that actually exists on either level of the two real-
ities. For, if they did, the discursive extreme of existence would not be
a discursive extreme.*

Then, the Eighth Karmapa presents his own understanding of how the split
between Autonomists and Consequentialists originated. Based on Nagarjuna’s
refutation of things arising from themselves, Bhavaviveka disagreed with Bud-
dhapalita as to whether, on the seeming level, there is a need to establish for both
the proponent and the opponent a seeming subject of debate through seeming
valid cognition. In his defense of Buddhapalita, Candrakirti explained that when
Centrists debate with realists, not only is there no need for a common subject of
debate that is established for both through valid cognition, but such a common
basis for negation and proof is by definition impossible to establish for both Cen-
trists and realists. Centrists, through valid cognition acknowledged by others,
negate that there is any reality in a given phenomenon, whereas realists, through
autonomous valid cognition, cling to this phenomenon as being real and try to
affirm it.

So, if the very nature of any basis for negation and proof, such as a subject in
question, is negated, how then can a subject of debate be presented? Obviously,
it cannot be anything on the seeming level that either falsely appears (such as a
mirage) or is falsely imputed (such as a real self). Rather, what is taken as such a
subject in question are the mere appearances, such as a sprout, that appear due
to fundamental ignorance and are accepted by the world as ultimate reality. For
Centrists, these do not exist as actual knowable objects on any level of the two
realities, but they generally describe them as “the correct seeming.” This is the
subject in question that appears from the cognitive perspective of the natural,
unquestioning mental states experienced by everybody from shepherds to learned
scholars. In this way, such a subject of debate is adapted to the perceptions and
the thinking that are acknowledged by other debaters. Centrists only adopt such
appearances as the subject in question for the sake of negating any status of real-
ity that is mistakenly ascribed to it by other people. For Centrists, there is no
other subject in question that would be established through seeming valid cog-
nition as a part of their own system. Hence, no such thing can be taken by them
as a proper subject of negation and proof in debate. Since the same goes for the
predicate and the reason, none of the three modes of a correct reason can be
established through their own system either. Consequently, there is nothing to
be proven in any way through any kind of valid cognition of their own system.
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In this way, any charges of incurring the flaw of the subject of debate being not
established® are rendered pointless as well.

Of course, this does not mean that Centrists are not able to refute wrong ideas
about really existing phenomena and real causality. Their approach here can be
compared to the one of Buddhist realists. In their own systems, Buddhist realists
do not assert that imputations such as the Enumerators’ primal substance are
knowable objects. Nevertheless, they take these mere imputations that are just
acknowledged by others as the subject in question and then employ probative
arguments for the sake of refuting the wrong ideas of others that such imputa-
tions exist as actual knowable objects.

The Eighth Karmapa quotes from Santaraksita’s autocommentary on 7he
Ornament of Centrism:

If one accepts that all phenomena are without nature, the subject prop-
erty and so on are not established for oneself. Is it not therefore the case
that the conventions of inference and something to be inferred are not
established? So how does the one who makes the inference ascertain
something? If no reason that proves that “all phenomena are without
nature” is pronounced, this [statement] is not established, since there
is no reason [for it]. Therefore, the desired purpose [of showing that
all phenomena are empty] is not accomplished. However, if [a reason
that actually proves this] is pronounced, this reason exists. In that case,
again, it is not established that all phenomena are without nature.®
Therefore, the desired purpose is not accomplished either. So, things

look pretty bad here. Thus, [I say:]

By setting aside the particular subjects

That are the products of scriptures,

It is to those entities that are common consensus

For [everybody] from children and women to scholars

That these entities of proof and what is to be proven
Will be correctly applied without exception.
Otherwise, with what words could answers

About an unestablished basis and such be given?

I do not negate

Entities in their ordinary state of appearing,.
In this way, there is no disorder in presenting
Proofs and what is to be proven.
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In fact, we engage in all conventions of inference and something to be
inferred by casting aside the different subjects in question that are the
products of mutually discordant philosophical systems. Rather, [our
engagement] is based on those subjects in question, such as sound,
that lie on the side of the ordinary appearances to the visual, auditory,
and other consciousnesses of [everybody] from children and women to
scholars.?® Otherwise, the basis of the reasons of all those who wish to
prove [the existence of] fire [through the perception] of smoke, or the
impermanence [of something through its] being existent, would not be
established, because the natures of subjects to be proven such as [the
Nyaya-Vaisesika notions of] wholes or properties of space are not

established. . .

One may wonder what need there is for these [terminologies] that are
the common consensus of scholars, if the above conventions of proof
and what is to be proven are also accepted by [everybody] else. This
approach is only to express the flaws in the theses of others without
considering any thesis of one’s own. I too definitely do not eliminate the
ordinary entities that appear for the eye consciousness and so on. How-
ever, if analyzed through knowledge and wisdom, just as in the trunk
of a banana tree, not even a tiny core appears [in such entities]. Hence,
I do not assert them ultimately. In this way, through not negating what
appears, | engage without clinging in the conventions of proof and what
is to be proven. For this reason, there is no invalidation whatsoever of
the statement that all phenomena are without nature. As it is said:

By not depending on ill clinging,
Conventions are nicely established.
By being learned in conventions,

One is not ignorant about the meaning of the treatises.*™

Jhanagarbha’s Distinction between the Two Realities and his autocommentary
also agree with this. He says that, apart from the aspect of simple, immediate
appearances in the minds of both debaters, there is nothing on whose status the
proponents of different traditions agree. Thus, those who take these plain appear-
ances as the subject have to accept that it is only through employing reasons and
such of this very same level of mere appearance that they can reflect on whether
this very subject actually exists or not.*”

In brief, the later Autonomist masters say that there are no theses or their
properties and so on that are commonly established for both debaters. Therefore,
within the context of debate, they take things such as apples and books that
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appear for the unquestioning consciousnesses of both debaters. The Conse-
quentialists say that any autonomously established thesis or its properties and so
on that are commonly established for both debaters are impossible. Therefore,
within the perspective of debate, Centrist debaters adapt to their opponents by
just verbally following the pronouncements of those theses and their properties
that are voiced by these opponents. Except for Autonomists and Consequential-
ists using slightly different words here, the Karmapa says, the meaning of their
statements is the same.

This means that, having made it sufficiently clear that mere appearances have
no reality, Centrists can still go on to discuss these appearances, in the same way
in which non-Centrists can talk about all the aspects of what appears for them.
In this way, believe it or not, the Centrist approach is in fact very much down to
earth, for how could we ever pretend to meaningfully discuss all kinds of meta-
physical speculations if we have not even properly analyzed the status of what is
right before our eyes? Thus, any philosophical analysis must start with what
directly appears to us and then enter the reasoning process from there.

Is there any way to say then that these appearances are similar for Centrists and
their opponents? Take an adult and a small child who watch the same movie on
TV and then discuss what they see, the former being fully aware that nothing that
appears in the movie is real and the latter lacking such awareness. (Of course, we
may have experienced that it is sometimes exactly the other way around . . .) Still,
if the adult wishes to explain to the child that none of what appears on the screen
is real, there is no way to do so except by referring to these very appearances.

Other than for Buddhas or bodhisattvas in the meditative equipoise of directly
realizing emptiness, dualistic appearances arise for all beings, whether they are
Centrists or not. When not resting in such meditative equipoise, even bod-
hisattvas on the ten grounds have remainders of such appearances, although they
immediately recognize them as the illusions that they are. The difference lies in
the degree of their habitual tendencies to reify (or their complete lack of such ten-
dencies). All ordinary beings are subject to the same type of fundamental igno-
rance about the nature of phenomena and thus experience illusory appearances.
Thus, a mere intellectual ascertainment of all these appearances being empty is
a necessary step but in itself is not a sufficient antidote to fully eradicate the
deeply rooted ignorance that causes dualistic appearances to arise. In brief, dual-
istic appearances do not simply cease when emptiness is conceptually understood
through reasoning.

When Centrists engage in debate with others, depending on the opponent,
they may choose to talk on a lower level of analysis by seemingly assuming some
grosser type of reality, be it external material objects or the level of mere mental
experience. They may do so in order to eliminate an opponent’s wrong views by
starting with the most coarse notions, such as permanence, and then showing that
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all things are momentary and impermanent. Obviously, there are not too many
people in the world with whom one can successfully talk right away about all phe-
nomena in heaven and on earth being empty of any reality whatsoever. However,
during the whole process of employing such provisional levels of analysis that may
include what looks like autonomous reasoning to others, for Centrists it is never
a question that all of these are merely skillful, expedient means to address people
individually on the levels of understanding that they can manage, but these means
are applied without ever reifying the techniques or the resultant understanding.

After all, exactly what appears to different people, in what way, and whether
we see the same or not is not the point. Obviously, when the child in front of the
TV analyzes and realizes the unreality of what appears on the screen, she does so
solely on the basis of what appears to her own mind. Likewise, in Centrist analy-
sis, the point is not to scrutinize the appearances of others but to focus on what
appears for oneself and then analyze it as to its reality. What is to be tackled
through this analytical process is solely one’s own ignorance and delusion, which
produces one’s own experiences and the ensuing mental afflictions. What makes
us suffer is our own reifying experience of our own appearances due to our own
ignorance, not others’ experience of what appears to them due to their ignorance.
Consequently, if we wish to stop being ignorant, we must go through our own
analysis based on our own appearances. All that others can do is to assist us in this
job by providing the analytic tools (Centrists are happy to do so), but the actual
understanding can only come about in our own minds through our efforts in
applying these tools.

In brief, the Karmapa says, with regard to the manner of what is to be proven
and the means of proof in terms of emptiness, the intentions of Autonomist and
Consequentialist masters are not different, as they are all great bodhisattvas who
have directly seen the actual nature of phenomena and wish to introduce all sen-
tient beings to nothing but this nature. The only distinction lies in their slightly
differing approaches as to how the correct view of the ultimate is generated in the
mind stream and accordingly communicated to others. Just as skilled physicians
eliminate various diseases by prescribing different sweet and sour medicines, all
Centrists eradicate various kinds of reification through different ways of teach-
ing the dharma to those who entertain specific reifications. Therefore, who could
be concerned about these masters having discordant intentions just because of
their limitless, specific ways of teaching the dharma? As Jigden Sumgon says:

All assemblies of noble ones—the Buddhas, bodhisattvas, viras,
dakinis, dharma protectors, and guardians in the ten directions and
three times—are of one mind with regard to the profound expanse of
dharmas free from discursiveness. Also, all the teachings that teach this
and express the inexpressible are of one melody and one voice.
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Finally, the Karmapa emphasizes that the Autonomist and Consequentialist
approaches are both soteriologically efficient; that is, they are suitable foundations
for attaining liberation from cyclic existence and a Buddha’s omniscience.

Autonomists say that if phenomena are analyzed through reasoning that ana-
lyzes for the ultimate, there is nothing to be found at all, be it a basis for empti-
ness or any properties of which this basis is empty, the fact of being empty or not
being empty, the nature of phenomena, or the bearers of this nature. Hence, all
phenomena are the utterly peaceful absence of all discursiveness and characteris-
tics. However, these appearances of mind and objects in their illusionlike nature
cannot be negated through reasoning that analyzes conventions. Thus, by con-
ventionally taking these appearances as the bases of emptiness, Autonomists assert
that ultimately they are empty of all properties that may be imputed by Buddhist
and non-Buddhist realists. They assert that all phenomena are empty of a nature
of their own and that, from the perspective of perfect study, reflection, and med-
itation, or from the perspective of the meditative equipoise of the noble ones of
the great vehicle, all discursiveness and characteristics are at utter peace. There-
fore, this is greatly superior to any kind of emptiness asserted by realists and is def-
initely suitable to serve as the foundation for the path to liberation and as the
remedy for the two obscurations.

However, if the Autonomist position is taken to mean that, conventionally, the
appearances of mind and objects appear for the meditative equipoise of the noble
ones of the great vehicle, then either these appearances would become the ulti-
mate and something that withstands analysis or this meditative equipoise would
be mistaken. On the other hand, if it were said that these appearances do not
appear in this way, there would be the flaw of this meditative equipoise denying
phenomena on the conventional level, since phenomena that conventionally are
not empty are made into emptiness. In this case, the teachings on the definitive
meaning (emptiness), the supreme knowledge of perfect study, reflection, and
meditation, as well as the wisdom of a Buddha would all become causes that
destroy entities on the conventional level. To think like this is thus not suitable
and also contradicts what is accepted by Autonomists.

As was said earlier, according to Consequentialists, emptiness does not mean
that phenomena are really existent before being analyzed and then are made
empty through reasoned analysis, just as a vase being smashed with a hammer.
In the same way, phenomena are not non-empty as long as the wisdom of noble
ones has not dawned and then become empty once it has. Emptiness does also
not signify that something first exists and subsequently becomes non-existent
(such as a flame having died down), nor is emptiness total non-existence (like a
flower in the sky). Consequentialists do not just contrive some conceptual empti-
ness, such as pretending phenomena to be empty when in fact they are not. Also,
emptiness does not mean that phenomena are empty of an object of negation that
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is something other than these very phenomena, such as a vase being empty of
water. All of these notions are not the actual emptiness as understood in Cen-
trism, since they do not mean being empty of an intrinsic nature and thus are just
various kinds of mentally contrived emptiness, emptiness in the sense of extinc-
tion, or limited emptiness. Therefore, none of these mistaken notions of empti-
ness is suitable to serve as the proper basis for the path to liberation or as the
remedy for the two obscurations.

What then is suitable? All phenomena are primordially not established as any
reference point for discursiveness, be it the four extremes of existence, nonexis-
tence, and so on; the eight extremes of arising, ceasing, and so on; or the four-
being empty or not empty,
or real or delusive. Just this is conventionally labeled as “emptiness,” “true real-

teen extremes of permanence and impermanence,*®

ity,” “suchness,” and so on. It is suitable to serve as the foundation for the path
to liberation and as the remedy for the two obscurations, since afflictive and cog-
nitive obscurations originate from the reifying clinging to real entities. Once
yogic practitioners realize that all phenomena are primordially free from all dis-
cursiveness, the entirety of reifying clinging to real entities is put to an end.

Therefore, conventionally, the remedy for all obscurations is to rest in medi-
tative equipoise within this emptiness of all phenomena being empty of a nature
of their own, which is the natural, true way of being of all knowable objects.
This is the sun that outshines the darkness of mistaken views and the cure that
eliminates the poison of reification. It is the quintessence of the Buddha’s teach-
ing and the supreme cause for gaining mastery over the five inexhaustible spheres
of adornment of all Blissfully Gone Ones (enlightened body, speech, mind, qual-
ities, and activity). Therefore, the Karmapa says, those who wish for liberation
and omniscience from the depths of their hearts should engage in it through
study, reflection, and meditation.

2 How the Distinction between Autonomists and
Consequentialists by Later Tibetans Is a Novelty

After his own description of the distinction between Autonomists and Conse-
quentialists, the Eighth Karmapa presents the novel position of Tsongkhapa on
this distinction by reporting the gist of what the foremost representatives of
Tsongkhapa’s system say. The statements of his two main students, Kedrub Geleg
Balsang (1385-1438) and Gyaltsab Darma Rinchen® (1364-1432), are in accord
with Tsongkhapa’s own explanations in both his Great Stages of the Path and his
Essence of Good Explanations on the Expedient and the Definitive Meaning.
Kedrub Je explains that for Consequentialists, even conventionally, there is
no valid cognition that evaluates a subject to be evaluated as established through
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its own specific characteristics. From this perspective, a subject that is established
through valid cognition as common to proponent and opponent is impossible.
Nevertheless, they generate in others the realization of the lack of reality merely
through inferences acknowledged by others and consequences. These are argu-
ments that are formulated on the basis of two factors. First, in general, a subject
is established through valid cognition for both proponent and opponent. Second,
the establishment of subject, subject property, and so on through valid cognition
is accepted in the system of the opponent. Autonomists identify what is unmis-
takenly found about something to be evaluated that is established through its
own specific characteristics from the perspective of the object’s own way of
being.*® It is in this sense that, based on a subject of debate that is established as
appearing in common for the systems of both the proponent (the Autonomist)
and the opponent, they formulate reasons to prove the predicate of the proban-
dum about which the proponent wishes to make an inference. This is the mean-
ing of an autonomous reason.*® On what is ascribed here to the Autonomists,
McClintock comments:

This stipulation recalls the general principle of Indian Buddhist debate
logic that the three characteristics of the evidence (#riripabetu) in an
inference-for-others (pararthanumiana) must be acknowledged by both
parties to the debate. But on mKhas grub’s reading, there is also the
added requirement that the subject and other elements in the inference
must be “established as appearing similarly.” What is noteworthy is the
insistence that even the means (i.e., the tshad ma) by which the ele-
ments of the inference come to be established for the parties in the
debate must be established as appearing similarly. In other words, for
mKhas grub it is central to the definition of an autonomous inference
that the two parties understand exactly the same thing in exactly the same
way when they assert that the subject and the evidence and so on are
established by a tshad ma.*°

Gyaltsab Je says that the system of the Autonomists is to engage in negation
and proof based on what is established as appearing in common for both propo-
nent and opponent by investigating the meaning of what is conventionally labeled
as subject, predicate, and reason. The system of the Consequentialists is to engage
in negation and proof based on subject, predicate, and reason being established
through conventional valid cognition as appearing in common for both propo-
nent and opponent, although there is nothing that is established through valid
cognition when investigating for the meaning of what is labeled as subject, pred-
871

icate, and reason.
The Karmapa refutes these claims by initially entering into the style of formal
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debate. He says that, on both levels of reality, the great Consequentialist masters
never asserted that subject, reason, and predicate are established through any
kind of valid cognition for two reasons: First, they are neither established through
the valid cognition of the reasoning consciousness that evaluates the ultimate nor
through the valid cognition of the wisdom in the meditative equipoise of noble
ones. Second, Consequentialists say that a valid cognition that evaluates con-
ventions is not established as valid cognition on both levels of reality. The first
reason applies because if what Kedrub Je and Gyaltsab Je say is established were
established through such a reasoning consciousness or the wisdom in the medi-
tative equipoise of noble ones, then subject, reason, and predicate would be ulti-
mate reality. This latter reason entails the predicate, since this is what Kedrub and
Gyaltsab themselves accept.’” There is also no way for them to just accept this
consequence.

The second reason also applies, because Consequentialists declare that they
do not assert other-dependent, worldly, seeming phenomenal entities, such as
subject, predicate, and reason, but speak of them from the perspective of the
world. However, not only ultimately but even on the seeming level, they do not
accept any claim that these seeming entities are established through conventional
valid cognition as something that performs a function. As Candrakirti’s Entrance
into Centrism says:

It is not in the way of you asserting other-dependent entities
That I accept the seeming.

For the sake of the result, despite their nonexistence,

By referring to the perspective of the world, I say, “They exist.”

[The seeming] does not exist for arhats

Who have entered peace by relinquishing the aggregates.
If it did not exist for the world in just the same way,

I would not say, “It exists” in dependence on the world.

If you are not invalidated by the world,

Just keep negating this [seeming reality] that depends on the world.
You should debate with the world about this,
And later I will rely upon the one who prevails.*”

Furthermore, Consequentialists do not say that there is a valid cognition that
establishes subject, predicate, and reason as something that appears in common
for Centrists and realists. Quite to the contrary, Candrakirti’s autocommentary
on The Entrance into Centrism states:
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All these entities that are like reflections have neither any specific char-
acteristics nor any general characteristics. So what perceptual or infer-
ential cognition would there be [for them]? There is only one

immediate perception, which is omniscient wisdom.**

His Lucid Words agrees:

If there were any so-called certainty for us, it would have to arise from
either valid cognition or from something that is not valid cognition.
However, [such certainty] does not exist. How is that? If there were any
[real] uncertainty, there would also be some certainty that depends on
and serves as the remedy for this [uncertainty]. However, when uncer-
tainty does not exist for us, how could there be any certainty as its
opposite, since it does not depend on any other counterpart? This is
just like [discussing] the short and the long horn of a donkey. Once
there is no certainty in this way, for the sake of proving what should
we come up with any valid cognitions? What would be their number,
their characteristics, and their objects? Would they arise from them-
selves, from others, from both, or without a cause? We do not lose a
word on all of this.?”

In particular, on either level of the two realities, this master nowhere asserts
that the entities of subject, predicate, and reason (that are established through a
reasoning consciousness or some conventional valid cognition in dependence on
the two realities) exist as being established in common with the world. Rather,
he says:

Nowhere did the Buddhas teach that “entities exist.”

It may be objected, “The Consequentialists’ investigation for true reality means
to eliminate the wrong ideas of the world based on pronouncements that are
acknowledged by others in the world. Therefore, in just the way that subject,
predicate, and reason (which are established through worldly conventional valid
cognition) are established by the world, Consequentialists also must accept these
as being established as something that appears in common to both parties.” Antic-
ipating such wrong objections, Candrakirti already gave an answer in the sense
that such a necessity to accept worldly valid cognition does not follow. In the con-
text of investigating for true reality, all negations and proofs to ascertain true
reality are not established through any autonomous or independent valid cogni-
tion, be it worldly or supramundane. At the same time, through the mere depend-
ent origination of reasonable and unreasonable thoughts of the two debaters, the
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correct meaning is made clear through the elimination of conceptions that do not
accord with the dharma. As The Entrance into Centrism says:

If worldly [seeing] represented valid cognition,

The world itself would see true reality,

So what need is there for other noble ones, and what is the point of the
path of the noble ones?

It is not suitable for [the minds of] fools to be valid cognition.

Since worldly [seeing] in no way is valid cognition,
In the context of [analyzing] true reality, there is no invalidation through
the world.®””

What is seen by a mistaken consciousness cannot invalidate what is seen by an
unmistaken consciousness, just as someone with no knowledge about jewelry
cannot invalidate the knowledge of an experienced jeweler.

In particular, the same people claim, “When investigating for suchness free
from discursiveness, one must definitely identify a subject, a predicate, and a rea-
son on the worldly seeming level that serve as the basis for this investigation and
are established through conventional valid cognition.” Such is just a claim that
does not consider the meaning of Candrakirti’s statement that all entities are not
established through their nature. Moreover, it simply ignores Candrakirti’s
explicit proclamation that, in the context of investigating for true reality, the
bases for this investigation (subjects, predicates, and reasons) on the worldly seem-
ing level are not to be analyzed as to whether they are established through con-
ventional valid cognition. Rather, the valid cognition of a reasoning consciousness
that investigates for true reality does not find that subject, predicate, and reason
on the worldly seeming level are established through conventional valid cognition
as anything other than true reality itself. It is precisely this fact of noz finding
something established through conventional valid cognition that invalidates the
claim that such could be found. As The Entrance into Centrism states:

If these [worldly] entities are analyzed,

Apart from just being what bears the nature of true reality,

They are not found to abide on the hither side.

Therefore, worldly conventional reality should not be analyzed.®”®

His Lucid Words makes the same point:

Hence, it is in this way that the understanding of things in the world
is presented through the four [kinds of] valid cognition. These are
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established in mutual dependence: When there are valid cognitions,
there are referents to be evaluated, and when there are referents to be
evaluated, there are valid cognitions. However, neither valid cogni-
tions nor what is to be evaluated are established through their natures.

Hence, let there be only the worldly just as it is seen.®”

Actually, in the context of investigating for true reality, let alone establishing
anything through conventional valid cognition, even when one engages in con-
ventional negations in dependence on certain opponents through reasonings that
analyze for true reality, there is an essential practical point. While investigating for
true reality, it is crucial not to mentally engage in any negations and proofs with
regard to the ultimate, and thus rest the mind free from all discursiveness of nega-
tion and proof. As The Entrance into the Supreme Knowledge of Centrism declares:

Both negation and proof are simply to be stopped.
Actually, there is no negation and proof at all.
When one has made oneself familiar with this mode,
True excellence will be attained.*®

It is only from the perspective of worldly people who speak about perceptual
and inferential valid cognition as it is acknowledged by these people themselves
that Candrakirti pronounces such valid cognitions. He just follows what these
people say without examining it and then employs it as a basis for negation and
proof in the investigation for true reality. However, even if worldly seeming sub-
jects, predicates, and reasons were established through conventional valid cogni-
tion as things that appear in common to both proponent and opponent, his same
text states that he would never use any such subjects, predicates, and reasons that
are established in this way:

You might say, “This contradicts perception and such.”
It does not: I do not negate

[Appearances] that [only] satisfy when unexamined.
Since they are just established as mere conventions,

They are not a position or a reason.™!

One may want to ask Candrakirti, “If no valid cognition to establish certainty
is presented in your own system, how do you ascertain that all things are with-
out arising from themselves and so on?” He answers in The Lucid Words.

Such pronouncements of certainty exist [only] for worldly people by
way of justifications that are established for themselves, but not for
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the noble ones. “So do the noble ones not have any justifications?”
Who can say whether they have or not? The ultimate of the noble ones
is a matter of utter silence. Therefore, how should there be any dis-
cursiveness where there is neither justification nor nonjustification?®

A further question might then be, “However, if the noble ones, in this context
of investigating for true reality, do not establish this profound reality through rea-
sonings that are established through conventional valid cognition, by what means
do they make others realize it?”

The noble ones do not pronounce justifications through worldly con-
ventions. However, they [provisionally] accept the justifications that
are common consensus for the world alone only in order to induce
realization in others. It is precisely through this that they make worldly
people realize [true reality].®

The Karmapa concludes his argument by saying that Tsongkhapa and his fol-
lowers either did not gain certainty about all these extensive explanations by Can-
drakirti or they even went so far as to claim that these are not Candrakirti’s words.
In this vein, Tillemans’s judgment on Tsongkhapa’s own position on these issues
can only be repeated:

It does seem that there is an overly baroque transformation of
Prasangika thought largely due to the extreme reluctance on Tsong
kha pa’s part to take some of Candrakirti’s claims at their radical face
value, and especially due to his own attempt to harmonize Prasangika
philosophy with that of the logicians. In particular, in making
Prasangikas adopt a logician’s positions on things being established by
pramanas, Tsong kha pa introduces into Candrakirti’s philosophy a
kind of lingering deference to objective facts which I think a simpler
and more literal reading of Candrakirti just does not bear out. /¢ is
ironic that Tsong kba pa, who more than anyone brought out differences
between Svitantrika and Prasarigika, read Candrakirti as being de facto
an adherent of Buddhist logic.**

In line with the Karmapa, Huntington sees Candrakirti being misrepresented in
an even more general sense:

And so—in what amounts to a deeply ironic twist of fate—Candrakirti
was posthumously awarded highest honors from an orthodox scholarly
tradition that could sustain its authority only by refusing to take seri-
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ously what he had himself insisted upon: Nagarjuna is not in the busi-
ness of providing rational arguments designed to substantiate, prove,
establish, or make certain anything.*®

As for the Autonomists, Tsongkhapa and his followers claim, “Autonomists
conventionally accept that phenomena such as subject, predicate, and reason are
established through their own specific characteristics from the perspective of the
object’s own way of being. They also accept that their being established in this way
is what is found through unmistaken valid cognition.” In his Essence of Good Expla-
nations, Tsongkhapa specifies what he sees as the main support for his claim of
Autonomists conventionally accepting that entities are established through their
own specific characteristics (which is taken over by his followers). There, he quotes
the following very problematic passage from Bhavaviveka’s Lamp of Knowledge.

If you say here that “the imaginary nature, which is mental and verbal
speech about what is called form, does not exist,” this is a denial of
[certain] entities, because it denies mental and verbal speech.®

At the same time, Tsongkhapa says:

With regard to conventional existents, terms such as their “nature”
and their “specific characteristics” are often also employed in Conse-
quentialist texts, while terms such as “not being established through a
nature of their own,” “not arisen by nature,” and “not being substan-
tially established” abound in Bhavaviveka’s scriptures too. Therefore,
they seem difficult to distinguish. Nevertheless, this [above] explana-
tion [by Bhavaviveka] on the meaning of the existence or the lack of a
nature in terms of characteristics that is taught in [The Sitra] That
Unravels the Intention is the clearest source for [the fact] that this mas-
ter conventionally asserts that entities are established through their
own specific characteristics.*

To be sure, the above passage in The Lamp of Knowledge is found in the overall
context of explaining Fundamental Verses XXV .24:

Peace is the utter peace of all observed objects
And the utter peace of discursiveness.

At no time did the Buddha teach
Any dharma to anybody.

What Tsongkhapa quotes is just a consequence drawn by Bhavaviveka from
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what he reports as the position of a hypothetical Yogacara opponent in terms of
the three natures. This opponent says that it is due to the imaginary nature’s lack
of nature in terms of specific characteristics that one speaks about its nonexistence
in the sense of lacking a nature. Bhavaviveka’s consequence in this quote then
identifies the imaginary nature with verbal and mental speech, that is, thoughts.
This in itself is already questionable, since the usual Yogacara description of the
imaginary nature does not refer to thought and speech themselves (which would
belong to the other-dependent nature) but to the imaginary objects of thoughts
and speech. But leaving that aside, Tsongkhapa claims that Bhavaviveka’s asser-
tion of entities being established through their own specific characteristics is due
to his rejection of the Yogacara claim of the nonexistence of the imaginary nature
in this consequence. By this, Tsongkhapa in effect says that Bhavaviveka has
committed himself to the opposite of what he rejects here, that is, to the imagi-
nary nature existing with its own specific characteristics. However, Bhavaviveka’s
rejection in itself does not imply anything about his own position, let alone the
particular position that entities are conventionally established through their spe-
cific characteristics. In fact, he presents it as one of his main principles that none
of his denials of the positions of opponents imply that he has to assert the oppo-
site (or anything else). For, in both his Lamp of Knowledge and The Blaze of Rea-
soning, he repeatedly insists that his negations are nonimplicative negations.**

Moreover, just a little bit further down from the passage in Bhavaviveka’s
Lamp of Knowledge that Tsongkhapa quotes, this very text explicitly says:

Those who wish to demonstrate that imaginary referents (don) do not
exist should assert the justified Centrist way stated by master
[Nagarjuna].*®

Considering these points and Tsongkhapa’s own admission that Consequential-
ist and Autonomist texts are difficult to distinguish, while he nevertheless is not
shy in providing such an out-of-context quote as the clearest evidence for his
own claim that Autonomists assert entities as being established through their
own specific characteristics, one cannot escape the conclusion that there is sim-
ply no evidence for this claim at all.*”

This is not just a minor or isolated point, but the crucial stepping-stone for
Tsongkhapa’s whole reinterpretation of Centrism and the Autonomist-Conse-
quentialist distinction. For Tsongkhapa and his followers take precisely this
nonevidence for entities being established through their own specific character-
istics as the basis for spinning off the elaborations of most of their essential points
in Centrism as well as their supposed consequences. It is consistently on the basis
of this notion of “phenomena that are conventionally established through their
own specific characteristics” that they explain the nature of autonomous argu-
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ments, the Autonomists’ distinction between the correct and false seeming, the
assumed ontological and epistemological differences between Autonomists and
Consequentialists, Autonomists’ failure to comprehend and negate the full range
of the Consequentialists” object of negation, their differing views on emptiness,
and the resulting superiority of the latter over the former.®' As Tillemans says:

Tsong kha pa gives virtually no other arguments worthy of the name
to prove that the Indian authors themselves had the positions on cus-
tomary truth that he attributes to them, although he does consecrate
an enormous amount of energy to elaborating what these positions
are and what consequences they entail. This is in a way very typical
Tsong kha pa: as is the case for his doctrine of “recognizing the object
to be refuted” (dgag bya ngos ‘dzin), he seems to have elaborated many
of his most fertile and sweeping philosophical ideas and interpretative
schemes on the basis of the slimmest, and sometimes even miscon-

strued, Indian textual evidence.®?

Even Hopkins emphasizes “how thin, even how flimsy the evidence is,” but he
takes this very fact as the basis for praising Tsongkhapa’s interpretive skills. Instead
of acknowledging that Tsongkhapa makes a lot out of nothing, Hopkins just fol-
lows Tsongkhapa in insisting that there indeed 75 subtle evidence for a difference
in the view of emptiness between Autonomists and Consequentialists:

More bluntly, one might say that the evidence for a difference in the
view of emptiness between Candrakirti and Bhavaviveka is so thin that
even great Indian scholars did not notice it. *?

Through this, Hopkins even seems to support Tsongkhapa’s own modest
claim that there was only a single person in India—Candrakirti—and a single
person in Tibet—himself—who actually realized the true meaning of Centrism,
implying that all other great masters in India and Tibet were too dull to get the
supreme view in Buddhism. Quite absurdly, this would then apply even to the
Buddha himself as well as Nagarjuna, the acknowledged founder of Centrism.
Pawo Rinpoche answers this claim with a question:

However, if [it really were the case that] the teaching of the Blessed
One Sakyamuni had liberated only one single human being in India
and one single human being in Tibet, then what kind of enlightened
activity of the Blessed One [for the welfare of all sentient beings] is this
supposed to be?®*
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One more example of Tsongkhapa’s approach here is the statement in his
Essence of Good Explanations that Autonomists and Consequentialists differ in
their views on emptiness. First, he acknowledges that Avalokitavrata, Sﬁntarakgita,
and Kamalasila do not state any difference in terms of identitylessness between
Bhavaviveka’s and their own systems on the one hand and those of Buddhapalita
and Candrakirti on the other. Then, Tsongkhapa continues by introducing a
certain passage from Candrakirti’s autocommentary on the epilogue in his
Entrance into Centrism. He says:

Candrakirti asserts [here] that, since Buddhapalita has commented on
the intention of noble [Nagarjuna] just as it is, there is no difference
between this [comment by Buddhapalita] and his own way of pre-
senting the ultimate and the seeming. He explains that his own system
diverges from the comments by other Centrists.*”

However, Candrakirti never mentions or quotes Buddhapalita in his entire auto-
commentary (neither in the passage Tsongkhapa explicitly quotes nor anywhere
else), let alone makes the assertion about Buddhapalita that Tsongkhapa claims
he does.”® The passage in question in Candrakirti’s text reads:

Except in [Nagarjuna’s]®” Centrist treatise, this dharma called “empti-
ness” is not expressed in an unmistaken way in other treatises. Like-
wise, the approach [Tib. lugs] that is found here and which I explained
together with answers to objections by certain [other] approaches, in
its conformity to the dharma of emptiness, does not exist in other trea-
tises. I request the learned to gain certainty about this. Therefore, it
should be understood that the statement by some people, “It is just
what the system of the Stitra Followers propounds as the ultimate that
is asserted as the seeming by Centrists” is made only because of not
really understanding the true purport of the subject of [Nagarjuna’s]
Centrist treatise. Also, those who think, “What is propounded by the
Follower