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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 The 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 Vehicle?, 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 lincage.
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 Bodpicaryivatira 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 Institute 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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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 Bodhicaryavatira,' 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 scholarly tradition. By presenting materials from a number
of mainly Karma Kagyii sources, I attempt to show that there definitely zsa 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 Dharmadhdru. 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 sttra 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 Sri 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 sttra 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

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 Bodhicaryivatira, 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-
hicaryavatdrapafjika), various commentaries from the Tibetan Gelugpa school,
a single 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 Miky 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 Miky6 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

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

o An Illumination 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 Jamgén 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.

WuAT 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 Vimalakird 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 RoaDp 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 scem 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



Introduction 37

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, OPreENING 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
Prajdparamird 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 Sittra 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 Prajiidparamita 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 stras 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 7he 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 Chariot 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 cither, 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 actachment 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 Mabhamudra

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 Kaccayanagottasutta:'

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 (su7izzati-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 Prajiidparamiri 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 Siitra 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. It 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

' 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 Jhanagarbha (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 ecither 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 earlier, 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. TuE Two LINEAGES OF THE INDIGENOUS AND UNIQUE
TraNsMIss1IONS 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-
okitesvara, 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 7he Sitra of the King of Meditative
Concentration as the one who would later spread the teachings of this stutra—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-

165 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 sttra-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 Prajadparamita sitras extensively say:

Those who wish to train in the grounds of hearers should listen
to just this prajiaparamita . . . and should practice the yoga of just
this prajidparamita.
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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 JAanakirti’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 spontancously present prajfia 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 sttra 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 Prajidparamita 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 Vebicle®' 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 actacks by other Tibetans, such as that Mahamudra is not found in the
sttras 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 Sikyaéribhadra (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 Atia (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 Atiga 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 Mikyé Dovje)

{ Buddha )

Y Y
INDIGENOUS KAGYU LINEAGES LINEAGE OF ATISA
(practice oriented) (practice oriented)
Avalokitesvara, Mafjusri
& Vajrapani
Nagarjuna
Arvadeva Nagarjuna
Candrakirti Aryadeva
Matangi Candrakirti
Tilopa Elder and Younger Vidyakokila
MNaropa Atisa
Marpa - Maitripa r
Milarepa Dromténpa

Chen Ngawa Tsultrim Bar

Chayiilwa

Gampopa 4

‘_—,. the First Karmapa Tiisum Khyenba

Drogiin Rechen

the Second Karmapa Karma Pakshi
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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 lacter 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 Shénnu 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 stitras, 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 Mahdamudra 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 stitra
approach as [found in] The Prajiidgparamitd Pith Instructions®
Kamalasila’s three-volume Stages of Meditation,” and Aasa’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
WHAT Is REaLiTY?

The ground of the Madhyamaka system is the correct view on the two realities.
As The Siitra 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 Maiijusri, 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-
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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 actempt 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 samwvyr# (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
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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 paramdirtha, 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 #he 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 Prajiidparamitdsiitra®*

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 that? 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, 7he
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 uldi-
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 Mikyo 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 Prajiadparamiri 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.*!

Atida’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. 7he
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 VI.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, Jhdnagarbha,
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 nirvana—
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.
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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.” “Things cannot be empty, because we all experience a common world
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-
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:



The Middle from Beginning to End 109

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.
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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 emp