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Milarepa

This spiritual troubadour of Tibet had an exceptionally humanistic touch in his teaching style.
Wandering through the mountains of Tibet he encountered a wide range of human types, from
shepherds, bandits, and logicians, to housewives, merchants, kings, and scholars, even a dying

follower of the Bon religion that preceded Buddhism in Tibet.

One encounter of special interest is Milarepa's meeting with two very different women, a bitter
old housewife and an accomplished young aspirant of Buddhism. [41] What is remarkable about this
encounter is the absence of sexist overtones one would generally expect given the historical period
and cultural context. Nonetheless, Milarepa is not oblivious to the fact that he lived in a time and a
culture that had very restrictive roles for women. It is not so much that Milarepa is a proto-feminist.
Rather, as an awakened being, he had transcended the superficialities of human conditioning,
including gender stereotypes. Nonetheless, he does not ignore the fact that these two "Buddhas to
be" have themselves been affected by the discriminatory social conditions, incorporating those facts

into his therapeutic sessions with each of them.

Milarepa first comes upon a young woman, an "Angel of Wisdom," working in the fields. When
he requests alms, she asks him to wait for her at her nearby home. Unfortunately, his reception at
the home is less than war. In fact, the reception committee is the exact opposite of his first female
contact: youth is supplanted by old age, beauty with ugliness, compassion with belligerence. While
the girl responded readily to Milarepa's request, the old woman rushes at him with a handful of
ashes shouting her contempt. Describing him as a "miserable yogi-beggar," she accuses him of

coming to steal her food and even the jewelry of her daughter and daughter-in-law.

Milarepa is not concerned about defending himself against such unjust charges, but he is intent
on rooting out the deep-seated anger that has fueled these angry outbursts. Although the creature
before him is indeed pitiable, he does not offer her pity, but rather the tools for empowerment. But
first he must break through her defense mechanisms, the accretions of many years of hardship and

mistreatment.
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His reponse to her and teaching for her takes the form of an extemporaneous song. He recognizes
that she is reacting so vehemently not against him personally, but against the Dharma, which she
somehow blames for her wretched state. Like the skilled therapist that he is, Milarepa counsels
her to delve deeply into her own thoughts and mind to find the source of those negative feelings. He

recommends that she practice the teachings of Buddhism to cure this malady of rage, warning:

Think carefully, dear lady,
When you were first sent here,

Did you dream you would become an old nanny-goat? [42]

Milarepa is not intending to insult this suffering soul, only to get her attention and to impress upon
her the seriousness of her situation. Consistent with Buddhist doctrine, he is also implying that she
herself has the power to change her miserable life, just as she must take responsibility for what she

has become.

The next stanza reveals that this Buddhist Master is well aware of the conditions under which this
woman has arrived at her "nanny-goat" status. He sympathizes with the prevailing social conditions

that have reduced her to "the unpaid maid":

In the morning you get up from bed,
In the evening you go to sleep,

In between, you do the endless housework. [43]

The practice of Buddhism, he suggests, has the potential to change things for her. Admittedly,
Buddhism cannot change the patriarchal family structures that relegate her to the periphery of
society. Power, wealth, and male heirs are the desideratum, in which she has no share. Her anger
cannot change that; stealing, robbing, fighting, none of these will achieve her desires. Yet it is she

herself who is the most injured by these outbursts:

Grandmother, you are burned up with fury . [44]

To alleviate her own pain, Milarepa knows what very "human" strategy the old woman has come to
adopt: the best defense is a good offense. She wallows in the suffering of others, through gossip,

meddling, and gloating over the affairs of others.

F P EAFALNGK o 84049 LM AR RE < MR L L PP E SRAL T3 0 07-6561921 4 1291 ~ 1292 @ E : 07-6565774 E-mail : ugbj@fgs.org.tw
Universal Gate Buddhist Journal, Fo Guang Shan, Ta Shu, Kaohsiung, Taiwan 84049, R.O.C. Tel: 07-6561921 ext. 1291, 1292 Fax: 07-6565774 E-mail : ugbj@fgs.org.tw



Universal Gate Buddhist Journal, Issue 5/ September, 2001 p-3

Essay / Tracking the “Human” in Humanistic Buddhism (II)
ISSN : 1609-476X

And then there are the inevitable exigencies of the aging process, which the master does not gloss

over:

To lift you from a chair is like pulling out a peg;
With feeble legs

You waddle like a thieving goose;

Earth and stone seem to shatter

When you drop into a seat;

Senile and clumsy is your body [45]

Adding to these difficulties are the extreme deteriorations in her appearance:

Your skin is creased with wrinkles;

Your bones stand out sharply from your shrunken flesh,
You are deaf, dumb, imbecile, eccentric, and tottering;
You are thrice deformed.

Grandmother, your ugly face is wrapped in wrinkles. [46]

Milarepa indulges in no flattery, will not stoop to add to the burden of delusions the old woman has
been carrying around with her all her life. She must be made to confront the truth of her situation if

she is to awaken. Tough love indeed!

In the midst of such extreme distress, the wretched woman does not even have the solace of

simple creature comforts:

Your food and drink are cold and foul,
Your coat is heavy and in rags,
Your bed so rough it tears the skin;

These three are your constant companions. [47]

She has sunk so low into degradation that she has seemingly reached the very limits of human

endurance. Thus, Milarepa's depiction of her is neither cruel nor exaggerated, merely descriptive:

Grandmother, you are now a wretch, half woman and half bitch! [48]
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Only when she has realized that she has reached the nadir of existence will she be able and willing
to grab for the hand being offered to help her out of her misery. And yet all that Milarepa can offer
her is advice, advising her to make use of her own efforts again and again: "practice Buddha's
teaching." The final persuasive force comes in the form of death, as the Master questions her ability

to confront her own demise. How many among us are prepared to do so?

Grandmother, can you face death with confidence? [49]

What is the reaction of the old woman to these verbal barrages? "Unconsciously her fists
loosened, and the ashes [with which she had intended to assault Milarepa] slipped through her
fingers to the floor. She regretted what she had done to Jetsun [Milarepa], and touched by his
compassion and words, she could not help shedding tears.” [50] Anger and bitterness have been
assuaged, as the underlying fears are exposed. In place of her past sense of helpless victimization,

the old woman has been shown a way to help herself.

At this point the young woman, Bardarbom, arrives, and initially misunderstands what has
transpired. The old woman defends Milarepa against charges of cruelty. Quite the contrary, she
credits him with awakening her. Then she recommends that Bardarbom avail herself of the same
spiritual guidance, implying that it can help her to avoid many long years of bitter suffering, such as
the old woman has endured. Bardarbom responds enthusiastically, and asks to hear more. Milarepa
refers her to three gurus, three initiations, three teachings, and three practices: outer, inner, and
real/absolute.

Of greatest interest among these instructions, at least from the perspective of gender issues, are
the comments made by both Master and would-be disciple concerning her role and "limitations" as
a woman. Bardarbom mentions the standards interpretations of past sinful conduct as being

responsible for her "inferior [female] body."

1o a woman, a prosperous birth means bondage and non-freedom.
1o a woman, a wretched birth means the loss of companionship.
10 our husbands we sometimes talk of suicide,

We set aside and leave our gracious parents,

Great is our ambition, but our perseverance is small. [51]

Succumbing to these sexist stereo-types, she asks for an easy practice to follow, suited to her
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"limited" understanding.

The Master will neither confirm nor deny her self-assessment:

Should I praise your story or disparage it?

If I praise it, you will be proud;

If I disparage it, you will be angry;

If I tell the truth, it will expose your hidden faults. [52]

Rather than dwell on her psychological and social conditions, he emphasizes that the right teacher is
better than son or husband, enlightenment better than secular life. In other words, she must set aside
the artificial social standards. Dharma outweighs eloquence, devotion is preferable to coquetry.
Accusing her of "cunning and deceit/like a merchant in the market-place," [53] he sees this as her
impediment to the practice of Dharma. Yet whom has she deceived, other than herself? By
succumbing to society's stereotypes and devaluations of women she undervalues her own abilities.
She deceives herself into thinking that she cannot succeed, and therefore has an excuse to not even
make the attempt.

Milarepa has a much higher opinion of her potential however. He invites Bardarbom to follow
him and commit herself to meditation. Hesitating she asks:

A slave of household work I am.

Where can 1 find the time to practice Dharma? [54]

Refusing to accept such rationalizations, he urges her to give herself completely to the practice:

Giving with a niggardly heart
As if feeding a strange watchdog,
Only brings more harm than good-

Bringing nothing in return but a vicious bite. [55]

Rather than heeding the concerns of this life, including family, she should prepare herself for the
next life. Perseverance, hard work, diligence are what are required for the task. Among her main
enemies are "'inertness,’ which makes one go astray./..../laziness and caprice." [56] These enemies
within are surely generated by embracing uncritically the sexist stereotypes that would confine her
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to a passive "womanly" role in secular life.

Later Bardarbom returns from meditational practice and reports her experiences, Milarepa is
impressed by her progress. Greatly encouraged, she redoubles her efforts and is said to have
realized final awakening. In fact, Bardarbom is one of the four "female heirs" of Milarepa,
indicating that the Master was adept at taking human nature where he found it and challenging a

transcendence to Buddha nature.
Patrul Rinpoche

In the song "Chase Them Away!" [57] this accomplished Tibetan practitioner provides a very
concise poetic presen-tation, densely packed with Buddhist meanings and messages about our
nature as human beings. Arriving at old age and on the brink of imminent death, Patrul Rinpoche
looks back on his wide-ranging experiences as a Buddhist practitioner. Abrupt changes in moods,
emotions, and attitudes can be discerned at each stage of his awakening process vis-a-vis various

essential aspects of his practice.

The fourteen situations depicted in the song succinctly encompass the author's spiritual journey,
from finding a teacher (1) and receiving instruction (2), to individual practice (3), the experience of
visions (4), reactions to meditation (5), evaluations of behavioral codes (6), and goal setting (7). A
new stage begins as the student becomes a teacher, and engages in lecturing (8), the debates so
important to Tibetan tradition (9), and the writing of texts (10). Finally, coming down from the
mountain to the "real" world, he encounters friends (11), reacts to material success (12), deals with

a retinue (13), and his own disciples (14).

Each of the fourteen situations is considered from three vantage points, representing three

different stages in the cultivation process, as well as his temporal and spiritual progressions.

1. An initial overconfidence, so often experienced by new converts or novices at the Great Faith
stage. This implies not only faith in the Dharma, but also in oneself, in one's ability to succeed. The
latter, as we shall see, may well be overly optimistic, or at least premature even in the case of one
destined to become a great master. When the world of practice is fresh and newly found, realization
may seem easily within one's grasp. The novice is riding high on the dizzying heights of exalted
expectations. The effusiveness of our beginnings overflows with enthusiasm. Thus we are exposed
to the danger of becoming like Zhuang Zi's "smug-and-satisfied ... those who, having learned the
words of one master, put on a smug and satisfied look, privately much pleased with themselves,
considering that what they've gotten is quite sufficient, and not even realizing that they haven't

begun to get anything at all." [58]

2. A more reflective, “sophisticated” response is found in the second stage descriptions. Great

Doubt has begun to seep into the now-experienced practitioner's consciousness, a doubting of the
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Dharma as well as doubting of oneself. Perhaps awakening will not be so easy after all. A sense of
danger, uncertainty, vacillation-these predominate in the Master's second thoughts about each
situation. Shallowness and superficiality are now seen to abound. The practitioner is more practiced.
And yet a void remains. Although naivete has been emptied out, this emptiness must itself be

emptied in turn. The human, all too human must be itself transcended.

3. Spontaneity and unself-conscious behaviors give glimpses of a deeper awareness, flickering
throughout accounts in the third and final stage of each situation. The contents of these accounts can
on occasion be shocking, contradictory, even counterintuitive in terms of the principles of Buddhist
doctrine. However, such behaviors are not to be judged by "normal" or "common sense" standards.
An internal logic, grounded in spontaneity, is at work here, flowing from the unself-conscious that
has been emptied even of emptiness. At this point we may say that Patrul Rinpoche has entered into

the Great Death, devoid of needs or wants, standards or demands, expectations or realizations. [59]

Each situation will be examined in turn to track the process from Patrul Rinpoche's first
impressions through his second thoughts, and on to his final assessment. An attempt will be made to
clarify the import of each episode by elaborating on the terse first hand observations provided for us.
While this is a very human account of how a specific human being transcended his own human
condition, it also illuminates the human condition as a whole. Our accomplished Tibetan Master
does not deny his human-ness, but rather marshals its rich resources to reach deeper into our being

than our human being.

Of special note are the intriguing images employed to evoke the audience's understanding. Many
of the metaphors and similes used may seem strange coming from a holy man-they include
references to the feelings of a beautiful girl, greedy merchants, thieves, liars, lepers, children, old
men, workmen, beggars, and even harlots. Other species, both wild and domesti-cated, are not
slighter either, as references are made to various birds and horses. Most poignant of all is the image
of the dog, who merits several mentions. Indeed, at the end of his life, this esteemed Buddhist
Master took to referring to himself as "the old dog." This rather odd self-appellation is both a sign
of and a testament to his depth of realization.

1. Meeting My Supreme Teacher

Finding the right teacher is a crucial first step toward the enlightenment process, as well as being
of utmost importance in one's securing one's practice. But only gradually does one realize the actual
role of the teacher, namely, that they have nothing to teach. Or so we can infer from the experiences
imparted by Patrul Rinpoche.

first impressions--The Master reveals an initial dependency on the ultimate non-source of his
teacher in his descriptions of an early encounter. When he tells of a "feeling of having found what I

wanted," he is obviously unaware that he has nothing to find. Nor are wants appropriate for a
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deluded "L." Reduced to simple human terms, it does indeed resemble the case of "a merchant

reaching the golden isle."

But like King Midas, will such a merchant not soon discover that we must be careful what we
wish for, lest our wish be granted? Is life, in the fullest sense, possible if we have the golden touch?
If we live on an island of gold? Is one's heart's desire not fated to become a curse? The wealth of
riches the young Patrul Rinpoche stumbled upon is demonstrated by another of his observations,

that he found himself "engaging oneself in the many topics and their investigations."

second thoughts--The heightened expectations of a beginning practitioner do seem to plummet
precipitously in the next stage, where the Master admits to experiencing a feeling of danger. This
emotional morass is graphically protrayed through the image of a "criminal facing the judge" and
subsequently "getting a sound scolding." These images bear close examination. He mentions a
criminal, not merely someone who stands accused of some crime, but one who has actually
perpetrated a crime. As such, he has dragged himself before a figure in a position of authority, a
judge, who will rule on his violation of the law. Hence, he cringes under the weight of the
reprimand he receives for his illicit actions. Can this dressing down have any connection with his
previous smugness and self-satisfaction? Has he awakened to the hard labors associated with
Buddhist practice? The difficulties of mining the gold he once thought was all around him, merely
waiting to be gathered with little or no effort at all?

final assessment--At this point, late in his life and in his years of practice, conditions have changed
radically. Gone is the sense of discrimination between criminal and judge, authority and subject,
superior and inferior. It has been replaced with a "feeling of meeting with an equal." A lovely image
is invoked to convey this egalitarian, and simultaneously congenial, relationship: "pigeons sleeping
in a temple." Past antagonisms have been put to rest. Not only do like creatures snuggle together
contentedly, but they do so in a temple environment, presumably hidden from sight and looking
down from high in the eaves. Perhaps this can help to explain the final descriptive phrase: "keeping
one's distance." Distance from what or from whom? Going back to the initial dependency on the
teacher, and then being in thrall to a judgmental authority, the distance noted here may imply the
self-reliance of an awakened individual. Having given up the merchantly mission of seeking gain,
he can now distance himself even from "the golden isle" that once bewitched him, having found a
more precious treasure within himself. No golden isle was reached in the past, yet he has no cause

for regret in the present.
2. Hearing Instructions

Once a suitable teacher has been engaged, can the teachings be far behind? The Master's attitude
toward the instructions offered shifts considerably as his own level of cultivation increases. To what

extent is the teaching of any real use to him, or is it merely a means to a higher (deeper) end?
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first impressions--Once again a misguided exuberance seizes Patrul Rinpoche when he first hears
the teachings of his chosen Master, such that he experiences a feeling of "wanting to turn them
immediately into action." The feeling is so overwhelming that he likens himself to a "hungry person
pouncing on food" and "making an experience of it." But if a meal is voraciously devoured, how
can we appreciate the subtle tastes of the food, or even absorb its nutrition? The other hazard is
gluttony, the unnatural urge to eat more than is necessary to satisfy normal hunger, eating for the

mere sake of eating rather than to sustain one's life.

second thoughts--The uncontrolled appetite of the beginning student gives way to a "feeling of
great uncertainty," appropriate to the dawning of the Great Doubt. The teaching now is perceived as
"words spoken far away," off in the distance literally and figuratively. The hope for action based on
the instruction has failed to materialize, since he no longer knows what those instructions are trying
to convey. The implication is, of course, that he may not have understood them to begin with. And
so he becomes aware that this is due to his "not having got rid of delusions," having been deluded

about his own assumed lack of delusions.

final assessment--From the vantage point of a long life of practice, the Master bluntly reports that
he now has a "feeling of disgust" associated with his passive life in the past imbibing the
instructions of others. He even provides a highly distasteful, yet very pointed, simile: "someone
being made to eat his vomit." This relates directly to his early feeding frenzy. Not only did he feed
off others, what he "ate" represented what they had regurgitated. Understandably, then, he has "no

desire to ask questions," that is, no desire, or need, to repeat the forced feeding process.
3. Going into Solitude

Having undergone a course of instruction, a student would eventually be prepared to undertake
individual practice, solo experience. Within the Tibetan tradition, this was carried out in solitude,

usually locked within a remote cave in the mountains.

first impressions--Patrul Rinpoche eagerly embraces this new opportunity and evolving stage of
development, which produces a "feeling of my mind being at ease." He views it as a kind of
homecoming, coming home to himself, his true self, like "a traveler having reached his own house."
Having been absent from his own house, he is delighted to return at long last. Under such

circumstances it is only natural that being at home means "enjoying one's stay."

second thoughts--The situation dramatically changes after the practice continues for some time.
The simple comforts of home no longer satisfy him; he wants more. This "a feeling of not being
able to stay" parallels the feelings of "a beautiful girl living alone." The beautiful girl cannot stand
the thought that others are being deprived of her beauty, that there is no one there to appreciate that
beauty. Similarly, the Master begins to feel that he is wasting himself in the once-cherished solitude.

His cabin fever is reflected in his phrase about "frequently coming and going," a wanderlust that
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seeks to break out of the stifling confinement.

final assessment--In retrospect Patrul Rinpoche takes a more balanced view of solitary practice, the
"feeling of it being a nice place to stay." He has rid himself of both the initial clinging to "home" as
well as the aversion and estrangement that drove him away. Like "an old dog about to die under
shelter," he has found himself a haven, if not an actual home. In this sense he is a perfect Buddhist
"homeleaver," one who has voluntarily left home, and not to be confused with the involuntary
dilemma of homelessness. To an "old dog" about to die this is sufficient. The next logical step here
is "tying up a corpse for disposal," that is, preparing the body after his own anticipated death. Being
awakened to the illusory qualities of life and death, the Master expresses no trepidation at the
impending prospect. He only gives a matter-of-fact description of his mental preparations mirroring
the physical disposition of his corpse in the future. Within the Tibetan cultural context, it was
considered appropriate to tie up the corpse prior to leaving it exposed on a high cliff to be consumed
by birds who fed on carrion. This method of "sky burial" was a matter of practical necessity since
the hardness of the ground precluded burials underground while the lack of firewood made

cremation impossible or hopelessly extravagant.
4. Thinking about Visions

While living in solitude, the Master would have been subject to visions, accompanying the
various exercises to clear the cluttered mind, a prelude to awakening. These visions elicit different

responses in accordance with the level of practice reached.

first impressions--The initial experience of visions elicits a "feeling of becoming overjoyed." It is
compared to "a wild bird searching for its nest," echoing the previous motif of homecoming used in
the comments on "going into solitude." Here the focus shifts from a domesticated human context
(traveler/house) to one in the wild (bird/nest). In both cases, a sense of belongingness is portrayed.
The visions represent who he truly is. Hence, with their guidance, he is capable of "giving good

advice."

second thoughts--An abrupt reversal ensues when the "nest" cannot be found. He experiences a
"feeling of being lost" and is at an impasse, like "some one who has reached a crossroad."
Apparently he is unable to decide which road to take. His previous temptation to dispense "good
advice" is squelched. He must content himself with "remaining silent." The visions are obviously

not going well at this point and offer him nothing either for his own practice or for that of others.

final assessment--Ultimately, Patrul Rinpoche's experiences with visions leave him with a "feeling
of my head spinning," too much to comprehend, to grasp. In telling of these visions he sees himself
as simply "an old man telling stories to children" and "not believing it." Such stories are
compromised in at least two ways. First there is a possible problem with the accuracy of an old

man's memories. What lapses and inventions have been interwoven with the facts over the years?
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Then we must consider the audience for these stories, the children. Are these perhaps the Master's
own untested students, whose lack of personal experience makes them gullible, willing to believe
any of the stories the old man may choose to weave? Their very naivete and anticipation may alter
the stories. After all, the old man wants to keep their attention, wants to entertain them. This may
require taking liberties with the truth. Gone are any illusions of "giving good advice," as in the
earliest encounter with visions. If we cannot trust his stories/visions, then we are left to rely upon

ourselves, our own visions; the way of an experienced master.
5. Thinking about Meditation

Once one's visions have been mastered, it is possible for meditation to be practiced in earnest.
Since this is such a seminal aspect of Buddhist practice, the observations made in this section are of
special significance. Yet they also seem to contradict orthodox doctrines, or at least standard
interpretations of those doctrines. What does an accomplished master think of meditation after all,

one may well ask.

first impressions--One might well expect a Buddhist practitioner to report a "feeling of delight in
joy and happiness" in their meditational experiences, as does the young Patrul Rinpoche. It is
compared to "meeting a man and woman of similar temperament," that is, finding a soul-mate,
someone with whom one is in complete harmony. Yet the dualistic implication may seem troubling,
as if there were an other encountered during meditation. Is this desire to meet one's mirror image
not a sign of deep-seated delusion? A fundamental misunderstanding of the deconstruction process
central to meditation? Nonethe-less, for a beginner, this is tantamount to "tasting the very essence of
meditation." Or is it? Can it be so simple, despite the superlatives with which he crowns his

practice?

second thoughts--The applicability of such questions becomes clear in the next stage, where a
much different evaluation of the meditation experience is given. Gone are the joy and happiness of
the novice, replaced by a "feeling of being exhausted and tired." Whereas formerly he soared, he
now struggles through his practice, resembling "a weak person crushed by a heavy burden." What
seemed to be so spontaneous now proves to be beyond his mediocre capacity. He greatly doubts his

prospects of success. Under these circumstances he is left with "short-lived meditation."

final assessment--The last stage is somewhat puzzling, as it seems to belie the centrality of
meditation in Buddhist practice. Why should the Master at the culmination of his training have the
"feeling of it [meditation] not lasting for a moment"? Why would he depict it as "a needle being
balanced on a stone"? When we think of how long we can expect to balance a needle on a stone, the
connection becomes clear. The balancing act involved in meditational practice seems so precarious
that it cannot but be felt to be momentary. Does that necessarily demonstrate that the duration is

short? Perhaps this is evidence of meditation so deep that the meditator is in a flow within which

F P EAFALNGK o 84049 LM AR RE < MR L L PP E SRAL T3 0 07-6561921 4 1291 ~ 1292 @ E : 07-6565774 E-mail : ugbj@fgs.org.tw
Universal Gate Buddhist Journal, Fo Guang Shan, Ta Shu, Kaohsiung, Taiwan 84049, R.O.C. Tel: 07-6561921 ext. 1291, 1292 Fax: 07-6565774 E-mail : ugbj@fgs.org.tw



Universal Gate Buddhist Journal, Issue 5/ September, 2001 p-12

Essay / Tracking the “Human” in Humanistic Buddhism (II)
ISSN : 1609-476X

temporal increments are meaningless. Similarly, when the Master reports "Having no desire for
meditation" the lack of desire may indicate that an artificial grasping for the experience has been
transcended. The awakened being does not practice meditation in specific spurts, but rather lives
meditatively, while remaining oblivious of that fact. As the Platform Siitra (chapter 5) intones,

"Original nature is itself pure, itself samadhi" (ben xingzi jing zi ding).
6. Thinking about Conduct

After the meditative flow has been established (or re-established), practical concerns emerge
concerning one's day to day conduct, particularly in relaton to other beings. The precepts (sila) were
thus an integral part of the original exposition of the Buddhist Dharma. But what functions do they
have for practitioners at different stages of development? What have they to do with the awakened?
Subtle, and not so subtle, shifts in attitude can be expected here, for upaya dictates that one adapt
oneself to one's environment. Such adaptations strengthen one's own practice, while inspiring others
to aspire to the same goal. The greater the number of delusions that burden us, the greater the

corresponding burden of "thinking about conduct."

first impressions--A typical human response to any rules is reflected in Patrul Rinpoche's initial
confrontation with the precepts: a "feeling of being constrained by constraints." His untamed spirit
is like "a wild horse put into harness," that is, it refuses to submit and struggles against the harness.
The image is quite different from the wild bird (4) seeking its nest. Fighting vehemently to maintain
its independence, kicking and bucking. The master recognizes this as "showing off," a display
intended to impress an audience. This ties in with the abiding sense of ego common to all the first

impressions reported by Patrul Rinpoche.

second thoughts--A transformation then occurs in which the wild horse has apparently escaped its
harness, for the Master tells of a "feeling of being free to do as I liked." However it is soon made
clear that equine independence has not been reasserted here. Instead a domesticated animal has
escaped: he sees himself as an "old dog that has broken loose." This implies that the young
practitioner had in fact been tamed, at least for a time. Only later was this situation been reversed,
with "constraints being slipped." The fact remains that the sense of the constraints pervades his
consciousness: an harness been applied or a leash being slipped. These are but two sides of the same
coin, the coin of constraint, or "proper" conduct as an artifically-imposed limitation on our

behavior.

final assessment--The dualism of constraint or escape from constraint, repression or rebellion, ends
only in the last stage, with a "feeling of it not being important." Conduct is no longer an either/or
proposition: either we "obey" the rules or we "violate" the rules. The rules simply cease to be a
considera-tion. Like "a harlot with no shame" the Master has emptied out good and evil, virtue and

vice. Dualistic response also have been transcended: he experiences "neither happiness nor misery."
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Virtue does not bring a pay back, nor does vice entail retribution. The artificiality of constraints on
conduct-once deemed so crucial and so combative-has passed into oblivion for the awakened being,
for there is no ego to assume the role of combatant. What had seemed to be a life and death struggle
has itself died a natural death.

7. Thinking about the Goal

Attention now turns to the goal of the myriad practices that have been undertaken thus far? What
is it all about? Where is the practitioner going? The key term in this sequence is "expectations":

what they are and why they are, and when they are not to be expected at all.

first impressions--The Master, as novice, begins with a distinct sense of mission, of something out
there to be attained, obtained: "feeling of its attainment being valuable." Although he is not yet in
possession of this treasure, it is eminently desirable as he imagines what it is. And yet how are these
"great expectations and desires" characterized? He sees himself as "a cheat praising his
merchandise." The implication is that he is exaggerating the value of what he has in order to sell it
to someone else at an inflated price. This goal of his is not worth what he pretend it is worth. This is

hardly an auspicious point from which to approach one's goals.

second thoughts--As time passes, Patrul Rinpoche is less and less optimistic about his chances of
ever achieving his highly-vaunted goal. It recedes further and further away from him, giving a
"feeling it being something far away." The chasm that separates him from the goal is so great that it
can only be compared to "the ocean extending from here to there," a stock expression for what is
without conceivable limit. Faced with such insurmountable obstacles to success, it is no surpise that
he admits to "having little dedication." But even in the midst of this crisis, this Great Doubt, he does

not deny the existence of the goal, only his chances of achieving it.

final assessment--In the end, the Master is without resources, with a "feeling of being without
means." Like "a thief when the night is over," he has "cut off all expectations." This stands in sharp
contrast to his original "great expectations." The thief imagery is revealing here. While previously
he identified as a cheat, with overrated merchandise, the master now descends to the ranks of
thievery. However, without the protective cover of night, which is now over, the thief cannot hope
to accomplish his mission, anymore that Patrul Rinpoche can achieve his goal. If there is nothing to
do, nothing can be done, and yet nothing remains undone. The desire to accomplish something has

died the Great Death, along with his deluded expectations.
8. Giving A Talk

As the once-isolated recluse ventures back into society, compassion must lead him to share his
new found wisdom with others. The practitioner of Dharma thus evolves into the expounder of the

Dharma. This new role brings with it a new questioning of one's identity. Who are we and what do
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we think we are doing up there in front of the expectant audiences? Can one negotiate the perilous
journey from recipient to giver? Can one rise above the human Aubris that threatens to undermine

our good intentions?

first impressions--Human, all too human, Patrul Rinpoche admits to a "feeling of being clever and
important" when he begins his career as a lecturer. He compares the feeling to that of "beautiful
girls parading in the marketplace," that is, showing their wares in public. Both have great
self-assurance; the girls are confident in their attraction, just as he was confident in his cleverness
and self-importance. For most people speaking in public ranks among the most terrifying of
prospects. The ability to conquer that fear must inevitably be accompanied by a great boost to one's
ego. Understandably, then, Patrul Rinpoche confesses to "desiring to give talks," secure in his sense
of self-worth.

second thoughts--After many, many talks, the master settles into a routine, evidenced by his
"feeling of being familiar with any topic." The eager younger orator is now replaced with "an old
man telling worn stories over and once again." The fresh, exuberant edge has worn off the
experience, and it now borders on boredom, for himself as well as his audiences perhaps.

Repetitiveness is combined with verbosity, he himself realizes he has become "loquacious."

final assessment--Ultimately, Patrul Rinpoche decides that enough is enough, that his verbal excess
has reached its limits. From the height of confidence in his cleverness he has descended to the nadir
of trepidation. With a "feeling of overstepping my limits," he sees himself as "an evil spirit harassed
by spells." Not only is he spellbound and unable to stop himself from engaging in this flood of
words but, moreover, he is responsible for propagating evil through his specious talk. Hence we

find him "embarrassed" by his uncontrollable behavior. He has become addicted to his own talk!
9. Partaking in Debate

Monologue evolves into a more challenging form of dialogue, the master becomes enmeshed in
the time-honored Tibetan Buddhist tradition of debate. A competitive edge pervades these

experiences, at least to a certain point.

first impressions--The temptation to join the debater's fray is fueled by a "feeling of making a
reputation for myself," the beginner's characteristic ego-involvement. But another motivation is also
cited, one which casts the student as a champion of justice. The world is awry and it is his mission
to set things right, to save others, even from themselves. Thus he envisions himself as "someone
instituting legal action against an obnoxious adversary." The opponents are not simply the
competi-tion, they are themselves reprehensible along with their competing opinions. In his attacks
he is "giving vent to righteous indignation." How short the distance is from righteousness to

self-righteousness.
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second thoughts--On further reflection, these debates are seen to be much more complicated
matters. The notion that winning is sufficient is not enough. Seeds of doubt start to sprout; the
demands of truth begin to assert themselves. Patrul Rinpoche now has a "feeling of searching for
the definite meaning," not just a meaning, any meaning, that will win the debate. Comparing
himself to "an upright judge looking for an honest witness," he is not easily satisfied by superficial
answers, readily available evidence. This is a role reversal in terms of his first situation as a student
(again at the second stage) meeting a teacher. In that case he felt like a criminal called before a
judge. The legal imagery signals a change from the outer-directed, impressing the audience and
vanquishing the opponent, to the inner-directed, "concentrating on one's capacity." The contest now

is within himself, with no further mention of reputation.

final assessment--The Master's ambitions as a debater are minimized even more as he despairs of
the efficacy of debate itself. This becomes clear in his "feeling that whatever is said will do," versus
the highly polished prose sought previously. Rather than righteously prosecuting adversaries, he is
now reduced to the status of a "liar roaming the countryside." Delusions of grandeur have been put
to rest. Nonetheless, from an awakened perspective, this is not deemed a tragic turn of events. Quite
the contary, he concludes that things now are "just fine." The delusive forces of reputation,

competitiveness, right-eousness, meaning, have all quieten down, have passed into oblivion.
10. Writing Treatises

The prospective audience for the Master's teachings broadens as he moves from the debate
format, a one-on-one verbal encounter, to a more formal written presentation. Also implied is an
escalation of his professional status in the Buddhist community as one with recognized credentials.

His view of his own competency, however, undergoes, seismic shifts.

first impressions--In entering the realm of the written word, debuting as an author, Patrul Rinpoche
is buoyed by a "feeling the words arising immediately." It is the very anti-thesis of writer's block,
the bane of all authors. It all seems so easy, like "the siddha composing the Dohas," that is, an
enlightened tantric Master capable of spontaneous poetic compositions (such as Milarepa). Or is it
perhaps too easy? Does the product of this effortless composition merit any real attention? At this

stage his Great Faith leaves him convinced of the "naturalness" of the process.

second thoughts--Such self-validation does not linger long. In stage two the Master reports being
plagued by a "feeling of forcing the words together." The composition process, once so natural and
spontaneous, now involves con-siderable, painstaking effort. Comparing himself to "a skilled
person fashioning his poems," each word in the carefully crafted treatise is chosen with special care
and concern. The end result, it would seem, makes it all worthwhile since he finds himself

"expressing things beautifully."

final assessment--How different is the view of the awakened Master, poised on the precipice of
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death! The writing of treatises leaves him with a "feeling of futility." The early ease of composition
that mutated into intensive verbal craftsmanship is now abandoned entirely. Deeming himself "an
inexperienced person drawing a road map," his only recourse is to avoid writing all together,
thereby "not wasting ink and paper." The map referred to may represent an outline of or guidance to
successful practice. He can not offer such a map for others. He cannot hope to "write" their way to

awakening. Each one must provide their own maps, their own light.
11. Gathering with Intimate Friends

Despite the demands of personal practice and public performance, even an acclaimed master
must eventually venture back into the world of ordinary human beings, a human being among
fellow human beings. How our human interactions reflect on our level of spiritual development is

explored in Patrul Rinpoche's own experiences over time.

first impressions--As a young student, new to Buddhist practice, Patrul Rinpoche admits to "a
feeling of competitiveness" when with his peers, such as is found among "young men meeting for
an archery contest." Their surface comradery presupposes the opportunity to set oneself apart from
the others by a show of skill. One's closest friends are thus also one's closest competitors, one's
enemies, at least momentarily. Thus we can see why the master mentions "loving and hating" those

friends simultaneously. Ego, once again, is both ascendant and dominant.

second thoughts--As a wiser, more mature man, the Master experiences "a feeling of being in
accord with all." The delusions of divisiveness and discrimination apparently have sunk in from his
study of the Dharma. How deeply, how-ever, are those theories understood? Is the harmony a
superficial pretense or an inner reality? The answers to these questions seem to lie in the
provocative image he has provided us with: "whores coming to a fair." A gathering of whores may
at first sight give a sense of solidarity as they congregate together. Nonetheless, they remain in
intense competition to see who can acquire the best and the largest number of clients. The claim of
"having many friends" seems to be connected with the image of the whores. If, like the whores,
Patrul Rinpoche has attracted "many friends," can we then conclude that he has in a sense

prostituted himself?

final assessment--Eventually the crowd of "friends" comes to be viewed as an alien mass from
which the master has become estranged, hence the "feeling of not fitting into the human herd." He
seeks neither to compete nor to congregate with human beings. Cor-respondingly, he receives no
welcome from the "herd," but rather is perceived as an outcaste: "a leper having ventured into a
crowd." Unwanted and un-welcomed, he is driven away from the human community. Now he
values "staying alone," having no desire or need for others. His dependency on others, whether as

competitors or friends, has come to an end. Solitude and self-reliance remain.
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12. Seeing Wealth

Given the inexorable materialistic focus of contemporary times, the insights contained in this
next section bear special significance. What is the right way to deal with our roots or greed, our
possessiveness? Patrul Rinpoche has taken a long journey down this road, complete with the

dramatic twists and turns we have come to expect from him.

first impressions--While young and naive, wealth initially brings him "the feeling of momentary
joy." The image of "a child gathering flowers" underscores his innocence where materialism is
concerned. He is enchanted by wealth, as is the child by the flowers. But the next moment either
wealth or flowers can be simply abandoned. There is no grasping, no attempt to hold on to this
ephemeral experience. With this attitude of "not hoarding riches and wealth" they pose no
impediment to his practice.

second thoughts--How quickly things change. The former young innocent, now sophisticated in the
ways of the world, has a "feeling of there never being enough" when it comes to wealth. In today's
parlance, too much is not enough. His metaphor here is a very apt one: "water being poured into a
pot with a broken bottom." Water can never fill such a pot. As soon as we add liquid above it flows
out from below. Is this acquisitive impulse a harbinger of awakening? Can we interpret his

comment on "making small efforts to gain something" as an emerging sense of the futility of it all?

final assessment--The wealth which at first elicited joy and then avarice in the end is repudiated as
"a heavy burden," an overwhelming load. The possessions have now come to possess him, to own
him. Like "an old beggar with too many children" it is impossible to feed all the "mouths" who are
hungry, to attend to the voracious appetites of this wealth; it is too demanding, requires more than

we are able to give. Not surprisingly, then, that we find the Master "rejoicing in having nothing."
13. Hiring Attendants and Servants

Equally as burdensome as the once-welcomed wealth, are the human retainers attached to a
"successful" spiritual leader. The demands on the Master are just as distracting, as are the

temptations to succumb to this lure.

first impressions--Who hasn't wished at some time for some help with their daily tasks? Someone
to whom we could entrust all the annoying errands that prevent us from doing our important work?
But what is involved in supervising such assistants? Patrul Rinpoche discovered that once
attendants and servants had been acquired, his own burden actually increased. He had a "feeling of

"

having to give them lots of work," since he is in charge and responsible from keeping them
productive. Like "hired workmen gathering in a row," it is assumed that they will remain inactive
until pressed into action, lacking any internal motivation. Self-initiative is not among the
assumptions associated with such workers. The overseer, however, seems himself as a benevolent
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dictator, guided by "good intentions."

second thoughts--As in the case of wealth, the possession of human beings is eventually seen to be
a very hazardous thing, engendering "a feeling of losing my independence." In constantly
supervising these recalcitrant workers, the Master loses control of his time and himself, becomes
indentured to his supervisory task. Great doubts arise as to the advisability of this kind of
relationship, this luxury. It brings to mind "child monks serving their superiors." At some point it is
appropriate to inquire who is actually serving whom in such cases. The dependency of the servants
on the one ostensibly being served becomes a burden to the masters themselves. It is the dialectic of
power that has been endlessly analyzed in terms of the master-slave relationship. Both sides are
equally trapped in the dualistic dynamic. Interdependence is reduced to mutual dependence. And so
the Master resorts to "severing all ties," abandoning the position of a superior as to means to avoid

becoming a slave to his own mastery.

final assessment--Possession foreshadows the sense of being dispossessed, the "feeling that
whatever I have is lost." Nothing is to be gained. Quite the contrary, it resembles the situation of "a
thievish dog having been let into one's house." As soon as it thinks it is safe, the dog will grab
whatever it can get away with. What a relief to be rid of this mob of so-called helpers! The Master
exults in "doing things by yourself alone," thereby putting an end to the dialectic of power and
privilege. Self-reliance is the best of all ways to the awakened. The "good intentions" of the

newly-minded Master have not only gone astray, but have been completely forgotten.
14. Encountering Disciples

The crowning sign of a true master is often deemed the ability to attract disciples. Not simply
individuals who attend one's talk, observe one's debates, and read one's treatises, but practitioners
who want to absorb all the wisdom and experience one has gained. Certainly it is gratifying to the
ego to have a flock of devotees hanging on one's every word. Patrul Rinpoche's experiences in this
regard run the gauntlet from initial trepidation in assuming this new role to basking in adulation as

well-deserved and into ambivalence and even abhorrence.

first impressions--A "feeling of self-importance" arises when Patrul Rinpoche begins to attract
disciples. Despite this euphoria, he also has hidden anxiety about his ability to fulfil this role. Like
"a servant having occupied the master's seat," the fear of imminent exposure plagues him. Will
others learn, as he secretly suspects, that he is merely putting on a show? That he has aspired to a
position he is unable to fill? Can he continue to deceive others when he cannot deceive himself?
When the anticipated unmasking does not occur, a sense of self-satisfaction over "a job well done"

arises to bolster his confidence.
second thoughts--As he becomes more and more comfortable in his position of authority, the
Master develops a more grandiose plan beyond his personal self-aggrandizement. Inspired by "the
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feeling of my mind and thoughts having some purpose," he applies himself diligently to the task at
hand. He is the exalted outsider, respected and re-vered, "a guest being accorded the seat of honor"
by those who surround him and look to him. The self-imposed mission of the caretaker, the
shepherd, he develops a sense of "doing what is advantageous" for the good of the whole. Ego
concerns would seem to have been left far behind in this new setting. Or have they merely mutated
into a more subtle, a more insidious, form? Do human beings have a tendency to place themselves
outside the common run of humanity, and thereby presume that they know better than the mass of

humankind? Is this self-sacrificing attitude always, or ever, vindicated?

final assessment--The time comes, however, when self-deceit and delusions of grandeur must be
set aside, when we finally break through the barrier of the ego. At that point, the disciples must be
released from their thralldom, must be told the truth that their alleged master has nothing to give
them. Those delusions die hard and the disciples are loathed to do within their insured source of
truth. Often it is necessary to assume a menacing demeanor to encourage their detachment. Their
deep-seated dependency must be summarily broken. But this can be quite difficult to accomplish.
After all, if they do let go of their font of wisdom, they will have to fall back on their own resources.
Hence "the feeling of having to scowl at them," to push the babies out of the nest so that they may
try their own wings at last. Those disciples who do persist can easily be seen as a nuisance, like
"demons rising from the wilderness" to plague the Master. What's to be done with such individuals?
How is one to avoid their unwanted adulation? Since they refuse to listen to reason, the Master
found only one remaining remedy, to save himself as well as them: "chasing them away with

stones."

In Patrul Rinpoche we see how a man who is human, all to human in his early experiences with
Buddhist practice gradually sweeps the delusory dust from his mirror mind to reveal the
ever-shining Buddha mind hidden beneath. His hard-won realization is heartening since it
demonstrates that even accomplished masters have been beset by the myriad hindrance inherent in
the human condition, lurking within our encounters with ourselves as well as with other human
beings. If we analyze his homecoming journey in terms of our own experiences, we will find much

that teaches us about us, about both our human nature and our Buddha nature.
Venerable Master Hsing Yun

Bringing our practical applications of Humanistic Buddhism up to the present, we will end our
example from a contemporary Master. What is more ubiquitous in today's society than the car?
While Buddhist practice may seem far removed from our everyday lives, it is in fact as close as
your daily commute, according to this accomplished Buddhist Master. The uniquely human of
activity driving can be used to elicit an understanding of much broader concerns. By inducing
mindfulness, concentration on the myriad aspects of the process, the driving experience serves as a
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model for our overall practice of Buddhist values. Venerable Master Hsing Yun makes use of this

nearly universal experience of driving as an upayic opportunity to expound the Dharma:

Driving a car is much like being on the Bodhi Way-You have to always think of others; you have
to follow the rules of the road; you cannot run red lights,; you have to be patient when conditions
on the road are not good; you have to give way to pedestrians, you have to concentrate; you
have to be at peace inside while you are observant about whatever is outside of you, you have to
have a clear purpose and you can't be afraid of set-backs; you need to be wise and you must
react quickly to immediate conditions. You must follow all the Six Paramitas or you might not get

to your destination safely. [60]

By casting a fresh eye on the Six Paramitds in a contemporary context, the Master challenges us
to apply our own Creative Hermeneutics. It is easy to memorize these six idealized "perfections,"
but how can we understand their significance to the day to day experience of driving a car. This is
indeed a quandry intentionally set for us by the Master that we must solve for ourselves, in relation

to our own experiences.

Standard translations of these essential Buddhist terms simply do not fit the driving experience.
After all, neither the Buddha nor his disciples ever drove a car! We are forced to truly think about
each "perfection" to see how it might be included in this new human experience, providing a
continuity between the past and the present. Under the stimulus of a very creative Master, such as
Venerable Master Hsing Yun, there is human experience which does not contain a possible Buddhist
lesson. Here I will merely note a few of my own ruminations on this obviously infinite theme. I
begin by citing standard, often stagnant, translations, and then go on to suggest updated renderings

that can speak to today's reader.

Dana--giving; almsgiving; charity

"always think of others"

It is difficult to see how any of the above translations relates to sitting behind the wheel of a car.
In most people's minds, these terms are associated with donations to religious or other kinds of
organizations. Charity is not usually something the average person does, but rather something they
support with cash or goods. So exactly what kind of charity might we expect from drivers? The
Master provides some clues here, particularly in terms of thinking about others and yielding to

pedestrians.
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Once we start thinking creatively, we can imagine a variety of scenarios behind the wheel when
dana is called for. One example would be when we are passing or being passed by other cars. There
are times we need to act immediately from the viewpoint of dana, thinking of others by yielding the
right of way to emergency vehicles. Inside those vehicles are injured people who are sorely in need
of our charitable consideration. Also included under this category would be cases of stranded
motorists who need help, either by notifying the police of their predicament or rendering assistance
at the scene of an accident. Some motorists have even placed their own lives in jeopardy in order to
rescue animals cruelly abandoned on the freeway and facing imminent death from the onslaught of
traffic.

These actions are charitable because they obliterate ego priorities, placing the welfare of others
before their own, if only momentarily. As a "giving" driver, your own schedule and plans may be
compromised; you may miss that important meeting or arrive late at your place of work. You may
not arrive at your destination at all, if circumstances are critical. In the process, you will be learning
and practicing very important Dharma lessons. You will come to realize that life does not revolve
around you and your ego-interests, that there are important connections or links among living
beings that may demand self-sacrifice. Like the Bodhisattva Avalokitesvara you will have heard the
cries of those in distress and responded compassionately. This kind of charity cannot be rendered
simply by writing a check to some worthy organization. As Chan Master Hui-neng has observed,
"Buddhahood is not to be attained by giving away money as charity." [61] Rather, it is a gift of
oneself.

Sila--morality, keeping the precepts, purity

"follow the rules of the road"

There tend to be two extreme views taken by human beings towards rules, whether those rules
apply to the road or to the Dharma road. On the one hand, some people take rules very seriously, as
almost divine imperatives that can never be violated. At the other extreme are those who show total
disregard for the rules, thinking themselves "above the law." Neither extreme is appropriate or
useful; both have their own inherent liabilities and even pose dangers for ourselves as well as for

others. How, then, are we to deal with these human limitations?

By examining the flaws in each extreme view more closely, we may come to a deeper
understanding of what Master Hsing Yun means by following the rules. Those who insist on
following the rules, regardless of the conse-quences, are often self-righteous about their behavior.

They seem to think that they alone are upholding moral standards of conduct. Yet we often
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encounter conditions under which the rules cannot be followed, for to do so would result in injury
or even death. If someone has lost control of their car, I may need to violate the rules, by crossing
into another lane or even failing to stop at a stop sign, to prevent a collision. Without flexibility, and
a deeper understanding of the intent of the rules, whether within Buddhism or on the road, we are
very likely to make mistakes. The rules are meant to encourage positive relationships, to make our
practice/driving easier. When they fail to do so, they no longer can be said to be rules at all, merely

artificial hindrances.

At the opposite extreme, many examples can be cited of Buddhist masters who flaunted their
disdain for rules and regulations, specifically the precepts (sila). They seemed to deliberately
violate all prohibitions, advocating an uninhibited spontaneity. But while awakened individuals may
no longer need to fixate on the precepts as practical guidelines in their lives, simply ignoring the
precepts will not make one an awakened being! This fallacious way of thinking mistakes as the
cause (awakening) for the effect (disregard for the precepts). For the vast majority, the precepts

continue to be indipen-sable.

Similarly, most drivers must follow the rules of the road if order is to prevail on the roadways.
Exceptions to the rules can and must be made occasionally, as for emergency vehicles or police cars.
However, to argue that we can go through a red light because an ambulance does so is just like
arguing that the precepts can be ignored because enlightened masters have been known to do so.
This is nothing more than an egoistical demand for "equal treatment" that is blind to the broader
context, in which the cases being compared are quite distinct. In fact, we are aspiring to a privilege

to which we have no right, for which we are unqualified.

Ksanti--forbearance, bearing up under hardship; patience

"be patient when conditions on the road are not ... good"

Forbearance is not a word commonly used in everyday conversation, much less in the context of
driving. But perhaps it should be practiced, and fervently promoted, as an antidote for a growing
hazard known as road rage. This irrational eruption of anger in the form of verbal and/or physical
abuse and violence has become the bane of the urban driver. Everyday people act out their
frustrations by intimidating, harassing, and even injuring their fellow drivers. As the number of
drivers steadily increases and traffic jams become more and more common, pent up rage explodes
more frequently. But when conditions are bad, patience becomes even more important. We must

bear up, forbear the temptation to respond to bad conditions with a bad temper.

A Buddhist would immediately recognize anger or hatred as the underlying source of road rage. It
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is one of the Three Poisons, ranked alongside desire/lust and delusion/ego as pervasive psychological
obstacles that plague human beings and poison human relationships. They infect us from without and
are not considered to be part of our nature. Because they have an external source, they also can be
eliminated, like the dust beclouding and distorting the mirror mind. We are not forced to simply
repress or suppress our negative emotions, as is assumed to be the case for those who consider them

intrinsic to human nature.

Whether on the road or in life, the best solution is to forestall the arising of anger. This calls us to
consider the conditions under which this poison is likely to surface. Suppose we find ourselves
sitting in the traffic, experiencing as many do the all too common phenomenon of gridlock. No one
is moving because there is no where to move to. There is nothing that can be done but to wait.
However inevitably some people cannot tolerate the situation. Frustration turns into annoyance and
then escalates into anger and finally rage. It may be expressed by futilely honking the horn,

shouting obscenities, or attempting to drive around the gridlock. All to no avail.

Why this irrational response? In their own minds these individuals refuse to accept the reality that
they are not in control. They may delude themselves into thinking that their time is to valuable to
waste doing nothing, that they must be at the meeting that will soon start without them. In the final
analysis, however, it is ego that refuses to be put upon, that will not tolerate this infringement on its
assumedly absolute freedom. Traffic congestion often is the catalyst for unleashing much deeper
forms of anger that have festered for hours or weeks or even years. The lack of personal physical
contact with the victims of road rage grants it a kind of insulating anonymity. The intended victims
are very likely far away, either in temporal or spatial terms; they may even have died long ago. But
the anger they sparked has not been exorcized. Nor does the anger subside with such behavior.

Rather it tend to mount, fueled by its own fury.

The same holds true for expressions of anger in other aspects of our lives. Because "I" won't put
up with bad treatment from others, because I feel slighted or abused, I feel the need, even the
justification, to retaliate. Patience is a profound perfection for us to contemplate in this regard. A
Copernican revolution is required here, dethroning the "I" at the center of my solipsistic universe.
Instead we need to rationally assess the circumstances, see what is and is not under our control.
Those things which cannot be changed must nonetheless be borne, not by us alone but by all others

in this complex network of interrelationships. Anger only adds to the collective burden.

Virya--striving, diligence, zealous progress

"have a clear purpose ... don't be afraid of setbacks"
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On the road, or in life, we must ask ourselves if we know where we are headed. Do we "have a
clear purpose" in mind, a goal that we are diligently moving toward? Or are we wandering aimlessly,
at the mercy of outside forces, a leaf drifting in the wind? If there is a set purpose to our journey,
have we made the necessary preparations to insure we can arrive at our intended destination? Have
we sought out "a map" detailing our route, that we can be aware of and alert to any hazards ahead?
Although we may rely on the guidance of others who have already visited our chosen destination,

we must rely on ourselves alone to insure our safe arrival.

On the matter of setbacks, detours will be found on the road as well as in our daily lives. The path
we had set ourselves to follow may suddenly be blocked, leaving us no option but to take an
alternate route. Of course, we could also bring our journey to an end, prematurely. But it is just this
temptation that Master Hsing Yun wants us to avoid when he counsels us not to fear seeming
reversals of fortune. Instead we must persevere. By doing so we may discover that the presumed
detour is not what we had expected. It may add more time to our trip, while compensating us with a
more scenic view, so we may learn to appreciate the process more than the goal. Or it may prove to
be a better, more direct route to our intended point of termination. In some cases, we may find that
we had chosen the wrong destination to begin with, and we now find ourselves on a much more

suitable path.

Dhyana--meditation

"be at peace inside while you are observant about whatever is outside"

Through the practice of Dhyana one becomes free from attachment to externals. Master Hui-neng
uses the term pu tung to describe this state (Platform Sutra, chapter 5). While it has been translated
as imperturbability, a more literal rendering would be "not moved." It entails remaining unmoved or
undisturbed without, and unconfused within. Hazardous road conditions, intimidating weather, irate
fellow drivers, time pressures: none of these are of any concern to the good driver. He or she

remains unmoved in the midst of any or all of them. Hence peace reigns.

When the mind is at peace, there is no distracting din from the insistent ego. This allows us to
focus completely on any task at hand, such as driving. This dimension of meditation has been
discussed under the heading of mindfulness, and applies to Master Hsing Yun's injunction that the
good driver is "observant about whatever is outside." A meditational driver is not distracted by
externals, but is also continually aware of what is happening around him or her. We must be
ever-vigilant as to the potential hazards that may come our way: from the careless driver in the next

lane to an object blocking the roadway.
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Prajfia--insight, wisdom

"be wise ... react quickly to immediate conditions"

Last, but certainly not least, our journey down the roadways of life or the highway requires a
special kind of wisdom as the culmination of the previous five elements. By emptying our mind of
attachments, Prajnia arises. It signals a spontaneity unleashed due to that fact that we are no longer
being "stuck" on things or concepts, thus allowing us to come or go with the ease of someone at
play. [62] This "heart of wisdom" has been emptied of even the concept of emptiness (which last can

pose the danger of attachment to non-attachment).

Under such conditions, we are able to act with the quickness required to respond immediately to
the situation that confronts us: whether it is a hazard on the roadway or an obstacle to our practice.

The liberated mind of Prajaa "works freely without any hindrance, and is at liberty to 'come' or

' '

gO . ”
perfections is thereby revealed as the perfect performer, an expert in driving as well as in living.

[63] Nothing is suppressed. Everything flows freely. The one who practiced the six

It is difficult indeed to talk about perfections, paramitas, in what most consider an imperfect
world, much less to encourage people not to be intimidated by the seemingly insurmountable
challenges of embodying those perfections in our own lives. It requires a wise and compassionate
master, such as Master Hsing Yun, to marshal the language and imagery that can appeal to the
modern and post-modern mind. Our mediocre assessments of ourselves as "mere" humans have
made us question our ability to undertake the heroic actions required to be charitable, pure, patient,
zealous, meditative, and wise. The arena of heroic behavior, however, is as near as your own car, or
as far away as your deluded self-image dictates. Buddhist Dharma has much more faith in our
potential. Thus, the Fifth Patriarch instructed the soon-to-be Master Hui-neng, "if one knows one's
own mind and sees intuitively one's own nature, one is a Hero, a 'teacher of gods and humans,'
'Buddha'." [64]

Conclusion

Humanistic Buddhism holds great promise for the propagation of Buddhism in any and all
cultures. By appealing to our common human nature, an immediate bond is established in terms of
shared experiences and shared problems. But through a close examination of human nature we also
are able to discern the inherent limitations of our nature gua human. We can thereby open ourselves

up to our deepest resources of Buddha nature.

Defining what human nature is constitutes the first step in defining Humanistic Buddhism. The

varying perceptions is itself very instructive. Going from a species identity to our personal identity,
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we need to consider more closely our own self-definition, the definition of the individual human
self. Buddhism has much to offer on this point, including how we can conceive of a self as a self,
that is, the constructive process delineating the Five Skandhas. An interesting parallel exists here to

recent analysis of self-consciousness carried out within the framework of cognitive science.

The artificially constructed self must then be deconstructed, a process that has been explored and
discussed by Buddhist practitioners over hundreds of years of collective practice. One then must
turn to examine the reality underlying the illusory self, referred to in the Chan tradition as the mind
of non-mind (wu-xin). The practical application of these Buddhist theories can be found in the
diverse pedagogical techniques of various accomplished Masters, three of whom have served as our
guides here. In their innovative approaches to the Dharma we have seen how Buddhism can be

humanized as a means to the end of getting beyond and beneath mere human nature.
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