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THE TRUTH OF THE PATH



The Noble Eightfold Path and the Three Trainings



THE THREE PHASES

“Now this, bhikkhus, is the noble truth of the way leading to the
cessation of suffering: it is this noble eightfold path; that is, right view,
right intention, right speech, right action, right livelihood, right effort,
right mindfulness, right concentration....

“‘This noble truth of the way leading to the cessation of suffering is
to be developed’: thus, bhikkhus, in regard to things unheard before,
there arose in me vision, knowledge, wisdom, true knowledge, and
light.

““This noble truth of the way leading to the cessation of suffering
has been developed’: thus, bhikkhus, in regard to things unheard
before, there arose in me vision, knowledge, wisdom, true knowledge,
and light.”

IN THIS VERSION OF THE SUTRA, which, again, is a translation of the Pali,
the first phase of the nature of the truth of the path leading to cessation is
described as the noble eightfold path. This differs from the Tibetan translation of
the Sanskrit version, which makes no specific mention of the noble eightfold
path. Although this path is not often emphasized in Tibetan Buddhism, it is
implicitly taught as part of the thirty-seven paths to enlightenment, and as one of
the groups of paths that lead to cessation.

In the second phase the Buddha explains what the practitioner should do with
regard to this truth—cultivate or develop it—and in the third phase, the Buddha
explains the ultimate result, or complete attainment. Once the practitioner fully
cultivates the paths, such as the noble eightfold path or the five paths, he or she
reaches the final attainment. This cultivation never deteriorates.



THE PATH TO ENLIGHTENMENT

The last noble truth, the path leading to the cessation of suffering, actually
encompasses the entire spiritual journey that we need to undertake if we are ever
to be free of suffering. Every positive action we have ever done is related to this
last noble truth in some way. It is a long path, and we must not become
discouraged. In that regard I find the words of His Holiness the Dalai Lama very
inspiring:

Another important factor is your determination. You should not
imagine that all these developments can take place within a few days
or a few years; they may even take several aeons, so determination is
evidently vital. If you consider yourself a Buddhist and want to really
practice Buddha Dharma, then right from the start you must make up
your mind to do so until the end, regardless of whether it takes
millions or billions of aeons.

After all, what is the meaning of our life? In itself, there is no
intrinsic meaning. However if we use life in a positive way, then even
the days and the months and the aeons can become meaningful. On the
other hand, if you just fritter your life away aimlessly then even one
day feels too long. You will find that once you have a firm
determination and a clear objective, then time is not important.

As Shantideva writes in this beautiful prayer:

As long as space endures

As long as sentient beings remain,
Until then may I too remain

To dispel the miseries of the world.23



These inspiring words say so much to me. The more impatient we are, and the
more we want to find the way that is easiest or cheapest, the more likely we are
to obtain a poor result. So I suggest this is the wrong approach.

In searching for a path that leads to liberation and enlightenment, we look for
a way to deal with the afflictive emotions that have been with us since we first
started to interact with other beings. To confront such deep-rooted emotions,
determination is not enough—we must also develop a clear objective, a clear
idea of what we are looking for. Without that, our determination will definitely
be unstable.

Our objective must be to search for the true, complete cessation of our
afflictive emotions—not just some, not just at a certain level, but long-term and
complete. We must aim for true cessation, which is the complete destruction of
our fears and anxieties. The path we settle upon must have the power to bring
this about. Of course, before we reach complete cessation, we need immediate
solutions to sort out our daily difficulties, but our ultimate aim must always go
beyond that. It must address the very root of our problems.

Whereas both the Theravada and Mahayana traditions agree that the essence
of the path that leads to cessation was taught by the Buddha as the noble
eightfold path, in the Mahayana tradition there is a sense that the eight aspects of
this path are tools that lead us to a direct, intuitive understanding of emptiness—
the ultimate path to buddhahood. In Theravada, the noble eightfold path is seen
as an end in itself, incorporating the understanding of emptiness within it.
Rahula says that each of the 84,000 discourses of the Buddha can be classified
within one of the eight categories of the eightfold noble path.2# His Holiness the
Dalai Lama says that the true path should be understood in terms of developing a
direct intuitive realization of emptiness.22 This is what really leads to the
complete cessation of all afflictive emotions. Although there is absolutely no
contradiction between these two statements, the emphasis is different, and for
this reason in Mahayana we focus more on the study and practice of the three
trainings and the five paths and less on the noble eightfold path.



THE MANY PATHS IN BUDDHISM

It might seem strange that you can study Buddhism within one tradition and
never hear the term noble eightfold path or study it within another tradition and
never hear the term five paths. This situation stems from the different approaches
each system uses rather than some inherent contradiction. Buddhism developed
from a monastic and decidedly oral tradition, and thus many of the teachings we
have today come from textbooks for monks or nuns. This is especially true in
Tibet, where days in the monastery seem to be full of memorizing lists!

In one of the sutras, the Buddha describes the thirty-seven aspects of
enlightenment, from which many of our lists have derived. The thirty-seven
aspects are: the four mindfulnesses, the four complete abandonments, the four
factors of miraculous powers, the five faculties, the five powers, the seven
branches of the path to enlightenment, and the noble eightfold path.

The first of these, the four mindfulnesses, is very much emphasized within the
Theravada teachings but is hardly ever discussed within the Mahayana. This
does not mean that Mahayanists are not mindful but rather that these teachings
are subsumed into other lists—in this case they are incorporated into the five
paths. In fact, in the Mahayana tradition the noble eightfold path is also
subsumed within the five paths. Both the four mindfulnesses and the noble
eightfold path are discrete practices that are developed from the beginning to the
advanced stages, whereas the five paths reflect the degree of attainment of all the
practices. They are different paradigms rather than competing systems. The
thirty-seven aspects of enlightenment are explicit within the Theravada
teachings, but are incorporated within the Mahayana teachings on the five paths.



THE THREE TRAININGS

Important to both Mahayana and Theravada are the three trainings. They are:
» ethics (Skt: shila)
» concentration (Skt: samadhi)
» wisdom (Skt: prajna)

Within these three divisions we can include the entire noble eightfold path:

right speech
right action } ethics

right livelihood

right effort
richt mindfulness } concentration

right concentration
richt view
wisdom
right thougrht

The first training, ethics (also called ethical conduct or moral discipline) is
crucial in developing the second and the third, concentration and wisdom, and as
such is really the foundation for the other two.

What is morally right and wrong is something that each of us feels intuitively,
even when it is not taught to us by our parents or our teachers. Ethics must be
based on compassion, not on some commitment that we follow simply because
we are Buddhists and have been told to practice it. By understanding
compassion, we see how ethical conduct is required, and as we develop
compassion, ethical behavior will arise quite spontaneously.

Nothing is intrinsically immoral from its own side. “Moral” or “immoral” can
be defined by the way an individual person communicates with others, or how



they mentally perceive others. So ethical conduct, practicing a moral life, is not
something that can effectively be enforced from the outside but must grow out of
a subjective understanding of what helps and what harms others. Therefore,
whether something is moral or not really depends on whether others’ feelings
and rights have been considered. That is where compassion comes in. If we live
our lives taking into account others’ feelings, perspectives, and rights, then
basically we are living an ethical life.

At the initial stage, particularly within modern Western society, ethics is the
most relevant of the three trainings. Ethics is where we most often fall short in
our everyday lives. This is not to say that the other two trainings are not
important or relevant at our present stage of development. Ethics flounders
without mindfulness and the sense of the interconnectedness of all beings that
studying emptiness brings. But for most lay people leading a normal working
life, I feel that the emphasis should be on ethical conduct, because every day we
have to deal with others and make moral choices.

Although as Buddhists our main objective is to achieve true, complete
cessation, in order to reach it we have to overcome more immediate problems.
Dealing with jobs, the society we live in, trying to give our children the best, and
so forth can lead to a narrowing of our outlook and an emphasis on our own or
our family’s happiness above the happiness of others. This applies to the Sangha
as well, of course, and monks and nuns are as capable as lay people of being
unethical, but within a monastic environment they are less at risk.

Ethical conduct is basic. I’'m not talking about commitments given by a
teacher, such as the pratimoksha vows, but something more general. Buddhist
practitioners might worry about the meaning of some vows they have taken, but
everyone agrees that cheating somebody, whether you believe in a religion or
not, is unethical.

Buddhism goes deeper than conventional thinking in its exhortations to us to
avoid unethical actions. We avoid harming others not simply because the actions
themselves might have obviously negative repercussions, but because the mind
that generates an unethical action will cause suffering for ourselves and others in



less discernable ways in the future. As with everything in Buddhism, the
motivation is crucial. A fully ordained monk has a vow to avoid beating
somebody with a straw. Although the action causes no physical harm, if the
motivation is to harm somebody, it has harmful repercussions. Avoiding that sort
of harmful motivation is part of training in ethics.

The second training, which includes concentration and mindfulness, leads to
the ability to focus our minds on whatever object we choose, and to keep that
focus clearly and with intensity for an extended period of time. Concentration in
itself is neutral. Whether it is positive or negative depends on the object of our
concentration. Living an immoral life tends to mean focusing on sense pleasures
and indulgences at the expense of others and often that means a very dissipated
life. Therefore, immorality and concentration rarely go together. So in order to
have a single-pointed mind, living an ethical life is essential. On the basis of an
ethical life, we can slowly develop our concentration from the very simple
mindfulness meditations emphasized in Theravada, such as observing the body
posture or the breath, to practices that develop more clarity and extended
concentration. When we are really advanced we can actually develop true calm
abiding.

Wisdom, the understanding of how things and events really exist in terms of
their impermanence, interdependence, and lack of intrinsic existence, is the third
training, and again its foundation is the other two trainings, especially
concentration. Even an intellectual understanding of wisdom requires focus, and
this is even more true if we wish to take this understanding to a depth where it
really starts to turn our life around.

As with the other two trainings, training in wisdom progresses through levels.
Our practice grows gradually from a study of the mind, specifically the wrong
concepts we labor under, and develops through the different subtleties of the law
of cause and effect until we can come to understand and eventually realize
emptiness and impermanence.

All three trainings are deeply interlinked. In order to have wisdom, we must
have concentration; in order to have concentration, we need ethics. But



developing ethics requires a degree of wisdom and concentration as well.
Although we do not have to perfect the first training before we can start on the
second, and in fact it is imperative that they develop together, there is still a
sequence in terms of the emphasis we place on each.

The dharmachakra, the Dharma wheel,2® symbolizes these three trainings,

with the center ring at the hub representing ethical conduct. This shows that
ethics is the foundation of everything. The eight spokes represent wisdom, their
spikes protruding from the rim—Ilike Manjushri’s sword—cutting through
ignorance, and the external rim represents the concentration that supports
wisdom.

The Dharma Wheel

At present we probably avoid lying and stealing because of the fear of
punishment. Although the motivation may be the fear of the results of karma
rather than the reprimand of a teacher or parent, this is still a quite childish
perspective. When we finally develop a right view about how things exist and
how we are all interdependent, our minds naturally become ethical. However,
this is probably a long way off, and we need ethical behavior now. Seeing that
practicing ethics does bring positive results right now spurs us into continuing
and expanding our practice.



I sometimes feel for the smokers who take the eight Mahayana precepts
during our retreats. It must be really challenging. If they see the positive results
and not just the agony of nicotine withdrawal, however, it might encourage them
to take things further. The technique is to start with an ethical base you are
comfortable with and slowly build on it.

Ethics

If you read treatises such as Maitreya’s Ornament of Clear Realization
(Abhisamayalamkara), you will find the noble eightfold path explained in the
context of a bodhisattva who has realized emptiness directly and is on the path of
seeing. For us, I feel it is more useful to simply describe each category of the
noble eightfold path very loosely in terms of how we ordinary people might
actually practice it here and now.

The first three of the noble eightfold path—right speech, right action, and
right livelihood—are part of the first training, ethics. Living ethically by
practicing these three definitely gives us the foundation to do the other practices,
whereas living without them, in an undisciplined way, causes all sorts of
obstacles to developing concentration or wisdom. If we do not live our lives with
right speech, right action, and right livelihood, it is very difficult to find the
techniques we need in order to develop a path that leads us to cessation. Even if
we practice the most sophisticated method of visualization or meditation within
highest yoga tantra, we will not succeed.

Speech is one of our main instruments of communication, and right speech
means understanding the consequences of what we say and how we say it.
Because we constantly use speech to convey what we think to others, being
mindful that our speech does not harm them is a very important practice. This of
course relates back to the four actions of speech from the ten nonvirtues—lying,
divisive speech, harsh words, and gossip—that we already discussed. There are
also four related virtues—the direct opposites of their nonvirtues—that should be
cultivated to enhance this practice of right speech. They are:



speaking the truth lying

bringing foes together divisive speech
speaking peacefully and politely harsh words
speaking meaningfully idle gossip

Right speech consists of both being mindful of avoiding the nonvirtues of
speech and deliberately cultivating the opposing virtuous actions. It is all about
not harming others and, instead, helping them.

Similarly, the practice of right action can be seen as abandoning the three
nonvirtues of body and cultivating the corresponding three virtuous actions.
They are:

protecting the lives of others killing
practicing great generosity stealing
maintaining moral conduct sexual misconduct

Protecting the lives of others includes everything from the heroic act of saving
someone from a burning building to taking an insect out of the bath before we
shower. It can also be active restraint from killing, such as when we overcome
the desire to spray the flowers in our garden with insecticide. Generosity and
ethics are two of the six perfections, and we can practice these things in many
small ways every day, gradually increasing the extent of our practice and
integrating it with our consciousness.



The remaining virtuous actions correspond to the three nonvirtues of the mind.
The section on wisdom below covers the substance of these, so we will not
discuss them here.

non-attachment covetousness
loving-kindness harmful intent
right view  wrong views

Right livelihood is very important. To live, most of us have to earn a wage,
particularly in this very competitive world. However, and perhaps it is a mark of
how aggressive Western society is, if we look closely, very few jobs do not
actively harm others. I therefore feel this concept of right livelihood requires
serious consideration. As far as we can, we need to live a life that avoids
consciously harming others and consequently the way we earn our living should
be as pure as possible.

Of course, in some situations this might be impossible. With even a simple
job, it can be very difficult to measure the effects we have on others, and even
when we try to avoid harming others, it can still happen. Sometimes, also, it is
unavoidable. I recently talked to a woman who had been unemployed for two
years and had applied for a job. She is a very honest person. The job was very
important to her, and she could see it could be of great benefit, but if she
answered the questions scrupulously honestly on the application, she knew she
would not get the job. In an era where the “creative C.V.” is almost a positive
thing, she was really worried about the need to lie and asked my advice, but I
didn’t know how to help her. Things are rarely black and white. She needed to
look at what would be most beneficial overall. So on the one hand maybe she
needed to answer those questions in whatever way necessary to get the job, but
on the other hand, being strictly honest might be better in the long run.

Right livelihood does not necessarily mean that everything we do to earn a



living must be precise and scrupulously honest no matter what. Inevitably
difficult decisions will arise. But if we consciously pay attention to how we are
living and what we need to do to develop spiritually, then whatever we do will
be right livelihood.

Of course if you are reading this book, you are not likely to trade arms with
terrorists or actively poison water sources. But look at the company you work for
and see what effect they are having on the environment and the people in that
environment; see what damage is being done. Even if we personally are not
doing anything wrong, if our livelihood is based on something even slightly
harmful, subconsciously something happens. That mental state will always
disturb our mind.

Right livelihood goes beyond the job we do, to the effect we have on the
environment and even what we eat. For example, eating vegetables seems less
harmful than eating meat, but farmers use chemicals when they grow vegetables,
and many beings, such as insects and birds, are killed. If we can avoid harming
others, we should, but we should at least do as little harm as possible. Being
mindful of such things is an important part of our practice.

It seems no matter what we do we are still complicit in harming others by
what we consume. Of course, it is good to be mindful, but it is also good to be
realistic. We are citizens of a world where big business has control, and I think
only a fanatic could live without compromise in any way. The goal is spiritual
development, and fanaticism will not get us there. We have to live and we need
material things to survive, and as far as possible we should get them without
causing harm to others.

These three—right speech, right action, and right livelihood—really help to
lay down the foundation for our journey to liberation because they are concerned
with the ethics aspect of the three trainings.



Concentration

Right effort, right mindfulness, and right concentration, as listed in the noble
eightfold path, are connected with concentration or mental discipline. Living a
moral life based on these three is a key factor in developing concentration. Right
mindfulness, the mind that can hold an object, is especially vital.

For beginners like us, learning a simple meditation technique and keeping it
going is very difficult because we are so easily distracted. We need to develop
stable mindfulness in order to maintain our awareness on the object of
meditation. Right effort can be used in many ways, but with mindfulness, we can
see how right effort is crucial in overcoming the force of our habitual tendencies.
Our mind is scattered all the time, even during sleep, and without right effort,
our mindfulness will never be strong.

Sometimes this practice is also called joyous effort. It takes genuine, sincere
joy from our hearts to accomplish anything positive. In this case, really
understanding the motivation and the result is vital. Without a clear
understanding of the intentions behind our actions, our motivation will be weak
and our determination to develop will falter. Right effort—doing something
positive with a clear, strong motivation—helps us to refrain from negative
actions as well as make our nonharming attitude more grounded and solid. In
that way, although right effort can be subsumed into the training of
concentration, it is applicable to all practices.

The second practice is right mindfulness. Mindfulness is heavily emphasized
in the Theravada tradition, and I feel that it is both very powerful and very much
needed in our daily lives. In fact, to practice right speech, right action, and right
livelihood, we need right mindfulness. Without it, we will make so many
mistakes. Mindfulness on a practical level is merely being aware of what is
going on around us. In the context of meditation and concentration, it means the
ability of the mind to stay on the object of concentration. I am not really sure
how far this practice alone can take us toward the main goal of achieving
complete cessation, or how effective it is in dealing with our afflictive emotions.
Having said that, right mindfulness is crucial because we need it to see what is



going on in our minds.

Many methods exist for developing basic mindfulness. At the initial stage, we
learn how to bring our scattered minds to focus on the sensations within our
bodies in the present moment. It is a very simple technique. We then learn how
to prolong that awareness, and on that basis we subsequently develop some
clarity, where the mind is less obscured, less fuzzy. We can do this by simply
observing our body posture, not giving it any labels—right, wrong, pain,
pleasure—just being with our bodies. We can also concentrate on the breath,
counting our inhalations and exhalations as we focus on either the sensation of
the air at our nostrils or the movement of our abdomen.

Of course, just because mindfulness is simple does not mean that it is easy. It
can be a lifetime’s practice. Mindfulness has three distinct aspects: stability,
clarity, and intensity. Although we can work on all three together, we really need
to master one before we can get very far with the next. At first we try to develop
a stable mind for a longer and longer duration, not worrying too much about how
clearly the object is appearing to the mind. But once we can hold the object for a
long time, our focus switches to the clarity aspect. As we develop this, we begin
to see that our awareness might be clear, but it has varying degrees of intensity
—it may have clarity but be quite weak. And so we then start to cultivate the
intensity of the awareness. This is not something you master in a weekend
course!

Right concentration refers to the single-pointed mind. With mindfulness
holding the object, the mind focuses on that object. If it is an object like
compassion, the single-pointed mind actually becomes compassion. This is one
difference between mindfulness and concentration. Although both minds share
qualities, mindfulness is merely the ability to hold an object; it can never become
the object. With mindfulness, whatever we do will be very effective.
Concentration is crucial for meditations on selflessness and the like—without it
even a meditation on compassion will be very scattered, and it will take a long
time to develop any result. Single-pointed concentration is a very powerful tool,
and there are many different techniques for developing it. To go into detail
would require a whole book.



Wisdom

The last two of the noble eightfold path, right view and right thought, refer to
developing wisdom and pure motivation. Right view can also be called right
understanding.

Right view can be put into three levels. A very basic right view is simply
common sense, seeing things that are wise or beneficial to do, such as believing
in the law of causality. Even without a precise understanding, it still benefits us
to have some sort of conviction in the Buddha and in the other great masters who
have taught that following the law of causality is the right thing to do.

At this stage we hold a very elementary notion of what samsara is—we know
that we are in samsara due to delusions and karma and that if we do not deal
with them we will be in this condition forever. Even though we may not have a
precise understanding and simply trust the great masters, this trust evokes a very
basic right view. This can subsequently progress into actual understanding, as
when we take our study of the four noble truths to the point where we are firmly
convinced of the law of causality. Holding this kind of view can be called right
view, as can an understanding of the more gross levels of selflessness, such as
feeling that there is no person separate from our aggregates or that all
contaminated things bring suffering. This is an intermediate right view. The goal
is to understand emptiness intuitively, beyond the intellectual, but we need
words and concepts to get there. The process moves from the rational to the
intuitive.

The most refined right view is the view that all things and events are empty of
intrinsic existence, that not a single phenomenon exists that does not depend on
others. Others here means other phenomena, not necessarily beings; it could
even be a concept or a name.

Right thought refers mainly to correct intention or motivation. Say, for
instance, a person has gained a direct realization of emptiness. This person can
explain emptiness to others, but if any self-interest is present at all, it cannot be



called right thought. The motivation must be purely to benefit others, without
any conscious or subconscious thought of payback in any form. Similarly, if
someone practices generosity by giving away their possessions, if they have any
sense of wanting something in return, it is also not right thought.

When trying to practice Dharma, our motivation must be, at the very least, a
sincere wish to confront our own delusions and negative karma. This kind of
thought is right thought. If any other motivation clouds our practice, such as the
wish for recognition, power, or wealth, then no matter how strong our Dharma
practice might be, it is not right thought because the intention is not pure.

The practices of generosity, morality, patience, joyous effort, concentration,
and wisdom are wonderful and very positive things, but without right thought
they cannot be called the practice of the six perfections. Each must be fueled by
pure motivation, untouched by any self-interest. Right thought is practicing
Dharma with pure motivation, conscientiously trying to eliminate all delusions
and negative karma from our mindstreams, especially to gain enlightenment in
order to be of most benefit to others.

Nihilism and eternalism

From the Mahayana Buddhist perspective, right view is the understanding of
emptiness, the highest wisdom that sees ultimate reality. This realization is also
called right view because it is free from the two extremes, nihilism and
eternalism.

A totally correct view of reality requires a lot of rational discrimination,
otherwise we easily fall into one or the other extreme. We are generally trapped
in the view of the world as concrete and distinct from the mind that observes it.
This innacurate view is dangerous because it creates a sense of alienation that
causes us to engage in harmful acts. So it is necessary to understand how this is
not so, and how what we see as real and concrete is really much like an illusion.



The first extreme is nihilism, the view that nothing exists. There is a huge
difference between seeing life as like an illusion, as Mahayana Buddhism
proposes, and actually thinking that life is an illusion. To believe that nothing
actually exists destroys all conviction about cause and effect and therefore all
motivation to avoid nonvirtue and develop virtue. Everything, in short, becomes
meaningless, all actions pointless.

Nihilism is more dangerous than skepticism or eternalism because it is a very
subtle perversion of the inquiry the mind needs to make in order to understand
reality. Breaking down the conception of concrete reality that dogs us at present,
we need to develop ever subtler views. There is a very fine line between the
most subtle view and the view in which all reality simply vanishes. The
deconstruction of the way we perceive things has gone too far if we no longer
find anything that exists. This nihilistic view can be argued very persuasively by
well-educated and well-meaning people.

The other extreme is eternalism, the view that something is eternally
unchangeable without depending on other things. It is generally not an
intellectual construct at all but something we all instinctively hold onto.

Between these two extremes are many levels, and treading the middle way
that keeps us from falling into either extreme can seem like walking a tightrope,
requiring as it does such subtle discriminations. For this reason right view cannot
be reached purely by right thought, by good intention. We need a lot of rational
inquiry as well.

But as with everything to do with the spiritual path, if our examination
remains on the intellectual level, it is utterly useless. We need to take our
understanding of right view to a level in which it becomes part of our natural
outlook and informs our relationship with the external world. The traditional
analogy is seeing white snow-covered mountains as yellow because of jaundice,
although I suppose today we could change this to wearing sunglasses.
Rationally, we know the mountains are white, but we see them as yellow. If we



relate to them as if they are yellow, even though logically we know this is not so,
it is incorrect. We need to “take off the sunglasses” and see the snow-covered
mountains as they really are. Therefore, the process of developing right view, of
actually seeing everything as it is, is very difficult and takes a long time.



Being on the Path



THE FIVE PATHS

If you ask a Theravada master to teach the last noble truth, he or she will explain
the noble eightfold path. If you ask a Tibetan master, he or she will present the
five paths. The five paths are:

1. the path of accumulation

2. the path of preparation

3. the path of seeing

4. the path of meditation

5. the path of no more learning

These five paths might seem completely unrelated to the noble eightfold path,
but in fact they are just a different paradigm for the same spiritual journey. The
noble eightfold path describes the different aspects of the journey, such as ethics
and concentration, and the five paths describe the different levels attained on that
journey. Simply put, the noble eightfold path is like the subjects you can study at
a university, whereas the five paths are like the levels of that study—bachelor,
masters, and doctorate.

Many people have asked me why Tibetan Buddhism does not present the
noble eightfold path as part of the fourth noble truth, but for me there is no
difference between the noble eightfold path and the five paths apart from the
style of presentation. In the Mahayana tradition, when the path leading to
cessation is presented in the context of the five paths, the noble eightfold path is
implicit. The noble eightfold path is the substance, and the five paths is the
process, the step-by-step progress that we have to make.

The path of accumulation

The first path is called the path of accumulation because on this path we have



not yet reached the level on which we can integrate our practice fully into our
mindstreams, but are still accumulating the right material, information, and merit
to get us there. Accumulation refers to more than intellectual acquisition and
includes the development of mental qualities such as mindfulness.
Understanding what positive things we need to accumulate and what negative
things we need to avoid, of course, leads us back to the noble eightfold path.

We need to collect the very basic necessities for our journey to liberation and
enlightenment, such as the determination to be free from samsara (renunciation)
and the understanding of impermanence. It is easy to see that here accumulation
refers to a stage in the development of these properties rather than some dry
accumulation of knowledge. The practices remain at the path of accumulation
because there is still no real direct realization of whatever aspect of the eightfold
path we are considering. That is not to say that our meditation practice is not
advanced, but that we have yet to go beyond the conceptual understanding of the
subjects we are meditating on. At this level we are accumulating those skills, as
well as accumulating the positive mental energy—the merit—we need to get
further.

The path of preparation

When we have enough information and have developed our skills sufficiently,
we slowly pass beyond a conceptual understanding of the subject and begin to
have moments where the meditation on something like emptiness becomes more
intuitive. When this happens, we reach the path of preparation.

At this point we already have a very deep conceptual understanding of
impermanence or emptiness and have achieved the very advanced state of
single-pointed meditation called calm abiding. By combining the two and testing
this conceptual understanding again and again, we achieve what is known as the
union of calm abiding and special insight, and we will be able to break through
into an intuitive understanding of the subject. We will be able to perceive
emptiness or impermanence rather than just conceive of it.



Preparation here refers to preparing the way for the eventual direct realization
of emptiness or impermanence. It is the final breaking down, through the union
of calm abiding and special insight, of the subtle, intellectually held wrong views
that block our direct perception. We are not quite there, though, at this point, as
some very subtle obscurations are still coming between the subject—the mind—
and the object of meditation—emptiness.

The path of seeing

When we do finally break through and perceive emptiness directly, we achieve
the next path, the path of seeing. Moving beyond conceptual understanding, we
can now see emptiness directly. At this level we are called arya beings because
of this remarkable attribute. For the first time in our countless lifetimes we see
reality as it actually is. This is where the noble of four noble truths comes from
—they are truths to an arya being.

On the path of seeing, this direct realization of emptiness is the real antidote to
eliminating not only our intellectually held wrong views, but also their seeds.
Within our meditation sessions we realize emptiness directly with increasing
facility, although outside the meditation session we revert to the perceptions of
the conceptual mind, albeit a very refined conceptuality.

As this stage continues, the mind becomes subtler and stronger, and we
abandon both the intellectually acquired wrong views as well as the innate
wrong views, including their seeds.

The path of meditation



At this stage we no longer have gross self-grasping or any wrong view, but
imprints of the most subtle innate obscurations remain. In order to eliminate
them we need to move beyond intermittent direct realizations of emptiness to the
stage in which we are in constant meditation with a continuous direct realization.

This is the path of meditation, although the “meditation” referred to here is
something much more advanced than what we normally picture when we hear
this word. Within the Tibetan Buddhist tradition, the word meditation (Tib: gom)
refers to habituating the mind to an object—inferring a positive one such as
compassion or the visualization of a buddha. Having gone beyond conceptual
understanding and even beyond intermittent direct realization, a constant state of
direct perception of reality is needed to finally wear away the most subtle innate
obscurations that keep us from enlightenment.

The path of no more learning

When the last, most subtle obscurations finally cease, we achieve complete
cessation or enlightenment. At this point there is nothing more to do, nothing
more to learn—hence it is called the path of no more learning. No more learning
and enlightenment are in fact synonyms, the former describing the stage we
reach and the latter describing the state we attain.

You have probably noticed that everything I am speaking of relates to
emptiness or impermanence, the wisdom side of the path, and that the five paths
depict a clear and natural progression from the intellectual and conceptual to the
intuitive and perceptual. However, a point of great discussion in the debating
yards of the Tibetan monasteries is how the method aspect of the path fits into
all of this. At what stage does the emotional component of the practice become
direct? Many great masters believe that although we need bodhichitta to attain
the path of accumulation, it will never become a direct realization until we reach
this very last stage of no more learning.



THE INDIVIDUAL LIBERATION PRACTITIONER AND THE
BODHISATTVAYANA PRACTITIONER

As 1 mentioned above, there is a basic difference of approach between the
practitioner following the path of individual liberation and the Mahayana
practitioner following the path leading to enlightenment using what can be called
the Bodhisattvayana. Both practitioners must progress through the same process
of the five paths of accumulation, preparation, seeing, meditation, and no more
learning. In relation to the final path, however, there is a big difference. On the
individual path, the term no more learning represents the fact that the
practitioner has attained freedom from samsara. When the practitioner reaches
that state, there is no more learning.

In fact, the main difference between the two vehicles on this point comes not
from the wisdom side of the practice, as both define this path by the consistent
presence of a direct realization of emptiness, but from the method side. The
individual vehicle practitioner does not need bodhichitta, so according to the
scriptures of this vehicle, the stage of no more learning can be achieved in a few
lifetimes. The core of the Bodhisattvayana practitioner’s practice, however, is to
develop bodhichitta, and this can take eons. This shows how much more difficult
the bodhisattva’s goal is—to achieve a mind that sees no difference between self
and others and that cherishes oneself and all others equally. Compared to that,
realizing selflessness is easy!

This is a tricky point and can easily be misconstrued. It is easy to conclude
that Mahayana scholars believe that practitioners on the path of individual
liberation do things out of self-interest and are hence “selfish,” but in fact that is
not so. To think that individual liberation practitioners can gain liberation, which
requires a realization of selflessness, but can still be self-centered is totally
illogical. However, although a practitioner of the individual vehicle does in fact
have to confront the self-grasping mind—the mind that grasps on to a concept of
a “real” self—this practitioner does not necessarily have to confront the self-
cherishing mind, the mind that sees oneself as more precious than others. Of



course, it is impossible to think about the eightfold noble path, no matter how
superficially, without realizing that the practitioner on the individual liberation
path must consider others and work toward their welfare, but this practice does
not emphasize taking responsibility for the ultimate well-being of all sentient
beings. In fact, in order to make the most progress, a practitioner of the
individual vehicle probably needs to withdraw from the world, and effectively
push the welfare of others to one side.

If we accept that such practitioners do not need to deal with the self-
cherishing mind, we must also realize that self-cherishing has many different
levels. There is no way to compare the self-cherishing mind of the true
practitioners on the path of individual liberation with the self-cherishing mind
we presently have. Our self-cherishing mind is so gross; their self-cherishing by
contrast is far subtler.

A person on the bodhisattva path is trying to overcome self-cherishing, but in
fact, while on the path, a certain self-cherishing can be useful. Taking
responsibility for others, if done skillfully, is a source of happiness both for the
practitioner and the beings that he or she helps. So if the wish for personal
happiness is mixed with that practitioner’s motivation, then that type of self-
cherishing does not bring problems. This is the skillful way to cherish ourselves,
whereas the unskillful way is to cherish ourselves to the exclusion of others.

To reach the beginning of the path of accumulation, both types of practitioner
need the spontaneous determination to be free from samsara. However, a
Bodhisattvayana practitioner also needs the strong, spontaneous determination to
achieve genuine bodhichitta, to attain full enlightenment for the sake of all
sentient beings. Perhaps you took the bodhisattva vows when you received an
initiation from a lama. The bodhichitta discussed in that situation is called
aspirational bodhichitta. Here, bodhichitta refers to the actual mind that
constantly and fully devotes itself to others.



WHEN ARE WE ACTUALLY ON THE PATH?

The great Tibetan master and founder of the Gelug tradition, Lama Tsongkhapa,
states unequivocally that a person is on the path of accumulation of an individual
practitioner only when they have developed the strong spontaneous
determination to be free from samsara. Without that, no matter how much
intellectual knowledge you have, or how great a meditator you are, you cannot
even claim to be on the first path. For the practitioner on the Bodhisattvayana
path, however, the demarcation is even greater; that practitioner needs the
attainment of genuine bodhichitta to enter the path of accumulation.

Much of Buddhist teaching is about cutting desire, but it seems that we need
an incredibly strong desire to be free of samsara to actually progress spiritually.
Is there a contradiction here? We normally associate desire with craving sense
pleasures such as chocolate or sex, but in fact desire can be positive or negative.
Desiring to be free from samsara is a positive desire and one that will never
cause problems. However, having a very strong desire for samsaric things, no
matter what they are, sooner or later brings dissatisfaction.

It is impossible to have both desire for samsara and desire to be free from
samsara at the same time. In Tibet we have this food called tsampa, which is
ground barley flour. Breakfast for many Tibetans is still simply tea and tsampa,
which is popped dry into the mouth. Trying to live with one foot in samsara and
one foot in nirvana is compared to trying to play the flute while having your
mouth full of tsampa. Utterly impossible! Ultimately we have to choose; we
cannot have both. In the same way, a strong spontaneous determination to be
free from samsara and attachment to samsaric things cannot arise
simultaneously.

Attachment is the problem, not necessarily desire, and the two words are often
confused. Attachment is always negative, whereas desire can be either. If we
have the desire, the strong sincere determination, to attain buddhahood or
liberation, there is no room for attachment. This aspiration is positive.



There are two basic ways to cultivate this determination. One way is to see the
root of samsara, which means seeing emptiness and seeing the need to be free
from the wrong view of self-grasping. The other way is to see the true
disadvantages of being in samsara. Both methods are equally valid; either can be
cultivated, and eventually they will come together. Each method is merely the
starting point determined by the propensities of the practitioner.



The Four Characteristics of the Truth of the Path

As with the other noble truths, the truth of the path leading to the cessation of
suffering has its four unique characteristics. They are:

* path

* awareness

* achievement

* deliverance

The first one, path, is the means by which we progress, such as the noble
eightfold path or the five paths. These practices are “paths” that will lead to
cessation in the same way that certain streets will lead to our desired destination.

The various paths also all have the second characteristic, awareness, which is
the ability of these paths to lead us to a full and complete understanding of what
the root of cyclic existence is, and thus lead us to escape it. We become aware of
both the depth of our problems and the means of escape.

The third characteristic, achievement, is similar to the second characteristic.
However, here it is presented from the perspective of the resultant state, which
means that through these various paths we can definitely achieve the result of
liberation or enlightenment. Awareness means to know what is right and what is
wrong, whereas achievement means the actual practice that gets you there. They
refer to aspects of the same thing. If someone says, “Geshe Tashi,” or uses my
other name, Lhundrub Pelba, they are referring to the same person but using
different words. In the conceptual world, these names may create slightly
different pictures—not pictures of different people but of different aspects of the
same person. In the same way, awareness is what gets you there and
achievement is what you get.

The fourth characteristic is called deliverance because it destroys the main



cause of samsara. The noble eightfold path has the quality of deliverance,
delivering us from the bondage of our conditioned existence.
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THE SIXTEEN CHARACTERISTICS OF THE FOUR NOBLE TRUTHS
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In the Mahayana tradition we develop the realization of the four noble truths
through the understanding of these sixteen characteristics. Furthermore, the
characteristics can be developed though progression on each of the five paths,
from the path of accumulation to the path of no more learning. During the path
of accumulation they are understood at a very basic level, then understood more
deeply at the stage of the path of preparation, and so on.

Studying the four noble truths and developing an understanding of them,
really contemplating them and through that process developing a deep
realization, is a crucial process for a Buddhist practitioner. This is the reason
why the Buddha taught the four noble truths as his first teaching, the reason he
taught it on many other occasions, and the reason it was his last teaching before
passing into parinirvana.

Whatever we read on Buddhism, whatever teaching we hear or retreat we



attend, no matter how simple and pragmatic or how esoteric, it can always be
related back to one of the topics within the four noble truths. They are the font
from which all the other teachings flow. They are the matrix upon which all the
other teachings are set. Our goal is the attainment of wisdom and compassion,
but we cannot even begin that journey without a clear understanding of our
current situation. It is only from studying the four noble truths that that
understanding will grow.

As a Buddhist practitioner, understanding the four noble truths is really the
main education—if I can use that word—upon which to set up our entire
Buddhist practice. In fact, the four noble truths encompass all Buddhist teaching.



