“Virtue and Vice in Nagarjuna'’s Letter to a Friend”

Vidyaloke’s Inaugural Private Teaching by His Holiness the 14t Dalai Lama

If humanity on this planet is happy, then there is no need to make an effort. Human
beings in the 20™ century experienced a lot of suffering, a lot of killing in the name
of ideology, different systems and nationalism. There are quite a few signs which tell
us that humanity is suffering too much. We need to rely on common sense rather
than on emotion. The way human beings thought in the early and later parts of the
20" Century has changed. | often say, that in the early part of the 20" Century,
when one country declared war on their neighbour, their ‘enemy’, every citizen of

that nation proudly joined the war effort without any question.

That situation changed in the later part of the 20" Century. Whenever war arose,
people questioned it. Why sacrifice a human beings life? More people are now
genuinely showing a desire for peace. In the early part of the 20" century,
nationalism was flourishing - all these ideas of OUR country, OUR nation, OUR
system — all this created differences, this sense of ‘we’ and ‘they’. After the Second

World War, the European continent suffered the most — later, Japan did too.

The concept of the European Union started after that war. They were fed up of the
concept of ‘we’ and ‘they’ — instead, they wished fo live together, working for
common interests. Charles DeGaulle, Adenauer; in the past, the French and the
Germans were arch-enemies. That mental attitude changed. One of my friends - not
only a friend, but a tutor - Carl Friedrich von Weizsacker, a quantum physicist — we
became close friends in the 90s. He gave me a lot of lectures in the field. He told me
that when he was young, the French and the Germans considered each other to be

mortal enemies. But that completely changed.

Is that hot water? Good! I've already enjoyed so many things — you (points at the
audience) — nothing! (Laughs)

The Mongolian, I think he's feeling very cold.



So he told me, that in the 1990s, that attitude was completely gone. Human beings
became mature due to their immense suffering. These are signs of hope. More
importantly, for the last 30 years, I've been in a dialogue with modern scientists. |
have a keen interest in science. I've had several discussions with them. On several
occasions, the scientists mentioned that basic human nature is more compassionate -

through their observations and studies.

Obviously, those individuals who experience constant anger and hatred - that kind
of experience actually eats up our immune system whereas more compassion, love
and kindness makes the mind calmer. As a result, the immune system remains
normal. These are not religious teachings — they are scientific findings. They are our

common sense, ond common experience.

When we greet people with a smile, we feel much happier. When we meet people
who are too formal, including religious leaders — we don't feel very comfortable. Isn't
it2 Children aren’t formal at all, and they appreciate the other’s affection. That is

human nature.

The point is, there are a number of problems we are facing — including natural
disasters, the population increasing — there are a lot of problems beyond our control.
On top of that, there are a lot of problems which we ourselves created! The question
is, how to face those, reduce those? It is the responsibility, and the common interest
of all 7 billion human beings. | am one of them. You are one of them. For several
years, |I've been talking about these things. But now, the time has come. | am nearly
82, so | don’t have much time — perhaps the next 10, 15, 20 years. So please,

come forward and do something, and make a contribution towards a better world.

In this respect, India has great potential. Nowadays, people who are tough and
angry are regarded as ‘able’ people — while people who possess compassion and
honesty are regarded to be weak. When people pay attention to our inner values,
they usually rely on religion. Today, out of 7 billion human beings, there are 1 billion
non-believers. These are also a part of humanity. If we try promoting inner value
based on a religious basis, it is very difficult with these people. Also, there is a clear
sign that there is a lack of conviction when it comes to basic human values. Amongst

6 billion believers, there are some very mischievous people. Even religion is used in



a negative manner. This is a clear sign that when individual believers display their
belief with a lack of conviction about basic human values, then religion becomes an

instrument for negative emotions.

India has a 1000 year old tradition of secularism - irrespective of whether people
are believers or non-believers, there is a core of moral ethics. Whenever the word
secular is used, people think it indicates a disrespect towards religion. There is of
course a reason for this — in the French and Bolshevik revolutions, the meaning of
secular could be ‘anti-religion”.

What is religion? It is lovel The main message to be found in many religions is that
of love. Even an animal cannot oppose love, and appreciates love, affection. When
we talk of being against religion, we are referring to the religious institution — as was
the case in the French and Bolshevik revolutions. These institutions are linked to the
suppressive elite — they use the word of God as a special blessing for themselves, in
order to exploit other people. People needed some sort of courage against this
‘God'’. During this period, secularism was negatively aligned as far as religion was

concerned.

Some people in the West also believe there is a connection between secularism and

atheism.

Nowadays in the West, | use the word ‘Universal Values/Ethics’ instead of ‘secular
ethics’. In this country, the concept of secularism have been there for the last 3000

years. Here, it means respect — not only for all religions, but also for non-believers.

Wonderful!

At one point, Advani and | were having a discussion. He told me that during ancient
times, the people who believed in religion criticised Charvaka - those who do not
accept any sort of spiritual value. However, they referred to Charvaka as a ‘rishi’, or
a sage. They criticized his view, but respected him all the same. That's wonderful!
Despite being ideologically different, they still considered those to be their human

brothers and respected them, showed love for them.



That's India’s meaning of secular — respect for all religions and non-believers. That is
why it has an exceptional sense of religious harmony. In the entire world, only in this
country do such a mix of religious traditions live together. They also have home-
grown philosophies —~Samkhya, Vedanta, then Jainism, Buddhism, Sikhism — these
religions are home-grown. Then there is Zoroastrianism from Fars, Judaism,
Christianity and Islam - all of those settled in this country. Occasionally, they have
problems — that is understandable. You see human beings aren’t god — some

mischievous people must be there, creating problems.

However, this country is an example to the world of how different religions can live
together. Mutual learning took place here — many Buddhist scholars learnt from
Indian traditions. The 1+, 2" and 3™ Centuries saw the flourishing of Nalanda
University. Many scholars, like these 17 masters of Nalanda have displayed a lot of
work, a lot of argument that is not from any Buddhist tradition. Both sides here
respect each other, while engaging in comparative study using a logical approach

and argument. This is wonderful.

So the concept of secular has been there in India for the last 2000 years. Now
whatever we call it — secularism or universal ethics — the time has come to promote it

on this planet.
How? Not through prayer, ritual — but through education.

We've had serious discussions with educators, scientists and spiritual practitioners as
to how we can introduce these values in the field of education in a strictly secular
manner. We can simply use our common sense and common experience, and base
our learning in scientific findings. India should take a more serious responsibility in

this respect.

Indians, historically and traditionally are our gurus. All the knowledge that we have,
is mainly from the Indian Nalanda tradition. Our own experience tells us that they
are immensely helpful when it comes to transforming our emotions. As a result, a
person can become much happier and healthier. Since we are fully convinced about
this ancient Indian knowledge — we know that it is not simply ancient, but is also very

relevant in today’s world.



Indians should pay more attention fo this knowledge. Otherwise, we always respect
Indians as our gurus — but now, our gurus are too westernized! (Laughs) Their whole
lifestyle has become materialistic, so there is a lot of corruption here. Religious

leaders also emphasize a lot on ritual and ceremony, and very less on study.

Today's reality is this: We always consider ourselves chelas of ancient Indian gurus —
but now, the chela’s knowledge is greater than the guru’s knowledge! (Laughs) So
now the time has come for Indians to pay more attention to their 1000 year old
knowledge — not just things like nirvana, those are personal, Buddhist matters. We
are talking about humanity, so the time has come to make an effort to promote basic
human values through ancient Indian knowledge. Knowledge about the human mind,
knowledge about human emotion — and learn method of tackling our destructive

emotion. So here, we need more knowledge about our mind or emotions.

The science of the mind is very essential for tackling mental problems. We have to
know the whole system of emotions. Emotional ‘hygiene’ is as necessary as physical
hygiene. For taking care of our physical hygiene, we learn about viruses and other
harmful things — and how to take care of them. Similarly, emotional hygiene needs to
be looked at — what kind of destructive emotions existe For viruses, there exist
antidotes, or some forms of medicine, or even exercise or Yoga practises. For
emotions, the antidotes must exist within the mind — for the destructive emotion of
anger, the antidote is karuna. How does one develop karuna? According to our
common sense, experience and scientific findings, we can develop these. Through

education, conviction. The basis of this is, that basic human nature is compassionate.

An example can be given of the Tibetan people. Of course, even amongst the
Tibetans there are people who are big liars, those who are corrupted, merciless
people — but overall, Tibetans are very compassionate people. That happened after
the Buddha-dharma reached Tibet! Before that, Tibetans, like Mongols, were very
difficult and tough, like the climate. Whenever an obstacle comes in their way, they
would try crushing it. (Laughs) Eventually, they became more compassionate, more

peaceful.



In my own experience — my life has been quite difficult, I've led a difficult life. But
comparatively, my mind is quite peaceful! This is not due to the name of the Dalai
Lama! No. (Laughs) This has more to do with emotions, with the mind. So |
deliberately used this knowledge to train the mind. That way, | could develop a
peaceful mind despite there being negative emotions in my mind, and | could tackle

them, reduce them.

So now, Indians need to pay more attention to these values in a secular way. Our
meeting, during these 3 days is for the promotion of this ancient Indian knowledge in
order to bring about the peaceful person, with a peaceful mind. As the most

populated, democratic country, you can definitely make a contribution.

| often express this: Out of 200 nations, India is the only nation that has the ability to
combine modern technology, modern science and modern education with ancient
Indian knowledge about inner peace, or about the inner world. You have the ability.
So combine these two things. Firstly, you Indians get a more peaceful society, and it
will make everything equal - economically, the huge gap between the rich and poor
will reduce, and the country will be much safer for each individual. You also can

show the world the virtues of religious harmony and secular ethics.

| don't think it is enough to simply talk about this on a few occasions. It is not
sufficient! We must do something. Here, there is an elite group of people. You have
the potential and the opportunity to make a significant contribution. For that reason, |
suggested to the organizer that from my side, | have a few Buddhist scholars who
speak English and have a working knowledge of modern science and such things -
in the morning, we had some discussions. For the afternoon, you can have some
serious discussions with these scholars. We see the richness of the Nalanda tradition
when it comes to the mind and the emotions — and logic. Buddhist logic. In the
ancient times, both Buddhists and non-Buddhists used a logical approach. When
these top scholars engage in debate, they cannot rely on scriptures. They function

through reasoning.

Scholars like Dignaga, Dharmakirti specifically wrote texts on logic. Therefore, our
scholars can explain about the science of the mind in a logical way - this is

important. As far as Buddhist logic is concerned, it is quite clear — only the Tibetans



kept the Nalanda tradition. Such logical texts aren’t found in the Pali tradition. The
Chinese tradition also follows the Nalanda tradition, but there is no translation of the
logical texts. Dignaga’s or Dharmakirti’s texts aren’t available in Chinese translation.

Only Tibet and Mongolia has retained this.

So now, you should discuss with these scholars — about the mind, emotions and the
system of the mind. You will find clarity. Then, engage in a discussion: How does
one revive ancient Indian knowledge in this country? Our goal is that, India develops
a combination of ancient Indian knowledge and modern things like technology, or
modern and ancient modes of thought in order to train our minds. This includes
shamata - eventually, Indian spiritual leaders must pay more attention to this

knowledge - including the philosophical and logical aspects of their traditions.

There was once a conference 3-4 years ago, an international Hindu conference took
place — and they called me. | mentioned this ancient Indian tradition — nothing to do
with Buddhist or non-Buddhist thinking, but based only on extensive study. They
should not be content with simply carrying out rituals.

| also tell Tibetans, the lamas: Just wearing a hat, or different robes and showing that
you are a holy person is not sufficient! There must be study, and practise — with more
experience and knowledge, we can serve the Buddha-dharma. The name is an

empty name. Sometimes |'ve expressed this too frankly.

The purpose of our meeting is how to revive ancient Indian knowledge about the
Inner world, through a logical approach - not through faith or belief. When we deal
with logic and epistemology, we can go beyond what is obvious to our perceptions,
we can deal with those things that need to be inferred through logic and reasoning,
and then there are those extremely hidden phenomena - there are cases when we
need fo rely on someone’s experience, but we primarily need logic to decipher them
— or even fo connect to the sensory or hidden experiences, we need these tenets.
Even science starts out with investigating things that are very obvious, and then delve
into hidden phenomena and mechanisms. In our tradition, we have logic and
inference fo learn these things, and can thus engage with scientists for the purpose of

mutual learning.



We need to deal with four things — Cosmology, neurobiology, physics (quantum
physics and nuclear physics) and psychology. Through the years, the mutual benefit
of learning these has become very clear. For Buddhists, the only casualty is that we
don’t believe in Mount Meru anymore — it's the only casualty, and it doesn’t matter!
The Buddha's core teachings are the four noble truths. The prajnaparamita sutra
states that nothing exists independently, and that's also a view shared by quantum
physics — that nothing objectively exists! The view of the quantum physicists and that
of the Chittamatra School is exactly that same! So this is very helpful — we have
gained a lot of useful information about particles, and momentary change — and
while we usually use reasoning, scientists engage in experimentation - this is
wonderfull

The Buddha himself has told us — All my followers, monks, scholars should not accept
my teachings out of faith and devotion but out of thorough reasoning and
experimentation. Thus, in our conversations with the scientists, there is mutual benefit.
The scientists appreciate detailed explanations of our emotions, of the mind. Einstein
mentioned once that amongst all the religions, Buddhism and science can go hand in
hand. That is quite true.

So now, | want to read, or to mention that poem — In praise of the 17 Nalanda
Masters. This is also a salutation to the Buddha. A unique thing about Buddhist

teachings is Prafityasamutpada.

The second verse is in praise of master Nagarjuna, who clarified the teaching of
emptiness. In the Tibetan translation, there are 20-30 volumes about the
Prajidparamita Sutra. The total teachings span a 100 volumes, including the Vinaya
which has 13-15 volumes. So the Prajaigparamita Sutra consists of 17 different texts.
Some are quite elaborate, some are short. The Heart Sutra is one of the short ones,

mentioning Sunyata.

Sunyata means Pratfityasamutpada, interdependency. That is extensively explained
by Nagarjuna. He has a collection of 6 texts on reasoning. | myself have read and
thought about his texts, and they have immensely transformed my understanding of

reality. A deeper understanding of redlity affects our fundamental ignorance. This is



the basis of all destructive emotion. So wonderfull But that’s more or less for Buddhist

practitioners, and not the general public. {Laughs)

| had a close friend; a Catholic monk — a wonderful monk, now no longer on this
planet — we often discussed the practise of single-pointed meditation, and the
promotion of compassion, tolerance and all these things. One day, he asked me
about Sunyata. | told him, ‘Don’t ask me about that — that's Buddhist business!” You
see, Christians have a single-pointed faith toward God - this is very essential for
them, since it brings enthusiasm within them for the practise of love. The message of
God is love, and we are all the children of God - which is wonderful! For Buddhists,
there exists the concept of interdependency — no absolute. There is no God, no
absolute — that might be harmful for such a practitioner. So | refused to discuss

Sunyata with my Christian brother.

With common sense, we can use these things to some extent. Like interdependency:
for example, one of my friends, an American scientist — Aaron Beck — for 2-3
decades, he treated disturbed people, people dealing with anger and so on. His
conclusion was, that when a person treats someone with anger, the object of their
anger appears fo be very negative. In reality, 0% of that negative emotion is
mental projection. This is exactly what Nagarjuna stated! 90% is mental
exaggeration, and is developed entirely on the basis of appearances. Nagarjuna
interpreted the Buddha's theory clearly. Everything appears in a way that suggests
that things exist objectively, which is the basis of mental projection. Once we get
some experience and a deeper understanding, we realise that nothing is as it
appears to be. Then the very basis of this mental projection becomes thinner. As a
result, anger and attachment particularly become weaker. Don't think of the next life,

or nirvana - simply try reducing the intensity of mental emotion.

An Indian physicist, Raja Ramanna — | think you’d know him — one time, he told me
quantum physics is a new concept in the West. In this country, he found this in
Nagarjuna’s writing — over 2000 years ago, this concept was already developed in
this country. | consider myself to be a student of Nagarjuna. His understanding of
reality is extremely helpful for me. | have not memorised the whole text, but | always

remember a few shlokas.



In spite of old age, my brain is quite sharp because | have trained using these Indian
traditions! Through my own experience, | can say that your tradition is very helpful
for sharpening the mind and for improving your memory. The most important thing is
a peaceful mind, helpful for a healthy body. My mind is not helping my knees — they
seem to be independent! (Laughs)

Nagarjuna’s disciple, Aryadeva — a great scholar and practitioner, a monk. He
covers topics like Bodhicitta extensively, and also has writings on impermanence,
suffering and so forth. His text itself is like a supplement to Nagarjuna’s

Malamadhyamakakarika.

Buddhapalita is another top scholar and disciple of Nagarjuna. His commentary on
Nagarjuna’'s Malamadhyamakakarika is wonderful — I've read a bit of it myself, and
it's immensely helpful for understanding Nagarjuna.

Bhavaviveka was really a brilliant scholar. An expert in argument. He even raised an
argument with Buddhapalita. He has written the Madhyamaka-hridaya — the heart,
or essence of Madyamaka or the middle way, and its commentary, Tarkajvala, the
Blaze of Reasoning. In these texts, he covers different philosophical streams and

thoughts that existed in India in those days.

Chandrakirti was a brilliant scholar and practitioner. His writing, the
Madhyamakavatara and some other texts are available in Tibetan — the root texts,
we memorise. | myself at the age of 7-8 already started to memorise Chandrakirti’s
text — the Madhyamakavatara. That text is no longer with me, it's in Tibet. When |
used to memorise it, some words were so difficult and | lost my temper! Then out of
irritation, | used to scratch those words out. After years, when | re-read that book, |
remembered how | had punished those letters. (Laughs) At that time, | was a very
lazy student. Very reluctant to study these things. Later, | found how immensely
helpful this knowledge was to shaping my emotion, my mind. It shaped two things -
in a way, it reduced negative emotions, and in another, increased positive emotions
— so that was wonderful.



As concerns altruism and its exploration — there existed a top Nalanda master in the
8™ Century — Shantideva. His Bodhicharyavatara, and Shikshasamucchaya are

available in Tibetan. | read and studied the Bodhicharyavatara very often. | received
an oral transmission of this text in 1967 by a great — | can say, saint — from the Kullu
area. That text transformed my life. It was about altruism, and how to combat anger

and hatred - very helpful.

Then comes Shantarakshita. Generally, he was from the Madyamaka School but he
also showed an interest in Chittamatra — a combination of the two is quite unique.
Most importantly, he was the top scholar of the Nalanda institution in the 8" century.
The Tibetan emperor, Trisong Detsen (despite close relations with the Chinese
emperor through marriage) felt that it was much better for the Buddha-dharma to be
brought directly from India. Shantarakshita was already quite old — he accepted the
emperor’s invitation, spent the rest of his life in Tibet and passed away there. It is
because of his teaching, extant since the 8" Century — that we Tibetans follow the
Nalanda tradition of rigorous study. This includes memorising the root text,
understanding each word by reading commentaries, then using logic based on
Diganaga’s and Dharmakirti’s methods and debating on these philosophies. Among
the entirety of the Buddhist population, we kept the Nalanda tradition alive. This was
mainly due to Shantarakshita’s effort, with the help of Padmasambhava.

His main disciple, Kamalashila was also a Nalanda scholar, who was also invited
for a debate with a Chinese meditator. Some later Chinese philosophers emphasized
a lot on meditation, and not study. Single-pointed meditation is enough, no need for
analytical meditation. So Kamalashila discussed this with those Chinese masters - his
three books, and also his philosophy which we study underlines the importance of
analytical meditation. Different views arose after Shantarakshita, and Kamalashila

showed the error in them.

Up to Kamalashila, we have the ‘Profound View’ lineage. Beginning with master
Asanga, we begin with the



