Dharma Talk – The Four Contemplations

Introduction

What I am going to talk about are the four contemplations or reminders. It is important to remember that Buddha didn’t become enlightened just through practicing mindfulness meditation – although grounding yourself in mindfulness is one of his most important teachings. He also gave teachings on how to cultivate insight or wisdom by examining the human condition or more specifically, examining your own life. These are what these four contemplations are about, attempting to equip you with the ability to look at your own life objectively and relate this to the Buddhist teachings. This practice is something that the Tibetan schools of Buddhism take very seriously.  I have doing this practice for about 3 years and I still have about another 12 years to go before my teacher will even consider me doing any other practices.  These four contemplations aren’t a series of statements to be believed but a series of questions to be asked and then related to your own life.  It is hoped that by doing this you will gain insight into that there isn’t an aspect of your life which the dharma doesn’t touch upon.

What are they?

Firstly – Precious Human Life

Secondly – Death and Impermanence

Thirdly – Actions and their consequences

Fourthly – Viciousness of Samsara / Conditioned reality.

Precious Human Life

The first contemplation is about beginning to appreciate that the basis for your future liberation from suffering is the life you lead right now.  Even if there is rebirth, it is important to set about your practice now and not leave things to chance. Everyone here in this room without exception is a potential enlightened being.  This may be a bit hard to believe!  We have to begin to appreciate this opportunity for true happiness and begin to try and work out what is truly meaningful in our lives and what needs to be rejected.  When we look at our behaviour and the way we act, we don’t really appreciate this potential that we have.  We waste time and even more importantly we waste other people’s time.  We put things off until tomorrow, what we should be doing today.  Despite being potential Buddha’s, we discriminate against each other, we fight, on and on.  We often mistakenly separate out in our lives between what we think of as spiritual and non- spiritual, when there really shouldn’t be any separation.  

Quote from Gampopa, 11th century Tibetan monk – ‘Superior meditators meditate in the city, inferior meditators go on retreat.’  Gampopa isn’t saying we shouldn’t go on retreat, what he is saying that those who use their practice when they are in the thick of their stress and troubles are beginning to fully understand their precious human life and the value of the teachings,  while those that constantly withdraw haven’t really understood the point to their practice.  We have to take stock of where we are and where we want to go.  This means examining and using every aspect of your life as part of the path.  So if you are a parent appreciating that your kids can teach you parent dharma, if you are a couple that can teach you relationship dharma. Your work can teach you about work dharma.  Caring for others can teach you caring dharma.  The list is endless. Ultimately it means realising that the aim of your practice is not to fill it your life with meditation but to make your life the meditation.  Beginning to attempt this is to begin to appreciate your precious human life.  

Death and Impermanence

Why did the Buddha teach about death and impermanence?  He didn’t teach about these things to be depressing, he taught about our own mortality and about how things are constantly changing to get us to face up to these realities in our life.  Focussing your mind on these things can give rise to insight; it helps you to appreciate what in your life is really worthwhile and what is irrelevant.  He also taught about impermanence because if you place your happiness upon things which are constantly changing.  Then your happiness will always be conditional and at the mercy of the quirks of fate.  I have a quote from the Tibetan Refuge prayer ‘guru, please help me realise the indivisibility of Nirvana and Samsara’.  What does this mean?  It means that when enlightenment is achieved you still remain in the world and are still subject to change, sickness and death, it is just your mind isn’t troubled by these realities.  It also means that enlightenment, just like conditional reality has its causes and conditions. Namely the meditation practices.  If you want to find true happiness you need to look at the causes and conditions of unhappiness.  If you want to find peace you need to look at the causes and conditions of war.  If you want to find enlightenment then you need to look at the causes and conditions of un-enlightenment.

What is the common thread that binds all these things together?  It is the way we react to constant change.

We have a rigid idea of who we are and consequently project our ideas of what we need to be happy onto the external world but the world outside consistently disappoints us by changing unpredictably.  An unskilled person reacts violently to this change by becoming more entrenched in their ideas, however a skilful person realises this sort of control is a complete illusion.   

An analogy of the unskilful person would be that of someone who swims against the tide and ends up drowning, while the skilful type of person is like an old fashioned sailing ship that uses the currents of change to get where they need to be.  We need to learn to be this second type of person, using ever present change to find ever present happiness.

Actions and their Consequences

Contrary to other Indian religions – Hinduism/ Jainism- where there is a fixed notion of karma and there isn’t really much you can do about your situation.  Buddhism does not have this idea. Yes the way you are today is a result of your previous actions but the way you are tomorrow will be influenced by how you act now. This holds true whether you believe in rebirth or not. Thinking this way you begin to appreciate the value of the precepts as a way of evaluating your own daily life.  The precepts are divided into negative actions which need to be abandoned as committing these acts will lead one further away from liberation and increase suffering and the positive precepts, which when cultivated will lead towards liberation and increase happiness.  I often hear people negotiating the precepts – they are worried about breaking them.  This reaction isn’t really grounded in the reality of the situation.   We have been engaging in negative habitual patterns for years – so we shouldn’t be hard on ourselves when we falter.  There is a tendency to overestimate the power of our negative actions and underestimate the power of our positive actions.  If you are able to offer someone a biscuit without selfishness or attachment, then that act in of itself is powerful karma and can contain the seeds of our future enlightenment.  

The take home message of this contemplation is that if our life is grounded in ethical conduct, then you will head towards freedom, no matter how overwhelmed you may feel or how bad others around you are.  There is really nothing to fear as something can always be done about your situation.

Viciousness of Samsara

The three types of suffering are the suffering of suffering, the suffering of change and the suffering latent in all conditioned existence.

The suffering of suffering is easy to understand, for example pain. The suffering of change again is also easy to understand, for example losing something we once valued.  The suffering latent in all conditioned existence sounds complicated but it really isn’t.  It basically means you have a mind clouded by ignorance.  Out of this ignorance we generate attachment to external things for our happiness and as we all know these things aren’t reliable.  As a result of this mental ignorance, the first two types of suffering arise as we cling to things that we are attached to.  Therefore the only way to attain true happiness and eradicate suffering is to work on our mind.

This contemplation isn’t saying we can’t enjoy external pleasures, it merely saying that we need to evaluate the importance of our practice in terms of gaining true unconditional happiness and not settling on unpredictable circumstantial happiness, just because that is what we are used to. Placing external pleasures in their proper context is what is required.  It helps to reaffirm that our top priority should be our spiritual practice, it should not be treated as optional.  So the next time you say I have no time for meditation practice, rephrase it and say I have no time for real happiness.

