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We can sit and do our usual meditation for a few minutes. 
(Pause for meditation) 
Benefits of understanding the view of emptiness 

In last week’s teaching, we reached the subject of 
emptiness in the text, and I gave a brief explanation of it. I 
will continue with the same subject, and try to condense it 
so that it is as easy to understand as possible. 

This topic of emptiness is important because achieving 
both liberation from cyclic existence and complete 
enlightenment depends on our understanding of it. 
Without understanding emptiness, neither liberation nor 
complete enlightenment is possible. Just as a bird needs 
two wings to fly, likewise, we need both skilful means and 
wisdom to reach the state of complete enlightenment. 
Skilful means is bodhicitta and wisdom is the realisation 
of emptiness. Even achieving the state of liberation from 
cyclic existence requires us to gain the realisation of 
emptiness or selflessness. Why? Because to attain 
liberation and enlightenment, we must abandon or 
eliminate self-grasping, for which we require the wisdom 
of selflessness or emptiness. 

This view of emptiness is very subtle: that’s why it’s very 
difficult to understand. However, it is said that even if one 
vaguely understands emptiness and contemplates it, that 
will be of tremendous benefit. In other words, even a 
rudimentary understanding of emptiness is of tremendous 
benefit – not only in the long run, by enabling you to 
achieve liberation or complete enlightenment, but also in 
the short term, in terms of diminishing your afflictive 
emotions such as desire, anger, jealousy and so forth. 
When we eliminate such afflictive emotions from our lives, 
we will find more peace and happiness. 

Some early masters have said that, even if you don’t have 
a direct understanding of the view of emptiness, a partial 
understanding – for example, understanding that things 
are depend on causes and conditions or that they are 
impermanent – is also very beneficial. This is because 
understanding impermanence and cause and effect will 
pave the way to understanding emptiness. In relation to 
this, I quote Aryadeva’s Four Hundred Verses: ‘Those beings 
with small merit won’t even gain a doubtful 
understanding of this Dharma (emptiness). Simply having 
the doubtful understanding will tear apart the wheel of 
life.’ 

This quote from the Four Hundred Verses implies that, 
although it is difficult to grasp the full meaning of 
emptiness, even a rudimentary understanding is forceful 
enough to destroy the root of cyclic existence. Je Tsong 
Khapa has also advised us, in Ocean of Reasoning – his 
commentary on Nagarjuna’s Fundamental of Wisdom of the 
Middle Way – to: 

…habituate yourself to the view that whenever you see, 
hear and remember that sprouts [referring to 
germinating seeds] and so forth arise from their causes 
and conditions and, because they are dependent on 
cause and conditions, they lack inherent existence. By 
habituating ourselves to seeing things in this way, then 
in other lives, even if you were explicitly not taught 
about the emptiness of inherent existence, through 
simply hearing the doctrine of dependent origination, 
your predisposition of the knowledge of emptiness will 
be activated, and you will instinctively understand the 
meaning of emptiness. For example, Kuntu-nye gained 
the realisation of suchness by simply receiving the 
teaching on dependent origination of the four noble 
truths from Tatul (Ashvajit), who was one of the five 
initial disciples of the Lord Buddha. 

We can also observe how people have different learning 
capacities. Some learn things very quickly simply through 
listening, while some others put in a lot of effort and still 
can’t learn. This is to do with their being predisposed 
through past familiarity with the given topic or task. 

View of emptiness 
Now we shall continue from verse 22, which we studied 
last week. We discussed how things lack inherent 
existence, and this lack of inherent existence is the meaning 
of the emptiness of that thing. So when we say things are 
empty, we are not saying those things do not exist at all. 

The next question is: ‘If things exist, how do they exist?’. It 
is said that the way things exist is simply by designation: 
by conceptual thought and by labelling. Even the 
conceptual thought and terminology that designates or 
labels things also doesn’t exist inherently, from its own 
side. Therefore, we need to examine the designating 
thought that designates things as existent.  

When we talk about the emptiness of phenomena or 
things, such as the emptiness of a table, this refers to the 
table being empty of true existence or inherent existence 
– that is the emptiness or the suchness of the table. 

All things, from the moment they come into existence, are 
empty of inherent existence. When we talk about 
emptiness, or the way things exist, it is not the case that the 
Lord Buddha came and presented the view of emptiness, 
and from that moment onward the reality of things became 
emptiness – that is not the case! Emptiness was not 
invented by someone, in the way that modern scientists, 
through their innovation and skill, create new products. 
Rather, emptiness represents reality, the way things are. 

Emptiness represents the nature, the identity of things, 
such as the table. The fact that the table lacks inherent 
existence is its emptiness. Emptiness of inherent existence 
is the nature, the reality, of the table, just as we can observe 
other aspects of the nature of the table, such as its 
impermanence: the fact it is subject to change. 
Impermanence is also the reality, the nature of the table. 
From the moment things come into being, they all have a 
certain nature or quality. For example, from the moment 
this table comes into being, it changes from moment to 
moment, and so is impermanent. Hence, impermanence is 
part of the nature or one of the characteristics of this table. 

Having said that, the way we perceive the table can be 
different from the actual nature or characteristics of the 
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table, or the way it exists in reality. When we look at a 
brand-new table today, and look at it tomorrow, we won’t 
notice any change. But that doesn’t mean that the table we 
saw yesterday hasn’t changed. In fact, it is undergoing 
change all the time, and at the subtlest timeframes, from 
moment to moment. We can define ‘moment’ in terms of 
an hour, minute, second, or even fractions of a second. 
Subtle impermanence is change that happens between the 
smallest units of time. 

As we said before, everything, including this table, has the 
nature of being empty of true existence. The table being 
empty of true existence reflects the ultimate truth or nature 
of the table. From the moment the table comes into being, 
the way it exists depends on other factors: the causes and 
conditions. It lacks existence from its own side, which 
means it doesn’t exist truly or inherently. Its existence is 
mere imputation. The emptiness of inherent existence of 
the table is what we call the suchness or the way the table 
exists in its ultimate sense. 

However, it is not the case that the emptiness of the table 
and the table are like two separate items that we can place 
one on top of the other; rather, they are blended together, 
and reflect the nature of the same object. 

Hence, whether we take ourselves, or an external object 
like a table, as an example, the reality is that nothing exists 
by itself or in its own right, inherently. Everything is 
dependent: the way things exist is that they depend on 
other things; they do not exist by themselves. Yet, to our 
mind, our conceptual thoughts, they appear as existing 
from their own side. For example, when we think of 
ourselves, the person – ‘I’ – appears to exist by itself, from 
its own side, rather than depending on our aggregates of 
body, consciousness, and so forth. There is no question 
that whatever object appears to our mind, there is this 
notion of that object having an inherent existence, an 
intrinsic ‘self’ and so we grasp at it in that way. Yet, in our 
everyday experience, we don’t clearly recognise this 
notion of inherent existence. We mentally perceive the ‘I’ 
or ‘self’ to exist inherently and grasp at an inherently 
existent self. So we lack the clear recognition of this 
inherently existent self, which is the object of negation in 
realising the selflessness or emptiness of the ‘I’ or person.  

However, whenever we have strong a feeling of love or 
hatred or life-threatening fear, we experience a stronger 
sense of ‘I’ or ego. In that moment, we can examine how 
the ‘I’ appears to us – it appears to us as if it exists 
inherently, independently of our mind and body. This will 
give us a vivid picture of the identity or nature of the ‘I’ as 
being the inherently existent self. 

Let’s analyse our experience of the ‘I’ and the usage of the 
word ‘I’. The ‘I’ or the ‘self’ is the person who is 
experiences pain and pleasure. When our body is sick, we 
say, ‘I am sick’, when our mind is happy or unhappy, we 
say, ‘I am happy or I am unhappy’. If we see a beautiful 
flower, we say, ‘I see a beautiful flower’. When we think 
about these everyday statements, we get a sense of 
assuming the self, the ‘I’, or the experiencing person, is an 
entity different from the parts of the person. Likewise, 
when we think about the statements, ‘my body’ and ‘my 
mind’, we have a notion of viewing the ‘I’ as the owner or 

controller of the mind and the body, with the mind and 
body being owned or controlled objects. 

However, as a controller or owner, how can the ‘I’ exist? 
Can the ‘I’ exist outside or independent of the mind and 
the body? Of course, that’s not feasible. This means that 
the existence of the ‘I’ depends upon the mind and body, 
and we cannot find the ‘I’ outside of the mind and body. 

So then, how does the ‘I’ or the self exist? As discussed 
earlier, from our daily experience, we get a sense of the ‘I’ 
existing separately from our mind and body, as the owner 
or controller of the mind and the body. But upon analysis, 
we can clearly see that the ‘I’ exists in dependence on the 
mind and body; it cannot exist independently of them. If 
that is the case, the next question is: ‘What relation could 
the ‘I’ have to the mind and body? Does the ‘I’ exist as one 
with them, or is it the same as the mind and body?’.  

When we look at this table, for example, it is an object with 
a specific use and shape, with supporting legs and a top on 
which to place things. This object we label as a table 
accordingly functions as a table. However, if we label it as 
a chair, then it would have the function of a chair. So we 
can see that what the table is for us is relative. When we 
say something is a table, it is just something designated or 
imputed upon the assembly of certain parts with a certain 
use. 

We are discussing the topic of emptiness, which is a very 
difficult one, and I hope my explanation is not making it 
more difficult! I am trying to simplify it. As we have 
learned from some quotations from early masters, even if 
we gain a rudimentary understanding of the meaning of 
emptiness, there is a great benefit: ‘Simply having a basic 
understanding will tear apart the wheel of life.’ 

The next verses talk about the benefits we can derive from 
even a vague or basic understanding of the view of 
emptiness, particularly in terms of overcoming strong 
attachment, anger, and so forth. From one angle, an 
understanding of dependent arising reflects the 
understating of emptiness. For example, if we understand 
how, from the start of our life through all the stages of our 
development, we have depended upon other factors, this 
gives us a clue about the view of emptiness. Indeed, after 
our birth and in the early stages of our development, we 
depended on our parents. Then, as we grew up, we have 
depended on neighbours, friends, societies, and our 
country. This is a clear indication of how our survival and 
our existence depends so much on others. So even being 
aware of the truth of dependence in our life is very 
beneficial. 

We will leave tonight’s teaching and continue from here 
next week.  

 

 
Transcribed by Kim Foon Looi 
Edit 1 by Mary-Lou Considine 

Edit 2 by Sandup Tsering 
Edited Version 

© Tara Institute 


