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Last week, we talked about the perfection of concentration, 
more specifically, cultivating calm abiding. What we 
learned in that discussion is to be applied in our daily 
meditation – for example, the breathing meditation that we 
do before the Wednesday teachings. We must habituate 
ourselves with our meditation practice by doing it again 
and again. That’s how we make progress. To get ourselves 
used to the right meditation posture – which is really the 
same for all meditations – we must first find out about the 
seven features of the meditation posture, and then apply it 
in our regular practice. 

All the things that we learned in our discussion on the 
perfection of concentration are relevant to our everyday 
meditation. 

When we engage in a breathing meditation, the object on 
which we focus is the inhalation and exhalation of the 
breath. Breathing as a meditation object is particularly 
suitable for beginners, because they are already familiar 
with it and don’t need to worry about learning and then 
forgetting it. Another important benefit of using our 
breathing as an object is that it makes our meditation 
immediately effective in pacifying mental agitation and 
disturbing thoughts. 

The image of a buddha is also highly recommended as an 
object for achieving calm abiding. You can use an image of 
Shakyamuni Buddha or any favourite buddha or deity in 
whom you have great faith. An added benefit of using the 
image of the Buddha as a meditation object or as an object 
to achieve calm abiding is that it reminds us of the 
Buddha’s qualities and kindness, thereby boosting our 
accumulation of merit. In fact, we can gain the same benefit 
of accumulating merit if we remember and think of the 
Buddha in our everyday activities – walking, sitting, 
standing and resting. Likewise, we should always offer 
our food and drink to Buddha before actually eating and 
drinking it – that’s also a good way to continually 
accumulate merit. We should also remember the holy 
object of the Buddha when we confront any sickness or 
difficulties in our life. 

Remembering the Buddha will give us hope and 
inspiration, as it reminds us of practising the Buddha’s 
teachings, such as the truth of impermanence and the law 
of karma. We should remember the Buddha at the time of 
death. It is said that, when we draw our last breath, if we 
remember the Buddha and pass through death with a 
mind that remembers and has faith in the Buddha, this will 
be a very powerful cause for a better rebirth in the future. 

To use an image of the Buddha as an object for cultivating 
calm abiding, first, we need to find or identify a suitable 
external representation of the Buddha, for example, in the 
form of a drawing or sculpture. It’s important to note that 
the external image is only a representation or symbol, and 

not the actual object that we focus on in meditation. The 
meditation object is within us in the form of a mental 
image in our mind. This image is called a generic image of 
the object. 

So, to establish the mental object, initially we need to rely 
on an external object, such as a statue of a buddha. Look at 
it closely and carefully and try to become familiar with the 
details of that image to imprint them on your mind. As we 
said, a painting or sculpture of the Buddha is just a visual 
representation of the actual Buddha. However, when 
generating a mental image of the Buddha, it is very 
important that we regard it as the real, living Buddha. 
Since calm abiding is a state of meditation or concentration 
that we attain on a mental level, the object we use is also 
mental, not the physical form we see with our eyes. The 
point is that an eye consciousness cannot attain calm 
abiding. 

As to the location of the meditation object, it is said that it 
should be visualised in front of you, at the level of your 
eyebrows and centred between them, about an arm span 
distance away. The size of the object should be about the 
size of your thumb, neither too big nor too small. You 
should think of the object as having some weight, but in 
the aspect of light. The weight will help to prevent mental 
distraction by making the object appear firm and steady, 
and not flicker or shake, whereas the aspect of light will 
help prevent mental sinking or drowsiness. 

For a beginner, of course, you cannot expect to have a clear 
mental picture of every detail of the object, such as the 
eyes, hands and face of the Buddha. Therefore, it is 
recommended that you don’t try for that straight away. 
Rather, you should simply be content and satisfied with 
whatever mental image you get of the object – even if it is 
just a vague form or blurry image of a buddha that comes 
into your mind, with the right proportion of size and 
weight and in the aspect of light. That’s when we say you 
have found the object. 

This is just a brief introduction to meditation practice. So 
now, before we begin our discussion on the text, we will 
do a short meditation. Usually, we do a breathing 
meditation – you can do that, or if you prefer, you can 
visualise the Buddha and keep your mental attention on 
that. (Pause for meditation) 

The perfection of wisdom 

We will leave the discussion on the perfection of 
concentration here. After we finish this teaching on The 
Thirty-Seven Practices of Bodhisattvas, I will start a new topic 
– a text on lamrim or the stages of the path to 
enlightenment called The Swift Path where we will also 
discuss calm abiding. 

We will move on to verse 30 in the current text: 

30. Since the five perfections without wisdom 
Cannot bring perfect enlightenment, 
Along with skilful means cultivate the wisdom 
Which does not conceive the three spheres [as 

real] – 
This is the practice of Bodhisattvas. 

This verse is saying that all the other five perfections must 
be conjoined with the perfection of wisdom; if they are not 
conjoined with wisdom, they won’t serve as a cause to 
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achieve the complete enlightenment of a buddha. In fact, 
for the first five perfections to serve as cause to achieve 
complete enlightenment, they must also be supported by 
skilful means or the method of great compassion and 
bodhicitta, as well as being conjoined with the wisdom of 
emptiness. 

Take the example of the first perfection, the act of giving. 
When we give an object a recipient there are three elements 
or spheres: the object we give; and the giver, or the person 
who is giving. These are three spheres of the act of giving 
and we must realise the emptiness of them while we 
engage in the act of giving. Likewise, we must realise the 
emptiness of the three spheres of each of the other 
perfections when we engage in those practices. 

To use another analogy, when we walk on a road, we need 
two legs to walk, and to go in the right direction, we need 
eyes. The wisdom of emptiness is likened to the eyes that 
see the road, whereas the legs are likened to compassion 
and bodhicitta. 

As we said, it is necessary for the other five perfections, 
such as giving, to be conjoined with both method and 
wisdom to serve as a cause to achieve complete 
enlightenment. If they are conjoined with the wisdom of 
emptiness but not conjoined with the method of 
compassion or bodhicitta, then these five perfections 
would only serve as a cause to achieve self-liberation from 
cyclic existence, but not the complete enlightenment of a 
buddha to benefit all sentient beings. Likewise, if the five 
perfections of giving and so forth are conjoined with the 
method of great compassion or bodhicitta, but are not 
conjoined with the wisdom of emptiness, then they won’t 
serve as a cause to remove the root cause of samsara, which 
is ignorance. They wouldn’t even lead to self-liberation, let 
alone complete enlightenment. 

We say that compassion is a remedy to overcome hatred, 
and that meditating on the unattractiveness of an object is 
a remedy to overcome desire. Strictly speaking, these 
practices – meditating on compassion or on an object’s 
unattractiveness – can minimise or temporarily counteract 
their respective delusions of hatred or desire, but they lack 
the capacity to eliminate hatred or desire permanently. 

On the other hand, the wisdom of emptiness can minimise 
or weaken mental delusions, as well as uproot them 
completely. 

Lama Tsongkhapa says in his text The Three Principal 
Aspects of the Path: ‘If you lack the wisdom to see things as 
they are, even if you are familiar with renunciation and 
bodhicitta, you have no capacity to cut the root of cyclic 
existence. Therefore, you should exert effort in realising 
the truth of dependent arising.’ 

So, we must gain the realisation of emptiness to achieve 
liberation and the state of omniscience of a buddha. Now, 
what is the view of emptiness? To quote Nagarjuna’s 
Precious Garland: ‘A person is not earth, not water, not fire, 
not wind, not space and not consciousness. Nor can we 
find the person outside of these.’ 

On the contrary, we grasp at the person as having true 
existence, because that’s the way the self or ‘I’ appears to 
our mind. To our mind, the person – or ‘I’ or self – is 
something identifiable, something that can be pinpointed, 

so there is a notion of true or real existence. We have a 
notion of the person existing truly within the five 
aggregates – either collectively, or within a specific 
aggregate, such as when we identify the self with the form 
aggregate or the consciousness aggregate. 

We can examine here how the person or ‘I’ exists innately 
to our mind – for example, when we say, ‘his hair is dark 
or blonde’ or ‘that’s a man’ or ‘that’s a woman’. In this 
context, we are identifying the self with the form aggregate. 
But when we say, ‘he or she is a Christian, or Buddhist, or 
Hindu, or Jewish’ and so forth, we are identifying that 
person more with the aggregate of consciousness, because 
different belief systems are related to the view of our mind. 
In reality, however, as Nagarjuna mentioned, the person, 
self or ‘I’ cannot be found in any of the aggregates. 

According to some of the four Buddhist schools of tenets, 
a referent for the self of the person may be the five 
aggregates or just the consciousness of the person. 
Furthermore, the Mind Only (Chittamatra) school 
proposes a different type of consciousness that they call 
‘the mind basis of all or foundational mind’, which serves 
as a kind of a ‘storage’ consciousness. They propose this 
consciousness as a referent for the person.  

So there are conflicting views regarding the reference point 
of a person, and we need to find which view we should 
follow. The acceptable view is that the person is neither 
identical with all the aggregates, nor with consciousness or 
any of the five aggregates, yet the person exists, by 
dependence on the aggregates. Nagarjuna’s Precious 
Garland says, ‘the person is comprised of six elements, 
therefore it is lacking real existence, which is what it is.’ If 
we reflect on Nagarjuna’s statement that ‘the person is not 
earth, fire, water, wind’ and so forth, it will lead us to ask 
whether the person is any of the five aggregates of form, 
and so on. We will come to understand that the person is 
not this. Form is comprised of five elements, and if we 
refine our search to the subtlest of each of these elements, 
the person isn’t there, nor is it the consciousness aggregate.  

So, although the person is dependent on the aggregates, 
including consciousness, we cannot find the person in 
these aggregates. Therefore, the person lacks inherent 
existence or intrinsic self-existence. Just as the person 
doesn’t exist inherently within the aggregates upon which 
it is designated, likewise all other phenomena do not exist 
inherently within the basis upon which they are 
designated. The fact that things are just designated or 
imputed upon their own basis of designation shows that 
they are lacking an existence from their own side. 

Generally, we speak of two types of selflessness or 
emptiness – of a person and of other phenomena. There is 
really no difference between the two in terms of being an 
object of negation. The difference between the two is the 
basis of negation. In the case of the selflessness of a person, 
the basis of negation is the person; whereas, for other 
phenomena, the basis of the negation of inherent existence 
is other phenomena. So, the difference relates to the basis 
of designation of a person and other phenomena, which 
are the person and the other phenomena, respectively. 
Similarly, when we speak of the two types of self-grasping 
– the self-grasping of a person, and the self-grasping of 
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other phenomena – the difference lies with the basis of the 
designation of the person and the other phenomena.  

The next question is, how can we gain the realisation of the 
selflessness of a person and of other phenomena? We 
know that such a realisation will not arise simply by 
praying, ‘May this realisation arise within me’. We must 
meditate on selflessness, recognising how things do not 
exist in the way they appear to our minds. By 
understanding and familiarising ourselves with the view 
of selflessness, we can completely dismantle the self-
grasping view of the person or of other phenomena and 
gain the wisdom-knowledge of selflessness. 

If we look at how we can overcome the concept of 
permanence in relation to our body or life, it is not enough 
to simply to understand and accept the fact that one day 
we will die. Rather, we must have an awareness of the 
moment-to-moment change in our life. To have such an 
awareness of subtle impermanence, we must meditate and 
strongly familiarise our mind with an understanding of 
impermanence on the subtlest level. 

In this way, our meditation will undermine and diminish 
the view we normally have of holding onto life as being 
permanent when we think: ‘I am not going to die in a year, 
a month, a day, a minute and so on.’ Likewise, we must 
meditate and familiarise ourselves with an understanding 
of emptiness at the subtlest level, so that not an atom of 
true existence remains in our mind. 

We will leave the teaching here. Thank you. 
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