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How going beyond ego-grasping reveals our True Nature, and why this is so important in Buddhism

{Here are a few thoughts I wrote down as part of a letter to my sister.  This is the section about the Perfection of Wisdom, or Prajna Paramita.}

Everything the different teachers say on Wisdom in Buddhism is true and useful in it’s own way, but maybe putting it in the following context will make the ideas they put forward easier to follow:

Basically, all of the Wisdom teachings in Buddhism are talking about how our own mind projects an idea of things, people, ourselves and others, and then holds onto that idea, as if it were actually what is here, independent of our thinking.  That ego-grasping is essentially wrong view.  In Buddhism, it is precisely this wrong view that is identified as being the cause of all our negative emotions, negative actions, and unskillful karma.  Of course, we are encouraged to see this for ourselves.  No one else can do it for us.

And another crucial point follows this:  ego grasping also keeps us from seeing what is actually here – what is called our True Nature, or Buddha Nature.  Seeing through, or going beyond ego grasping reveals our Buddha Nature, which is naturally abundantly generous, ethical, patient, diligent, steady and Awake.  This is why I’ve titled this short article ‘How going beyond ego-grasping reveals our True Nature, and why this is so important in Buddhism’.

Every time I hear a teacher talking about ‘emptiness’ I feel like I need to stop and remind myself how some words, in different fields, have completely different meanings.  For example, the word ‘burn’, to a cook, or a photographer, or a personal trainer, has three completely different meanings.  Or the word ‘run’  -  to an athlete, a fashion designer (as in ‘a run in one’s stockings’) or a printer - again, three totally different meanings.

It’s the same with the word ‘emptiness’.  It has to be qualified in no uncertain terms - clear to our own mind - as having a very specific meaning in the Buddhist Wisdom Teachings.  Emptiness in Buddhism means that the idea we project onto things, ourselves and others has no corresponding existence in the thing itself.  We grasp the idea, which is our own projection, as being true, ‘out there’, and independent of our own thinking.  This is wrong view, and this effects us mentally, emotionally, physically; in our relationships, and in our communities, however we define them.

At times, in following a set of Buddhist teachings, everything will be making total sense- the idea that our life is a precious opportunity, that there is no time to waste, that everyone wants and deserves our kindness and compassion.  We can even follow the teachings to the point of sensing the logic and fulfillment there is in dedicating ourselves to helping others as much as we can.  There is nothing more important in life than this.  Then, however, when we get to the pinnacle, the ultimate purpose of the teachings, it can all suddenly become abstract.  Perhaps they will start talking about a table, and deconstructing our thinking about it.  It can even seem as if those Wisdom teachings were removed from everything that came before.  And what a tragedy if it is so!  There is no way to measure what a loss that is, if that happens!

What needs to remembered again here is that, in Buddhism, the cause of all our suffering is identified as a very particular kind of ignorance, which is called ego-grasping, or wrong view.  And that the attainment of freedom from suffering, and gaining the genuine, stable happiness we all wish for is brought about by the development of wisdom.  Whatever gets us to that point I would call Dharma, or the Path that Liberates.

With all due respect and with immeasurable gratitude to those who have come before, we can see how many of the extensively developed wisdom teachings have come down to us from monastic institutions, which are like great universities for these studies.  Sometimes the profound motivation for these teachings – to help us to become free, and to help us to help others in that same way – and their context, as part of a whole body of teachings, is not made explicitly clear, and it absolutely should be to our minds.  It could 

be like we are opening a big book somewhere in the middle.  Maybe we understand what is being said and maybe not.

If a teacher, when talking about Wisdom, is not explicitly stating the great purpose of these teachings, then it’s up to us, as listeners, or as fellow travelers on the path,  to supply the sense of context, the sense of why these teachings are of the utmost importance, their great value for us all.

The action of ego-grasping, as well as the habit, ‘residue’ or imprint of doing this is the cause of the afflictive emotions, and the self-perpetuating cycle of deluded suffering that is called samsara, with all the harm this involves.

Letting go of that wrong view, ego grasping, or seeing it for what it is and seeing through that, reveals a world of richness in ourselves and others.  It was covered over by thinking, afflictive emotions and mental obscurations, but this true nature can be revealed.  Then, effortlessly, respect for oneself and others, gentleness, generosity, and patience can arise.  All the virtues are our Nature, and that’s what I think teachers are pointing to, when they are discussing Wisdom, that going beyond ego grasping reveals our True Nature.

As Tulku Urgyen said, all the different methods come down to how conceptions are dissolved.

Then, beyond small ego-grasping, all the other Perfections function naturally, effortlessly.  Then we are this truth, we are Generosity, Ethics, Patience, and the rest.

When teachers refer to interdependence, or to other reasonings, it is with the purpose of getting us only to see just this point that I made earlier: that we produce an idea of things that is not what is actually here.  In Buddhism, all the analysis is just for that purpose.

Then, to be complete about it, so we’re not just left with an absence of grasping our projected ideas, as one of the teachers, Khenpo Tsewang Dongyal pointed out, moving beyond our limited conceptions, we arrive at Greater Love, tolerance, Generosity, and so on.  This is what makes the 

Perfections Perfections- that they are based on a realization of our nature that is beyond ego grasping.  We arrive at the clear light nature of mind.  

I also like to call this the Ocean of Light that is in us and in all beings.  It is, in the words of the Diamond Sutra, ‘ungraspable and non-deceptive’, and, in the Buddha’s words, ‘to be understood by the wise, each for himself’.

Of course, we need to calm the mind, and cultivate positive qualities, such as gentleness, gratitude, warm heartedness, forgiveness and generosity, to first pacify gross states and then to start to bring forward what is most true and best in us.  And we need to cultivate the strength of discernment.  But this sub-stratum is always here, as the verse says:

it is not produced or destroyed,

not made better by seeing it

or made less by not seeing it

To go beyond ego-grasping and it’s traces, sometimes the method is used of seeing ourselves, and others, and this world, as being made entirely of light, translucent, and non-obstructing.  We can still have concepts- how could we function without them?- but we need to learn to hold them lightly (pun, pun).  This way we are not caught by them, to the seeming exclusion for a time of the greater world.  Then our real depth and rich life is here.  This realization is the cause of our own freedom from suffering and attaining happiness, as well as the basis for our being able to help others.  As Dogen says,  ‘the treasure house opens, and we use it as we will’.

It is my great hope for all of us, when listening to and reflecting on Wisdom teachings, that this much is clear.

