Returning the Light to Change the World
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Last weekend in Paris, 200 nations came to a formal agreement
on tackling the issue of climate change. Their collective pledges
of action are still insufficient to avoid very serious effects within
this century, but it was a significant first step and a testament to
the possibility of international cooperation. The United Nations
process that was used requires the consensus of all parties—no
small achievement. Much work remains to be done to protect the
myriad living beings who share this planet.

Our world is facing major problems. It is believed that we
are also in a period of mass extinction. The Living Planet Index
measures global biodiversity based on trends in animal populations.
According to Wikipedia, this index fell by 52% between 1970 and
2010, which suggests that “natural ecosystems are deteriorating
at a rate unprecedented in human history.” Unlike previous mass
extinctions which were caused by natural events such as asteroid
impact, the current one is caused by human activity.

The above are examples of contention between humanity and

nature. In addition, contention between human beings has also
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increased. According to the Peace Research Institute Oslo, the number of
armed conflicts multiplied by around a factor of 2 between 1946 and 2008.
The majority of these were intrastate conflicts, such as what we see currently
in the Middle East.

A major reason for my joining DRBU’s MA program was to seek answers
to the issue of suffering, which we see all around us. In my application essay,
I wrote, “Eventually, I realized that the forces underlying these phenomena
are massive and profound. If so, one wonders: How much can be achieved
by merely working on symptoms? What is actually going on beneath the
surface?” One semester into the DRBU program, it is clear that I have come
to the right place to change myself and hopefully, to change the world. By its
design, the program is laying a foundation not just for my own cultivation,
but for deeply engaging the problems of the world. I will try to elaborate
on this and share a few things I have learned over these past few months.

The principle of non-duality states that all dharmas are made by the
mind, that is, all phenomena that we perceive are mental abstractions of
true reality. They represent reality, but in an incomplete and often inaccurate
way. Further, all of our actions originate from dharmas. In other words, our
minds produce thoughts, feelings, and impulses. Thoughts, feelings, and
impulses in turn shape what we do. Thus, if we wish to understand and
change our actions, we must understand and transform the dharmas of our
minds. To do so, we must get to know their true nature and the mind that
they originate from.

Studying the Sixth Patriarch Platform Sutra has helped me to better
understand the mind and human nature at their most basic level. Even
though theoretical knowledge is only the finger pointing at the moon, it is
helpful to see the finger clearly. Right views are the foundation of practice.
I had an insight while exploring the meaning of ‘recognizing the original
mind’ and ‘seeing the essential nature.” This was that the non-duality of
dharmas is the root that clarifies an entire chain of core principles taught
by the Sixth Patriarch. If all dharmas are mind-made, it follows that they
are empty of inherent, individual existence. They are like dreams, illusions,
bubbles, shadows. This includes the constructed self and all internal and
external objects.

From non-duality and emptiness, non-attachment logically follows:
if all dharmas are illusory in that they are only limited representations of
reality, what is there to attain? Without attachment, there is no affliction.
Without affliction, the inherent wisdom and discernment of our essential
nature (prajna) naturally functions. Using prajna, we are able to respond
appropriately to all situations, and see dharmas for what they are: that they
arise from the mind and are inherently empty. Through that, we can see the
falseness of the conditioned mind (4%.(») and thus recognize the existence
of our original mind.

Through practice, we can then return to and embody the state of our
original mind, which is the mind free from duality and attachment. The

Patriarch’s repeated emphasis is not on faraway attainments or special
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states, but on moment-by-moment practice: “Previous
thoughts clinging to sensory states are afflictions; and
succeeding thoughts unattached to states is Bodhi”.
It was exciting to see the power of non-duality.
Through this process, I learned that the Dharma is not
mysterious: it is open to examination and investigation,
and by doing so, we can benefit greatly.
Complementing the basic study of the mind and
dharmas, our study of Western philosophy sheds light
on the level above, which is the link between dharmas
and human activity. Thoughts are truly powerful and
key ideas can influence the lives of many throughout
time and space. For example, through the ideas of
Edmund Husserl, we saw how the rise of one form of
reasoning had vast effects on the world over the last few
centuries. This form is called objectivism, which is the
belief that phenomena exist outside of the mind.
Natural science—physics, chemistry, biology—isan
example of an objectivist approach. With mathematics
as its language, natural science has been an amazing
tool for understanding and manipulating the material
world. However, just as technological achievement and
the human population exploded, the seeds of present
ecological crises were sown. While in natural science,
mankind had a powerful tool for controlling physical
nature, it lacked a similar tool for understanding and
regulating human nature. According to Husserl, the
reason for this was the dominance of objectivism even
within the humanities and social sciences: studying
human experience by looking outside the mind.
Revealing the prevalence oflookingoutside the mind
even today, humanity’s efforts to solve global problems
often focus on political, economic, and technological
aspects. To alleviate climate change, we develop better
cars and better energy sources. We write laws that try to
regulate human behavior from the outside. What these
methods have in common is that they look outside the
mind for solutions. They are necessary, but are probably
not sufficient, and are definitely not the most insightful
approach to man-made problems. Attempts to increase
the use of renewable energy are critical in the struggle
against climate change, but will they be able to match
the scale and complexity of the challenge?
The Islamic philosopher Seyyed Hossein Nasr
wrote, “For humanity turned towards outwardness by

the very process of modernization, it is not so easy to see
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that the blight wrought upon the environment is in reality an externalization
of the destitution of the inner state of the soul of that humanity whose
actions are responsible for the ecological crisis” (Nasr, Man and Nature: The
Spiritual Crisis of Modern Man, pp. 3). In other words, humanity’s actions
and the ecological problems that have arisen reflect the state of the human
mind. The health of the environment reflects the health of the human spirit.

‘What can be done about all this? As the Venerable Master urges us to
do, the key is to return the light and reflect within. As the Dharma tells us,
suffering has spiritual roots and ultimately, spiritual solutions. As Xdn z 1
said, “One who knows oneself does not blame others; one who knows his
destiny does not blame the heavens.”

Combining the study of Buddhism, Western philosophy, and classical
languages, the DRBU program gives us access to the spiritual jewels of
humanity: the best resources we have for understanding the causes of
suffering and thus, the path to liberation. In addition, we are honing skills
that will be essential for expressing solutions in ways that are accessible to
modern minds and the modern world. We are not helpless or starting from
scratch. The sages and great thinkers throughout time have given us a legacy
of wisdom with which we can start to heal the world.

Perhaps through all this, a new field of knowledge will arise that
complements the natural sciences: one could call it a science of the human
mind and human nature. It would describe people as people—our lives,
our intentions, our actions and their results. Its principles and laws would
describe the workings of the mind, the full potential of human nature, and
the workings of causation. It would be specific, verifiable, and pragmatic.
Its mission would be to alleviate suffering at its roots, and to nurture
individuals and societies.

It would do this by helping people understand themselves and their
experience, and guide them in making choices that result in less suffering
for self and others. Not only people, but companies, governments, and
international bodies would be able to use it in their decision-making in
the same way they use natural scientific analysis today. The elements that
would make up such a science of the mind and human nature are already
right in front of us, in the Buddhadharma and the other great spiritual
traditions of the world. They arise from the inherent wisdom of people and
can be formulated in a way that everyone can use.

I came to DRBU with questions, and I am gradually finding more and
more answers. What we have here is special: the university and monastery
side by side—one providing the spiritual core and anchor, the other
investigating the specifics and applications of wisdom, and reaching out to
engage the world. We are a team, and together I think we can really make
a difference. On behalf of my fellow students at DRBU, I would like to
express deep gratitude for everyone’s work in supporting us and making this
a safe and bright place for us to pursue the most important questions of life.

Amitabha! &
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