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Nirvāṇa can be realized

right here and right now

in this very life.






Translator’s Preface

In this book we have the first English translation of Chapter Thirty-Six of the Chinese Dharmapada. This Chapter is called “The Chapter on Nirvāṇa.” The Pali Dhammapada, which is much better known than the Chinese, does not have this chapter. However, some of the verses can be found in the Sanskrit Udānavarga. The translation of Zen Master Thích Nhất Hạnh of the Chinese into Vietnamese makes a very complex and terse Chinese easy to understand. I have done my best to render the Vietnamese into English. Thích Nhất Hạnh’s translation from Chinese is not a literal word for word translation, and expands the very terse Chinese so as to make it comprehensible and accessible to the modern reader. This is also the purpose of the commentary, which was taught to an audience of lay and monastic practitioners, including Dharma teachers and some novices in the practice. 

The title “Enjoying the Ultimate” was suggested by Thích Nhất Hạnh. He was inspired by a lay Vietnamese Zen master of the thirteenth century, Tuệ Trung Thượng Sĩ, who having realized nirvāṇa, wrote a poem about enjoying roaming freely in the ultimate dimension. This means that Tuệ Trung Thượng Sĩ had experienced in this very life the liberation that is associated with nirvāṇa. 

Thích Nhất Hạnh reminds each of us again and again of our ability to experience nirvāṇa for ourselves. He shows us that the Buddha has taught this also, and evidence can be found in the early sūtras: the Udāna, Itivutthaka, and Sutta Nipāta in particular. The value of these teachings is that they help us apply the Buddhist way of understanding and love in our daily lives. On a broader scope, Thích Nhất Hạnh helps us to see that the teachings on nirvāṇa can and have been applied by practitioners of the theistic religions.




Introduction: Cooling the Flames 

Many people think that nirvāṇa is a place of happiness where people who are enlightened go when they die. No idea could be more misleading. The Buddha taught many times about the nirvāṇa that can be realized right here and now, in this very life (dṛṣṭadharma-nirvāṇa). Nirvāṇa means liberation and freedom. If we are able to free ourselves from our afflictions such as attachment, hatred, and jealousy, and we can free ourselves from wrong views like our ideas about birth and death, being and nonbeing, coming and going, and so on, we can be in touch with nirvāṇa in the present moment.1 


1“Affliction” is a translation of the Sanskrit word kleśa, which refers to the unskillful actions of body, speech, and mind that cause suffering. 


If we step on a thorn, as long as the thorn is still under our skin, we’ll feel very uncomfortable. When the thorn is removed, we’ll feel relieved and at ease. That feeling of being at ease is a kind of liberation and freedom; we do not have to die to feel liberation and freedom. Our afflictions of attachment and hatred, the misunderstandings and fears which we presently have, make us feel very uncomfortable; we suffer and feel oppressed. Afflictions and wrong views are like the thorns we haven’t yet been able to remove. For each thorn that we remove, we’ll have an additional feeling of ease, and that feeling of ease is nirvāṇa. 

Two Obstacles: The Afflictions and the Knowable

There are two barriers that stop us from being in touch with nirvāṇa. They are the obstacle of the afflictions and the obstacle of the knowable. The obstacle of the afflictions is made of craving, hatred, and jealousy. They are like flames that burn us. The obstacle of the knowable is made of discriminative, dogmatic, and dualistic habits of thinking and of wrong views like the belief in a separate self and that things exist outside of each other.2 Very often we take our wrong view to be the truth, but in reality it tends to cover up and veil the truth of things. When we can transcend wrong views, we feel immense space around us and within us. The flames that were burning us have been put out. Nirvāṇa means the extinction of the flames of the afflictions and extinction of the obstacle of the knowable. It is a state of calm, coolness, security, and freedom. It is the daily abode of the people we call sages or holy ones. In the Nirvāṇa Chapter, there is the verse:


2 Jñeyāvaraṇa (Sanskrit)—this means we are obstructed by what we think we know. 



The deer take refuge in the countryside,

The birds in the sky.…

The holy ones spend their time in nirvāṇa.



The Path to Nirvāṇa

There is a path of practice, a noble way of living called the Noble Eightfold Path, which begins with Right View.3 Right View is the view that transcends all prejudice and dogmatism, all dualistic ways of thinking, all ideas of being and nonbeing, birth and death. Based on Right View, there is Right Thinking, Right Speech, and Right Action. These practices help us gradually to remove the obstacle of the afflictions and the obstacle of the knowable. To the extent that we practice them, we have nirvāṇa. 


3 The Noble Eightfold Path: Right View, Right Thinking, Right Speech, Right Action, Right Livelihood, Right Diligence, Right Mindfulness, and Right Concentration.


We do not have to remove one hundred percent of the obstacle of the afflictions and the obstacle of the knowable to have nirvāṇa. If we can transform ten percent of the afflictions and the obstacle of the knowable, we shall have ten percent nirvāṇa. If we can transform ninety percent, we shall have ninety percent nirvāṇa. The afflictions and the obstacle of the knowable that remain are called the residue. The kind of nirvāṇa that is not one hundred percent is called nirvāṇa with residue. When the remaining afflictions and obstacle of the knowable have been transformed, the practitioner realizes the ultimate nirvāṇa, called nirvāṇa without residue. The Buddhas and bodhisattvas, while they are living on the earth, are able to abide in this nirvāṇa without residue. That is the teaching found in Source Buddhism.4 


4 Source Buddhism here refers to the earliest teachings of the Buddha, for example in the Sutta Nipāta and some verses of the Dharmapada and other sūtras in the Pali Nikāyas and Chinese and Sanskrit Āgamas.


Later, there were shortcomings in the transmission of the teachings. People had the wrong idea that the residue being talked about referred to the five skandhas.5 For that reason, they presumed that ultimate nirvāṇa could only be possible when there were no more skandhas. This is the harmful view that leads people to think, quite wrongly, that nirvāṇa with residue is a temporary state of happiness lasting for the remaining years of the practitioner’s life after they have realized the path, and that on the dissolution of their five skandhas it will be continued by eternal death (nirvāṇa without residue).


5 The five skandhas—body, feelings, perceptions, mental formations, consciousness—were understood to be a substratum (upādi-), making our life possible. 


Being on the Path Is to Experience Nirvāṇa

In the teachings of the Four Noble Truths,6 the Third Truth is equivalent to nirvāṇa. Nirvāṇa is the calming and the extinction of the afflictions and the obstacle of the knowable. This is why nirvāṇa is sometimes called the truth of extinction or cessation (nirodha). Extinction here is the absence or calming of suffering; it is peace and freedom. The Fourth Truth is the Path, or the Eightfold Path (aṣṭāṅgika mārga), the path that is the end of suffering. 


6 Ill-being; the causes of ill-being; the end of ill-being (well-being); the path to the end of ill-being.


If we understand the Four Noble Truths in a nondualistic way, the Path and the extinction of suffering are not two separate things. When you are on the Path (the Fourth Noble Truth), you are also experiencing the cessation of suffering (the Third Noble Truth), which means you are experiencing nirvāṇa. This is the nirvāṇa with residue (upādiśeṣa). This means that as soon as you begin to practice the Fourth Noble Truth, the Path, you begin to taste the flavor of nirvāṇa. Monks, nuns, and lay practitioners all have the capacity to be in close touch with nirvāṇa at the very time they are practicing the Fourth Noble Truth. This is why we can say: “There is no way to nirvāṇa; nirvāṇa is the way.” This is the nondualistic way of understanding the Four Noble Truths.

The Space Outside of Space

Tuệ Trung Thượng Sĩ, the author of The Records of the Eminent Master, was a Vietnamese Zen master of the thirteenth century. He was the elder brother of Hưng Đạo Vương Trần Quốc Tuấn.7 He described nirvāṇa as the space outside of space. The space outside of space is more immense than the space within space. In our life as a human being, we are limited by time and space, birth and death, duration and cessation, being and nonbeing. That is because our perceptions are obscured by wrong views and afflictions. If we are able to overcome wrong views and afflictions, we reach the space outside of space, which is much more spacious and much happier. The space outside of space is nirvāṇa. It is not a utopian dream. If we rely on the Fourth Noble Truth to direct our practice, the space outside of space becomes real immediately. In his poem “Walking in Freedom” (“Phóng Cuồng”), Tuệ Trung wrote: “Holding his staff, he wanders freely in the space outside of space.” If our spiritual ancestors have been able to do this, what is to stop us, their descendants, from doing the same?


7 The general who led the Đại Việt army that defeated the Mongolian forces trying to invade Vietnam in the thirteenth century.





The Text






1

Introducing the Nirvāṇa Chapter 



We can effectively study and understand the Dharmapada according to the following method.

The Composite Nature of the Sūtra

When the ancestral teachers were compiling the Dharmapada, they collated verses and put them under different subject headings.1 They also arranged them differently from the way they were arranged in the original sūtras. The “Nirvāṇa Chapter,” which I have called “Enjoying the Ultimate,” is one of those subject headings. There are other subject headings like “Impermanence” and “Loving Kindness.” The ancestral teachers collected verse teachings of the Buddha about nirvāṇa from many different sūtras in the Buddhist canon and made them into a chapter on nirvāṇa. 


1 The Dharmapada was said to have been collated by the Venerable Dharmatrāta, a famous commentator of the Sarvāstivāda School. 


Maybe the Buddha spoke a certain verse under specific circumstances, and another verse somewhere else in quite different circumstances. The Buddha did not necessarily teach these two verses consecutively, and the position of the verses is according to the arrangement of the ancestral teachers, not according to the order in which the Buddha taught. As we read the Dharmapada we remember that this is not one of the sūtras that the Buddha gave on one occasion from beginning to end. 

Sūtras of Conventional Meaning and Sūtras of Deep Meaning

There are two kinds of sūtras, the sūtras of deep meaning and the sūtras of conventional meaning. The sūtras of deep meaning refer to the ultimate truth (paramārtha-satya). The sūtras of conventional meaning refer to the relative truth (saṃvṛṭi-satya).

There are sūtras that say we have to leave the world of birth and death in order to enter the world of nirvāṇa. This implies that there is such a thing as birth and death, and nirvāṇa is something different from birth and death. There are other sūtras, like the Heart Sutra, which say that birth and death are just ideas and, in fact, are not real. The Heart Sutra is a sūtra of deep meaning. There are sūtras that talk about the Four Noble Truths and we know that they are the basic teaching of Buddhism. In the Heart Sutra it says the Four Noble Truths do not exist, which means that by looking deeply, you can see that none of the Four Truths can exist as a separate entity. How can there be suffering if there is not happiness? How can there be happiness if there is not suffering? Suffering, its cause, its end, and the Path are Four Truths, but each one of these Truths can be found in the other three. You could not find one of the Truths outside the other three. Suffering, its cause, its end, and the Path are not separate entities. 

It looks as if the teaching of the Four Noble Truths as separate self-entities, and the teaching that they do not exist as separate self-entities, are two opposing Buddhist teachings. In fact, they are not. It is just that one teaching belongs to the deep teachings, and the other to the conventional teachings. 

When the ancestral teachers put a number of verses together in the sūtra, they put verses of deep meaning alongside verses of conventional meaning. When we understand that there are two kinds of truth, we shall not ask why one verse does not seem to be in accord with another. 

The sūtra Enjoying the Ultimate has thirty-six verses. As a Buddhist scholar we should be able to see which verses belong to the deep meaning, and which to the conventional meaning. The sūtras of deep meaning are very interesting and useful but so are the sūtras of conventional meaning. Each kind of sūtra has its function. We should probably begin with the sūtras of conventional meaning and then gradually study the sūtras of deep meaning. We have to acknowledge the Four Noble Truths of suffering, the cause of suffering, the end of suffering, and the Path that leads to the end of suffering. Only when we have understood them well can we go beyond them. If we started by saying: “No ill-being, no cause of ill-being, no end of ill-being, and no Path,” it would be very difficult for us to understand.

Because not all verses of the sūtra are talking about the same level of truth, we could say that there are inconsistencies in the sūtra. As a Buddhist scholar we know that we cannot compare the verses


About the Translation











OPS/image_fi/book_art/Palm_Leaves_Press_Logo_Vertical_RGB_Black-03.png
\

PALM LEAVES
PRESS





OPS/image_fi/book_art/cover.png
ENJOYING
THE

ULTIMATE

THICH
NHAT
HANH

Commentary on the
Nirvana Chapter
of the Chinese
Dharmapada

VAN Y
PN NININZIN7\

)
>
|
\





