THE TWELVE LINKS OF DEPENDENT
ORIGINATION

MUOI HAI NHAN DUYEN

1. IGNORANCE — VO MINH

ENGLISH

“With ignorance as condition, volitional formations arise.”

1. What does ignorance mean?

Ignorance means not seeing and knowing things as they truly are.

It is not merely a lack of education, information, or intellectual ability. A person may be
highly educated and knowledgeable in many fields, yet still remain subject to ignorance in
the Buddhist sense.

Ignorance is the failure to recognize the true nature of ourselves and of all phenomena.
Because we do not see clearly, we take what is impermanent to be lasting, what cannot
provide enduring satisfaction to be a source of true happiness, and what lacks an
independent self to be ‘T’ or ‘mine’.

2. What does ignorance conceal?

Ignorance conceals a clear understanding of suffering, the origin of suffering, the cessation of
suffering, and the path leading to its cessation. In other words, it prevents us from seeing the
Four Noble Truths clearly.

It also prevents us from seeing that all phenomena arise through many causes and
conditions. Nothing comes into being, exists, or remains independently and unchangingly.

Our body, feelings, thoughts, and circumstances are continually changing. Yet because of
ignorance, we still assume that there is a solid and separate ‘I’ within us that owns and
controls everything.

3. Ignorance does not mean complete absence of knowing

Ignorance is not simply an empty absence of awareness; it also includes mistaken knowing.

In the dark, for example, we may see a rope and mistake it for a snake. We do not merely fail
to know that it is a rope: the mind creates a snake that is not there, and fear arises.

MilarepaDharma.com



Likewise, body and mind are a changing stream of interdependent events, but we imagine a
fixed self: ‘I have been insulted,” ‘That person made me suffer,” ‘My opinion must be right,” or
‘This belongs to me and must not be lost.” From this misperception, attachment, anger, fear,
and clinging begin to arise.

4. An example from daily life

Someone says something unpleasant to us. At first, there is simply a sound received by the
ear. But the mind immediately interprets it: ‘That person does not respect me.” A strong sense
of T have been insulted’ then appears. We become angry, want to retaliate, or continue
remembering the words for days.

Here, ignorance does not mean that we failed to hear the words. It means that we fail to
recognize the feeling, thought, and anger as dependently arisen experiences that appear and
pass away. We identify with them and believe: ‘This anger is me,” or ‘This insult is solid and
lasting.’

Because we do not see clearly, the mind begins to construct and react. This is the movement
from Ignorance to Volitional Formations, the second link of dependent origination.

5. What does ‘With ignorance as condition, volitional formations arise’ mean?

When ignorance is present, our thoughts, words, and actions are shaped by mistaken ideas of
T and ‘mine’. We try to preserve what pleases this ‘T, reject what displeases it, and ignore
what seems unrelated to it.

From this arise desire and attachment, anger and resistance, indifference and confusion, and
intentional thoughts, speech, and actions that create karma. These intentional activities are
called volitional formations.

Ignorance is not a person hiding behind us and controlling us. The phrase means that when
we do not see the nature of things correctly, we react through habitual tendencies and create
further karma.

6. Is ignorance the first cause?

Ignorance should not be understood as an absolute first cause that appeared at a particular
moment and then created everything.

The Twelve Links form an interdependent cycle, not a straight line with an absolute
beginning. Habits, attachment, and karma in turn create conditions for ignorance to
continue.

The Buddha therefore did not ask us to search for the first moment of samsara. He showed
how the cycle of suffering operates here and now so that we can recognize it and release it.
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7. Observing ignorance within ourselves

When a strong emotion arises, we may gently ask: ‘Am I seeing the situation as it is, or
through my memories, fears, and habits?’

We do not need to suppress the emotion or blame ourselves for being ignorant. We can
calmly recognize: ‘This is a feeling arising. This is a thought arising. It is not the whole of who
I am. It has arisen through causes and conditions, and it will change.’

At the very moment clear awareness is present, ignorance has already begun to weaken.

8. The wisdom that counteracts ignorance

Ignorance is not overcome merely by collecting many concepts. Its true remedy is the
wisdom that sees things as they really are.

This wisdom is cultivated in three ways: listening and studying the teachings on
impermanence, suffering, non-self, and dependent origination; reflecting on and testing them
in our own life; and meditating by directly observing body, feelings, mind, and phenomena
as they arise and cease.

When a lamp is lit, darkness does not have to be driven away. Likewise, when wisdom is
present, ignorance naturally weakens.

9. What to remember

Ignorance is not a sin, nor is it the unchanging nature of a human being. It is a temporary
obscuration that can be transformed.

Ignorance is like clouds covering the sky. Clouds may temporarily conceal the sky’s openness
and clarity, but they cannot damage the nature of the sky. Likewise, ignorance and afflictive
emotions can obscure the mind’s wisdom, but they are not the mind’s immutable nature.
Because ignorance arises through causes and conditions, it can gradually be transformed
through awareness and wisdom.

We study ignorance neither to judge others nor to condemn ourselves, but to understand
why suffering arises and to begin seeing with mindfulness, compassion, and wisdom.
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TIENG VIET
“Do v6 minh lam duyén, hanh sinh khaoi.”

1. V6 minh nghia la gi?
“V6 minh” c6 nghia la khong thay biét diing nhu that.

V6 minh khong chi 1a thiéu kién thirc, it hoc hay khong biét doc sach. Mot nguoi cé thé hoc
rit cao, hi€u biét nhiéu linh vyc, nhung van con vo minh theo y nghia Phét phap.

V6 minh 1a khong nhan ra ban chat chan that ctia chinh minh va ctia moi hién twgng. Vi
khong thay rd, chung ta thuong cho nhitng gi vo thwong la bén virng, nhitng gi khong thé
dem lai hanh phtc lau dai 1a ngu6n hanh phuc that sy, va nhitng gi khong c6 mat cai “t6i”
doc lap lai 1a “t6i” hodc “cta toi”.

2. V6 minh che khuat diéu gi?
V6 minh che khuat su thiy biét vé kho, nguyén nhan cda kho, sy chdm dit kho va con duong
dwa dén sy chdm dwit kho. B6 chinh 1a khong thay ré Bén Sw That Cao Quy.

V6 minh ciing khién ching ta khong thay rang moi hién twgng déu do nhiéu nhan va duyén
két hgp ma thanh. Khong c6 sy vat nao ty minh sinh ra, ton tai doc 1ap va bat bién.

Than thé, cdm giac, tw twdng va hoan canh cda chung ta déu dang thay doi. Nhung vi vo
minh, ta vin 4&m tham tin rang c6 mot cai “t6i” chic that, dung riéng biét ¢ bén trong va lam
chd moi thi.

3. V6 minh khdng cé nghia la hoan toan khéng biét

V6 minh khong phai 1a mot khodng trong khong cé nhan thirc. N6 con 1a mot sy nhan biét sai
lam.

Vi dy, trong bong tdi ta nhin thay mot sgi day nhung twdng d6 1la con ran. Ta khong chi
“khong biét” dé la sgi day; tam con tao ra mdt con ran khong that roi sinh sg hai.

Cling nhu vay, than va tam chi la mot dong hién twgng nwong nhau sinh khéi va thay doi
tirng gidy phut. Nhung ta lai thay cé mdt cai “t6i” ¢6 dinh: “T6i bi xic pham”, “Ngudi dy lam
toi dau khé”, “Y kién clia toi phai dung”, hodc “Piéu nay thudc vé téi va khong dugc mat”. Tl
sy nhan lam ay, tham, san, s¢ hdi va nam gitt bat dau phat sinh.

4. M6t vi du trong doi song

Mot ngudi néi véi ta mdt cau khé nghe. Ban dau, cau noéi ay chi la &m thanh duogc tai tiép
nhan. Nhung tim lap titc dién giai: “Nguoi 8y khong ton trong téi.” Roi mot cai “toi bi xdc
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pham” tré nén rat manh. Ta gidn dit, muon dap tra hodc ti€p tuc nhé lai cdu néi ay nhiéu
ngay.

Trong truwong hgp nay, vo minh khéng phai l1a ta khong nghe rd cdu néi. V6 minh 1la khong
nhan ra cdm giac, y nghi va con gian chi la nhitng hién twogng do duyén sinh, dang sinh roi sé
diét. Ta dong hda vaéi chung va cho rang: “Con gidn nay chinh la t6i”, hodc “Sy xic pham nay
c6 that va bén chac.”

Do khong thdy dung nhu thét, tAm tiép tuc tao tac. D6 1a budc chuyén tir V6 minh sang Hanh,
chi tht hai cia Mu6i Hai Nhan Duyén.

5. “V6 minh duyén Hanh” nghia la gi?

Khi c6 v6 minh, chung ta suy nghi, n6i nang va hanh dong dya trén sy nhan thic sai lam vé
“t61” va “cla t6i”. Ta tim cach gitr lai nhitng gi 1am “t6i” dé chiu, xua dudi nhirng gi lam “t6i”
kho chiu va th¢ o véi nhitng gi khong lién quan dén “toi”.

Tw d6 xuat hién tham mudn va bam gitt; san gian va chong doi; tho o va mé mo; cung nhitng
y nghi, 161 néi va hanh dong cé chi y tao nghiép. Cc tao tac c6 chu y dy duoc goi la Hanh.
Dbiéu nay khéng c6 nghia vo minh 1a mdt ngudi dirng phia sau diéu khién chung ta. N6 cé
nghia rang khi khong thay dung ban chat cla sy vat, ta phdn @ng theo tap khi va tao thém
nghiép.

6. V6 minh c6 phai la nguyén nhan dau tién khong?

Khoéng nén hiéu V6 minh 1a “nguyén nhan dau tién” da xuat hién & mot thoi diém nao do roi
tao nén moi thw.

Mudi Hai Nhan Duyén 1a mgt vong twong thudc, khong phai mét duong thang c6 diém khéi
dau tuyét doi. Chinh nhirng théi quen, sy bam chap va nghiép lai tao diéu kién dé vé minh
tiép tuc ton tai.

Vi thé, Dic Phat khong day chung ta di tim thoi diém dau tién cda luan hoi. Ngai chi cho thay
vong kho dau dang van hanh nhu thé nao ngay trong hién tai, dé ta cé thé nhan biét va thao
g0 no.

7. Quan sat vo minh trong chinh minh

Khi mgt cdm xdc manh xudt hién, ta c6 thé nhe nhang ty héi: “Toi dang thay sy viéc dung
nhu né dang 13, hay dang nhin qua ky tc, s¢ hdi va théi quen ciia minh?”

Ta khong can dan dp cdm xuc, cling khong can ty trach minh 1a vé minh. Chi can binh tinh
nhan biét: “bay la mot cdm gidc dang sinh khdi. Pay la mot y nghi dang sinh khéi. N6 khong
phai la toan bo con ngudi téi. N6 do nhan duyén ma cé va cling sé thay doéi.”

Ngay khi cé sy nhan biét sang rd ay, vo minh da bat dau yéu di.
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8. Tri tué doi tri vo minh

boi tri véi vo minh khong phadi 1a thu thap that nhiéu khai niém. Phuong thudc chan that 1a
tri tué thay biét dung nhu that.

Tri tué ay dwoc nudi dudng bang ba budc: lang nghe va hoc héi 1oi Phat day vé vo thuong,
kho, vo ngd va duyén khdi; suy ngdm va kiém nghiém 10i day trong chinh doi séng; va thién
quan bang céch tryc tiép quan sat than, cdm tho, tdm va cac hién twgng dang sinh diét.

Khi 4nh sang dugc thap 1én, bong téi khong can phai bi dudi di. Cling vay, khi tri tué hién
dién, v minh ty nhién suy yéu.

9. biéu can ghi nho
V6 minh khong phai 1a mot t6i 16i va cling khong phai ban chit bat bién ctia con nguoi. N6
chi la mot trang thai che mo cé thé dwgc chuyén hoa.

V6 minh giong nhu may che bau troi. May cé thé tam thoi che khuét sy trong sang va rong
md cla bau troi, nhung khong thé 1am hw hai ban chit cia bau troi. Cling vy, vo minh va
phién néo co thé che khuat tri tué cia tdim, nhung chung khong phai 1a ban chat bat bién cda
tdm. Vi vé minh do nhan duyén sinh nén khi c6 4nh sadng cda tinh thirc va tri tué, né co thé
dan dugc chuyén hda.

Hiéu V6 minh khong phai dé phan xét nguwoi khac hodc ty trach minh. Ta hoc vé V6 minh dé
nhén ra vi sao minh dau kho va dé bat dau nhin moi sy bang su tinh thirc, tir bi va tri tué.

May khéng phai bau troi; vé minh khong phai ban tinh chan that cua tam.
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