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The Future Is Open, pp. 57-8 
There is openness, but there is also a tendency for suspicion to arise. “If I find out that there is no 
solid me, I don’t want to hear about it anymore. I don’t want to go into it at all.” So the basic 
question or the intelligence leads to fear as well as inspiration. 
 
That kind of abstract fear or paranoia is the source of karmic chain reactions. That fundamental 
discomfort is a feeling that something is wrong. Possibly you won’t discover anything at all. Quite 
possibly, you won’t get any answers at all. This fear of ultimate confusion happens to us quite a lot. 
Ignorance consists of this fatalistic attitude, this feeling of ultimate despair. When you try to 
confirm what you are, the ultimate paranoid answer is that there is no one to have any experiences 
at all. Since there is no solid you, you can’t learn anything. That is the fear of the absence of self. 
The egoless state becomes a threat to us. The possibility that there may not be an ego at all, that 
there may not be me, as such, at all, is a very powerful threat. Suppose that is true. Then what? Out 
of this fear, we want to create some basic solid thing. But in order to make something solid, you 
need some material to work with. The only thing you have to work with is the experience of space. 
So you try to solidify that space. You try to freeze space. 
 
That is the basic notion of the birth of ego. We experience a sudden glimpse of awareness, 
openness, absence of self. Then fear arises of discovering the absence of self completely, so we try 
to hold on to something and try to freeze that absence of ego. We try to freeze the space that we 
experience. That is the beginning of ego, and the first starting point of karma. Ignorance in this case 
is not a question of stupidity. In this case, ignorance is a question of stubbornness, in a sense. 
Suddenly, we are bewildered by the discovery of selflessness, and we don’t want to accept it. We 
want to freeze it. We stubbornly want to hold on to it. That is the basic ignorance. 
 
At this stage, there is no process of relating, so to speak, at all. It is a sort of underdeveloped 
ignorance. Beyond that, we try to expand the ignorance, trying to extend its existence by freezing 
or solidifying the territory outside of that experience. So, from the basic ignorance, the next step is 
to project, which is based on some kind of fascination. We are trying to make the best of our 
aloneness, our loneliness. In other words, we try to find a way to occupy ourselves, to distract us 
from our loneliness. That’s where the karmic chain reaction begins. 
 
The Future is Open, pp. 84-5 
Understanding suffering is very important. The practice of meditation is not designed to develop 
pleasure but to understand the truth of suffering, and in order to understand the truth of suffering, 
one also has to understand the truth of awareness. When true awareness takes place, suffering does 
not exist. Through awareness, suffering is somewhat changed in its perspective. It is not necessarily 
that you do not suffer, but the haunting quality that fundamentally you are in trouble is removed. It 
is like removing a splinter: it might hurt, and you might still feel pain, but the basic cause of that 
pain, the ego, has been removed. 
 
The second noble truth is about the origin of suffering: how suffering and dissatisfaction arise. 
Suffering begins with very simple and ordinary flickers of thought, which derive from basic 
bewilderment. Before intention begins, there is a state of utter uncertainty, in the sense of a 
generally dull and stupefied state of mind. That uncertainty or bewilderment occurs every fraction 



of a second in our state of being. It goes on all the time. We don’t know whether we are coming or 
going, perceiving or not perceiving. Due to that uncertainty, we prefer to spin in circles rather than 
to look around and extend outward. Our actions are colored or flavored by a kind of fundamental 
ape instinct; our only guidance is our own very fermented body odor or mind odor. It is like the 
blind leading the blind. We are just sniffing around. In this stupefied state, you are willing to step 
into a corral or den, like an animal, not knowing that the consequences will be painful. In that way, 
you are drawn toward pain rather than toward pleasure. 
 
That tendency toward pain comes not from either pain or pleasure, but from wanting to bury your 
head in yourself and smell your own wickedness. You would rather stick with your family than go 
out and meet strangers. You prefer to relate with your own nest, which happens to be a bad choice, 
and the result is pain. So you start with ignorance, which is very self-snug, like living in a cocoon. 
 
Final Comments 
I invite you to take an emotion that caused you to act, and describe step-by-step the different mental 
and physical factors that went into that action of body, speech, and mind. You don’t have to copy 
the format below or come up with 12 steps. See what arises naturally as you contemplate a deed. 
 
The Treasury of Abhidharma (Abhidharmakosha), chapter 3, verses 24-25 
The 12 nidanas in one instant  
 

1. ignorance basic delusion 
2. formations intention, volition 
3. consciousness consciousness separate from and knowing its objects 
4. name-form    consciousness together with the other three mental skandhas is embodied 
5. 6 senses 6 inner sense faculties by themselves 
6. contact coming together of 6 sense faculties with their objects 
7. feeling experiencing the contact as pleasurable, painful, or neutral (or mixed) 
8. craving  main klesha such as passion, aggression, etc. 
9. grasping outbreak of secondary kleshas supporting the main klesha 
10. becoming vocal and/or physical action 
11. birth birth of the result of that action  
12. ageing complete ripening of that action  
 death complete disintegration  

 

For example, the act of killing someone: 
1. total ego fixation 
2. remembering past insults and injuries from someone, we decide we to kill them 
3. aware of that person as a separate being 
4. our body supporting our own individual awareness 
5. our senses able to perceive 
6. ours senses actually perceive that person precisely and vividly 
7. feel pain at seeing them 
8. that pain fuels our anger and desire to kill them 
9. secondary emotions such as jealousy and the like intensify our resolve to kill them 
10. we shout insults at them and stab them with a knife 
11. that person dies as a result of our action 
12. that karmic act is complete as we do not regret our action 
 our anger and jealousy abate and we lapse into an uneasy satisfaction 
1. which further fuels our ego pride 
 



The book I mentioned is Rebirth: The Tibetan Game of Liberation, by Mark Tatz and Jody Kent, 
Anchor Books 1977. It’s been out of print for a long time. Used copies are expensive ($50 and up), 
and most do not include the folded-paper game board. A pdf copy of the book can be found online. 
Attached below is a photo of the game board.  
 
Also attached is my version of the twelve nidanas in one party. I wrote this many years ago, but 
updated it during our course. I encourage you to come up with your own version of the twelve 
nidanas as a final offering.  
 
 

May all beings enjoy happiness and the root of happiness. 
May we be free from suffering and the root of suffering. 
May we never be separated from the great happiness devoid of suffering. 
May we dwell in the great equanimity, free from passion, aggression, and prejudice.  

 
 
 
 
 
 


