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Approaching reality: finding gateways to the truth – a talk by Dayanandi

In a series of six talks at Manchester Buddhist Centre in 2011, Dayanandi gave an overview of the phases of
spiritual experience we pass through in the course of our practice of the Dharma. Her talks were based on
Sangharakshita’s teachings, The Five Great Stages of the Spiritual Path, given in a study seminar in 1976
on a text by Nagarjuna called The Precious Garland. 

Transcript of the fourth talk, given on 4th April 2011, edited by Sally Newby

The third stage of the path is The Stage of Spiritual Insight and Vision and it’s the great turning point of the
path, a pivot, after which everything changes.

RECAPPING …THE PATH SO FAR

Just to recap on how we got here. Perhaps we can imagine ourselves sitting on a lofty mountain crag looking
out over vast distances, looking back over the path we have traversed. Initially we were crossing the wide
plains of the stage of integration through mindfulness and awareness. It began as a mild and charming path
but suddenly crossed through unexpected swamps, wild rivers vanishing in thick forest and deserts (all
different aspects of ourselves, our doubts, fears, our hidden depths). We keep going because our intuition tells
us to, and at intervals we glimpse the soaring peaks (so often lost in cloud) of some real spiritual vision.

The first stage is a path of spiritual preparation, the stage of mindfulness and integration. We strengthen and
purify ourselves by bringing awareness to our actions and practising ethics and we get engaged with a Sangha
so we have companions on the journey.

Through this we start making progress, the path enters the foothills and we clearly see the peaks before us!
This is the second stage of the deepening and unfolding of our positive emotional energy. We feel exhilarated.
Our ethical practice helps us be more skilful and we cause others less suffering. We experience less internal
conflict and more self-respect. We begin to feel more energised and more free.

The result of all this is a deepening meditation, a greater ability to be with ourselves, to deepen self
-awareness.. We feel closer to our hearts and minds even though it’s still hard work. Although the path is clear,
it sometimes takes us in unforeseen directions, and we may fall into doubt, but we have spiritual friends
helping and advising us. On the whole, we keep going.

We’ve been going up and up, endlessly circling around the peak and now we’re drawing near to the mountain
peak, the third stage of vision and insight. It’s all new here and we’re not sure what to do. But we keep going
because it feels too late to turn back and we don’t want to let our friends down. It's hard work, but we just keep
walking, climbing and letting go of all expectations.

And there’s a peace in that, giving ourselves up to the path. We’ve given up hope of getting anywhere when
suddenly the clouds part and we see clearly. We’re in the radiance of the sun and clear blue sky. We look back
and understand where we have come from. We look down in fascination and can see the path we have taken
and what it all means. We’ve gone beyond all our obstacles, including that of our own fixed view of self, and
we’ve reached the stage of vision and insight.

Sangharakshita says of this stage:

“Here one sees the truth – not, of course, regarding the truth as a thing out there to be seen, like an
ordinary object. One could say that this is the stage of openness to the truth, openness to the direction of
ultimate reality. It’s indefinite openness to the ultimate. This is also the death of the old self, the ego, and



its birth if you like, of the seed of Buddhahood. Not that the seed wasn’t there already, but the seed has
now become as it were visible, and from that seed the new being as it were, the Buddha, will eventually
develop”.

So, we are on the mountain peaks in our imaginations, surveying the territory of life. When we’re above
something, we can look at it with a bigger perspective, we can see how it works, how things inter-relate. The
heights are a symbol of the higher states of consciousness that lend this broader perspective, states that come
about through our practice of mindfulness, integration and meditation. Times when we feel very positive, calm
and collected in ourselves, even if just temporarily is a state known as Samatha or calm. Samatha is like the
receptive soil in which the seed of Buddhahood can grown and bloom.

I want to approach this topic in a down to earth way. Although it’s important to have intellectual clarity about the
path and the goal, the path is essentially experiential. It’s to do with us in our ordinary day to day lives. We
tread the path as we lead our lives with our thoughts, emotions and aspirations. Too much abstract talk of
insight, reality and the nature of existence can make the whole area rather heady and overly conceptual. Then
reality becomes a rather distant and dreamy "over there" that we keep on reaching towards but never seem to
touch. But there isn’t a reality "out there" separate from us and the world! Reality isn’t a thing, its more a mode
of perception. It’s seeing from a different standpoint.

So we need to cultivate a new mode of perception. It’s a seeking without artifice, without pretence, or
avoidance. It’s a seeing without expectations, likes and dislikes, hopes or fears. We aim to remove internal
barriers that we have put up to being fully aware.

INSIGHT INTO THE NATURE OF REALITY IN THE BUDDHIST TRADITION

There are many gateways towards a deepening experience of Insight, into the nature of existence. I will look at
several of the gateways here. But, before we go further, let’s explore what the Buddhist tradition understands
as the experience of Insight.

THE THREE LAKSANAS

Before we have experienced any insight at all, it’s said that we see the world upside down, not as it really is!.
We see in things the opposite qualities to what they have when viewed with insight. Basically we see
everything including ourselves as fixed, permanent, of a particular nature, very substantial. We don’t
appreciate the utter impermanence of things. So this is said to be the first mark or aspect of the nature of
existence (laksana in Sanskrit), the reality that All Things are Impermanent. The reality is that everything is in a
continual process of change in which everything affects everything else, there is a conditioned co-arising as
the Buddhist scriptures say, a mutually affecting inter-connectedness. Everything follows from this realisation of
impermanence.

Looking at it even more fundamentally, Buddhism says there are, in fact, no "things" to change! We are really
more like a river than a rock. A continual flow of mental events. This is the third laksana, the truth that all is
insubstantial. Because there is only the interplay of continually changing conditions there cannot really be said
to be any fixed essence of being which changes. It’s not just that we change but we are change! This is often
known as the truth of “no self” but it’s inaccurate to say there is no self, it’s more that there is no fixed
unchanging self. An insight into this feels like death for the ego, and we resist it enormously even though it is
the source of freedom.

Then there is the second laksana, the truth of unsatisfactoriness or suffering. The Buddha talked of the fact
that none of us can avoid ageing, illness, death and being separated from loved ones. He also said that
whatever actions we do, good or bad, we shall become heir of those actions.



GATEWAYS TO INSIGHT IN OUR DAILY LIVES

The First Gateway

Perhaps the primary gateway to insight and Enlightenment that the Buddha talked about was the Gateway of
Mindfulness and Awareness.

In anything we see, hear or cognize, we train ourselves to perceive exactly what is there, exactly what is
happening, no more and no less. It’s amazing how our expectations and pre-conceptions alter how we
experience someone or something.. We will all have seen how differently a group of people may experience
an event, and we are all convinced that our experience must be the right one. We listen to someone
speaking with our minds filtering the information – through what we know of the subject or the person,
through the mood we are in.

When we are talking we can train ourselves to speak accurately without exaggerating or minimising. It’s a
practice of truthful communication and it can be a path to clarity and wisdom. We tend to embroider things to
make them more interesting, but the real thing can be much more interesting, even gripping, because it has the
ring of authenticity. Perhaps that is what we’re all looking for but our wish for approval and success often wins
out.

There’s a great letting go that’s needed to be in the realm of “in the seen only the seen” – a letting go of pride,
of our cherished views about ourselves, and along with all that, a great deal of attachment. All very conducive
to insight and a path that would lead to a greater purity, simplicity and to true individuality and full awareness.

The Second Gateway

The second gateway is through practising Metta. In Living with Kindness Sangharakshita has said that:

“Metta is an emotional response to others that is appropriate to reality, and to that extent it has the nature
of insight. Through the development of metta you can eventually transcend the subject-object duality, the
ultimate goal of wisdom seekers.
Insight is after all, an experience of egolessness, and this is the aim of the metta bhavana”.

When asked how you knew whether your practice was working, Dhardo Rimpoche, one of Sangharakshita’s
main teachers said: “you know your practice is working if you can see yourself becoming kinder every day.” I’ve
never forgotten that and it’s been a humbling thing for me to reflect on.  Although I have it as a goal, I don’t
always experience myself becoming progressively kinder. Sometimes I’ve thought that’s all very ordinary and I
want to do something more special and dramatic with my spiritual life. That’s just my ego craving, wanting to
distract myself with fame and pleasure.

True kindness is the expression of awareness and concern for other and is intrinsically selfless.

The Third Gateway

The third gateway is Becoming Real. Sangharakshita said, "If we want to see reality, we must ourselves
become real". We can draw closer to reality as our whole being becomes more authentic. We become more
and more in harmony with the way things are. We stop getting in the way of truth. We can do this through the
down-to-earth process of acknowledging honestly who we really are and not trying to be who we’re not. It’s
about letting go of pride and fixed view - to stop doing things for approval or to be liked. So we strip away the
unreal aspects of ourselves.

The Fourth Gateway



The fourth gateway is through certain life situations – a situation when something very striking has happened
to us and reality is presenting itself to us in the midst of our daily lives.

Times of loss and bereavement or times of great personal challenge can be very spiritually beneficial. They’re
all times when we can be close to Insight. We lose someone who is dear to us and the loss is
incomprehensible. We lose a job, our relationship ends, a friend becomes seriously ill , we are lonely, we
receive harsh criticism. They are challenging painful times, but there are many seeds of insight, many
opportunities.

Sangharakshita says of this:

“Supposing someone near and dear to you is about to die. You don’t as it were, just say to yourself – "ah
this is a situation in which I could develop insight". You are so caught up in the experience, and you have
to allow yourself to be caught up in it. But in the midst of the experience itself, it can open a feeling
detachment, a sense of impermanence of things, that you have got to give up everything in the end, you
will have to part, and that can be an insight experience. And when you have that, you will clearly
recognise it and you try to develop and deepen it. But clearly you will have that sort of experience if your
whole life has been oriented to the Dharma. Or when you have a very cruel disappointment, well you
have a flash of insight. The insight is to the intensity of your own desire that something should happen,
and you can see the limitations of that. You see how it leads to suffering.”

Insight isn’t something we can chase after either. Wisdom is said to come in sideways, not front on. It’s not a
language the conceptual mind can understand. It goes beyond concepts, in fact beyond speech entirely, to
pure experience.

The Fifth Gateway

The fifth gateway is through Meditation and Reflection. Through meditation practice, we can temporarily
experience very high degrees of concentration, calm and awareness that allow us to see right through our
habitual distractions and views of the world. Meditation can soften the hard edges of the mind, make it more
pliable, open and expansive. Our minds are often very much caught up in material things and thus very limited,
and meditation coaxes the mind to expand beyond that to a different, bigger, truer way of perceiving things. So
even when the meditative mind is not insightful, it takes us closer to the experience of the Buddha. The
experience itself isn’t permanent but gives us a glimpse of something totally different from our usual mundane
round, a higher beauty, an appreciative awareness that sees things more as they are.

It’s unlikely that insight will suddenly come to us in a blinding flash. It’s more likely to be an accumulation of
insights, deep knowings that build a picture, until eventually the insights are part of us, they become how we
think and feel. Sangharakshita gave an image for this – he said imagine an old-fashioned weighing scales with
two pans, one of which holds a series of weights and on the other we put the article to be weighted . . . in this
case grains of gold dust. Sangharakshita talks of our small flashes of insight being like individual grains of gold
dust that are placed on the pan. Each flash of insight weighs it down. Very gradually, almost imperceptibly they
are weighing it down until it is level with the weights … which perhaps represent our negative karma and
ignorance, or the effect of the three poisons of greed, hatred and delusion). Over time the insights accumulate
until at some point the scales tip, the pan tips below the horizontal, and this is when our Insight is irreversible.
We have become our Insight. We may not notice that point, except when we look back. That’s the point of
stream entry, when we enter the transcendent path.

This will happen on the basis of regular practice, if we practice consistently and intensely and we take notice of
the insights that we have. We take them seriously and give ourselves space around them to reflect on them.

Sangharakshita has said that we can have faith that if we continue to practice the dharma in this way, sincerely
and deeply, enlightenment is assured!

http://www.manchesterbuddhistcentre.org.uk/sangha/talks/the-five-great-stages-of-the-spiritual-path-the-insight-of-
selflessness.html


