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Guidance for 11-16-08
Why inquire into space at all? In Chapter 4 of DTS, Rinpoche gives one answer: By accepting our usual understanding of space, we condemn ourselves to a lack of understanding. And because we don’t understand, we can’t accomplish our own highest goals.

Reading this chapter for our program, I was struck by the clear logic of it. What we have done is subordinated space to substance. Paradoxically, substance is all about surfaces. That is, when we try to get hold of something substantial, we can only see/touch, etc. the surface of that thing. If I slice open an orange to see the inside of it, I end up only seeing the surface of the orange slices. And so it goes. The paradox is that we use our knowledge of surfaces to confirm our belief in substance, even when substance is precisely what we can never contact. This way of understanding puts the unknown at the center of experience. Our belief in substance turns out to be mostly theoretical.

Now, the theory that surfaces represent substances is also a theory about the space in which substance appears. But this version of space is no more ‘substantial’ than substance itself. It’s just a construct.

So how can we do it differently? How can we “see with space eyes?” To start to explore this, consider that space—a more immediately available version of space—could present the space that presents substance. Think here of nested spaces; for example, the space occupied by the characters in a television program, or the space inside a car that is moving through the countryside. (Note, however, that the notion of nesting is metaphorical; that is, one space does not reside within another space. For example, the space in a dream is not located ‘in’ my head.) It is possible to have different kinds of space, but they will not be related to each other in any very easily understood way.
If you learn to look at space in this ‘more fundamental’ way, you immediately undermine substance. Nothing has substance, because whatever appears is just given by space. The result is that you are no longer the victim of an “unknown interior” to what appears. There is only appearance. Things ‘appear’ in space: that is all. And since appearance is by definition knowable (what appears is known as appearance in the act of appearing) there is a kind of universal knowledgeability. Of course, it may not be the self that knows; rather, the self may be one of those things that appears. But that is a problem for another time.
For now, the tricky part is that we cannot make this move into space at the level of ideas (see p. 32). We have to accept that space operating in this way is a mystery, at least for our ordinary knowing. As Rinpoche writes on p. 33, forms appear but they do not take birth; they exhibit but do not take up the conditions they portray. This sounds plenty mysterious. But if we have followed the logic into our way of experience, claims like this actually make good practical sense. They are not esoteric. They are as realistic as our usually way of seeing, or more so.

To explore this, let’s work with DTS Ex. 9: Generating Space. The place to start may be to notice how this exercise is similar to—and comments on—the ‘non-content’ and ‘expanding-condensing’ approaches we have been working with. 

In the weekly phone call, a question arose about the self. If the self is part of the communiqué (that is, if the self is part of what appears), what does this do to our sense of ‘I’ as actor, as the one with free will? The short answer is that that version of the self is not free. But freedom is available at a different level.

The second question had to do with how this kind of inquiry supports living in a more heartfelt way. It’s a good question, a way to avoid settling for theoretical insight instead of transformation. You might want to look at the discussion on p. 28 (the end of the last chapter) on intimacy. How does that theme come up? How is it related to what we are exploring here?
