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Foreword • BY PROFESSOR MARK WILLIAMS



THIS IS A REMARKABLE book. It is at once a travel book, a spiritual guidebook and a thriller. It is a travel book because it describes a journey away from the safety of a monastery into a self-imposed wandering exile. It is a spiritual guidebook because – for anyone who pursues wisdom through meditation practice – every page has a profound insight, expressed through the events that take place, the parables these bring to mind and the reflections offered. It is a thriller because what Mingyur Rinpoche finds is that each day brings discoveries that are very different from his expectations for the journey. It is far more unpre dictable, even dangerous, and it becomes impossible to read very far without caring deeply about what’s going to happen next.


And at every level it is a meditation on ‘bardo’: the experience of being in transition. Bardo can be understood both as the gap between death and rebirth, and also as the transition between the death of any moment and the rebirth of the next. Because the present moment is always a transition between the past and future, we can use it to learn the skill of letting go of those habits of mind that hinder us from allowing any transition to take its course. This is what meditation can do for us.




Whether we train the mind by using our breath, or using pain, or doing compassion exercises, every practice is about waking up and becoming conscious of a universal reality that transcends the contents of our individual minds.





Notice the implication of this: that meditation is much more than learning to pay attention, important though this is. Yes, paying attention – especially to the body – is the foundation of the path. It gradually helps us to build on that foundation: to discover an openhearted awareness that gives us the courage to see beyond the habitual petty judgements that so easily rule our lives. Gradually, as we let the preoccupations of the conceptual mind dissolve, we come to see that there are moments, available to us if we are alive to them, in which we glimpse another mode of being. Mingyur Rinpoche shows how this may start by focussing on the short gap between breaths or between thoughts, which may afford a “fresh glimmer that startles us into wakefulness”. It may only last a moment but that is all we need for now. “Noticing the gap introduces us to the mind that does not reach out to grasp a story of loss or love, or to a label of fame or disgrace …” It is such ‘disclosure moments’ that can give deep reassurance that it’s actually okay to let go of the ego; to see instead an “unchangeable awareness in the midst of turbulence.”


There is so much in this book, but three things are particularly striking. The first of these is the way in which Mingyur Rinpoche rehabilitates yearning, yes, even craving. This is hugely important. For none of us have to read much Buddhist literature, or practice meditation for very long, before we think we know who the enemy is. Isn’t ‘craving’ the thing that gets us into trouble? Isn’t it ‘craving’ that we need to hunt down and eliminate? But ‘craving’ is a member of a large family. Yes, there are some members of the family that are generally frowned upon; we may know them as ‘thirst’, ‘craving’ and ‘attachment’. There are other, more ‘noble’ cousins of the family that are more often celebrated: ‘motivation’, ‘values’ and ‘intentions’. In the middle are such things as ‘longing’ and ‘desire’ that seem to be able to point both ways. When we find ourselves craving material things, or sweet food, or soft comfort, it’s easy to think that this is wrong, to be rejected and that mindfulness or other forms of meditation will be the way of getting rid of it. ‘Be mindful and you won’t crave!’ But when – after many months or years of meditation practice – we find ourselves still craving, a deep sigh arises: ‘when will I find the way to rid myself of this?’


Mingyur Rinpoche is much kinder: don’t try to eliminate anything, including craving. Learn to look, he says. See what’s happening here. Thirst, craving, desire, longing – these are all different aspects of a deep desire for happiness. Now keep looking, bringing openhearted awareness to your yearning, and you may gradually begin to see for yourself which things actually cultivate the happiness you seek; which things offer the release from suffering you deeply desire. In this, he expresses again the most profound wisdom of the mystics: keep your thirst before you; for it can give you a source of light, guiding you to the place where life is most richly to be found.


Second, he shows us the nature of our confusion, how “our misperceptions turn us into targets.” Our attempts to solve our problems can often make things even worse. “The more rigid our sense of self, the more surface we provide for the arrows to hit.” This is familiar to anyone who practices meditation. There is nothing inherently wrong with the thinking mind: rational analysis to solve problems is what is needed in many situations. But when we are sad or upset, and then begin to analyse and judge ourselves, thoughts can easily become an avalanche of self-blame and despair, in which the mind goes round and round, getting more and more upset.


Why do we become so confused? Mingyur Rinpoche’s answer is beautifully expressed:


The insight that the Buddha discovered is so simple, and yet so difficult to accept. His teachings introduce us to a dormant, hidden, unrealized part of ourselves. This is the great paradox of the Buddhist path: that we practice in order to know what we already are, therefore attaining nothing, getting nothing, going nowhere. We seek to uncover what has always been there.



Third, his book describes in painful honesty the way that the journey he is making into unknown aspects of the world and unknown aspects of himself – is a gradual change from a ‘letting go’ into a sense of ‘offering up.’ Although this deep transformation builds on the foundations of long meditation practice with wonderful teachers, it had to be discovered in the messiness and uncertainty of casting himself adrift from all that was familiar. The unfamiliar included not knowing where the next meal would come from, whether it might poison his body or whether death would come too soon for adequate preparation. 


Offering up what is most precious is an act that demands everything. It is allowing emptiness – from which all arises – to return to emptiness. It is an act of sacrifice – that is, a moment that ‘makes sacred’ – not by adding something that was missing, but by revealing something that was here all along.


This book shows a way of living life with a grace that blesses all it touches. No one could read it without receiving a gift from every page.


Mark Williams
Emeritus Professor of Clinical Psychology


University of Oxford




Prologue • JUNE 11, 2011



I FINISHED WRITING THE letter. It was past ten o’clock on a hot night in Bodh Gaya in north-central India, and right now no one else knew. I placed the letter on a low wooden table in front of the chair that I often sat on. It would be discovered sometime the following afternoon. There was nothing left to do. I turned off the lights and pushed back the curtain. Outside, it was pitch black, with no sign of activity, just as I had anticipated. By ten thirty, I began pacing in the dark and checking my watch.


Twenty minutes later I picked up my backpack and left the room, locking the door behind me. In the dark, I tiptoed downstairs to the foyer. At night, a heavy metal bolt secures two thick wooden doors from the inside. Narrow rectangular push-out windows parallel each door, and are almost as long. I waited for the watchman to pass. Once I calculated that he was the farthest from the front door, I opened a window and stepped out onto the small marble porch. I closed the window, flew down the six steps to the brick walkway, and quickly moved behind the bushes to the left.


A high metal fence surrounds the compound. The side gate on the alley stays open during the day, but at night it’s locked and a guard sits nearby. The front gate is rarely used. High and wide, it opens onto a bypass that connects the main roads that run parallel to each other. The two metal panels of the gate are secured by a heavy chain and a large padlock. To leave without being noticed, I would have to stay out of the watchman’s sight for his next round. I waited in the bushes for him to pass, once again calculated his distance, and ran the hundred feet to the main gate.


I threw my backpack over the gate, aiming for the grassy area to the side of the blacktop so that it would land quietly. Besides, my father had always told me: When you’re on a journey and you come to a wall, always throw your pack over first, because then you will be sure to follow. I unlocked the padlock, pushed back the gate, and slipped through.


My heart burst with fear and exhilaration. The darkness of night seemed to light up and absorb all my thoughts, leaving just the shocking sensation of being on the other side of the fence, in the dead of night, alone outside in the world for the first time in my adult life. I had to force myself to move. I reached around through the bars to close the padlock, then I picked up my pack and hid on the side of the road. Two minutes before eleven, and I was in-between one life and the next. My breath thundered in my ears; my stomach tightened. I could hardly believe that so far the scheme had worked perfectly. My senses intensified and seemed to extend far beyond my conceptual mind. The world suddenly became luminous, and I felt as if I could see for miles … but I could not see the taxi.


Where is the taxi?


It had been ordered for eleven p.m. I stepped out onto the bypass to search for headlights. Despite strategizing like a jailbird, I had shared my plan with no one, and no getaway car was waiting. On the other side of the fence, now behind me, sat Tergar, a Tibetan Buddhist monastery … and I was its prestigious thirty-six-year-old abbot.


A year earlier, I had announced my intention to enter an extended retreat. This had not sounded any alarms. Three-year retreats are common in my tradition. However, it was assumed that I would seclude myself in a monastery or a mountain hermitage. In addition to Tergar in Bodh Gaya, I have monasteries in Tibet and Nepal, and meditation centers throughout the world, but no one anywhere had imagined my true intentions. Despite my revered position— or more precisely, because of it— I would not vanish into an institutional or isolated dwelling. I had set my sights on following the ancient tradition of sadhus, the wandering Hindu ascetics who give up all their belongings to live free of worldly concerns. The earliest heroes of my own Tibetan Kagyu lineage had followed in the footsteps of their Hindu predecessors, taking shelter in caves and forest groves. I would die to my life as a privileged tulku— a recognized incarnation of a spiritual adept. I would discard the mantle of being the youngest son of Tulku Urgyen Rinpoche, the esteemed meditation master. I would live without attendants and administrators and would exchange the protections granted by my role as abbot and lineage holder for the anonymity that I had never known but had long yearned for.


My wristwatch read ten after eleven. My plan was to take the midnight train to Varanasi; the train left from the Gaya station, just eight miles away. I had ordered the taxi earlier that evening while coming home from the Mahabodhi Temple, the historic site that commemorates the Buddha’s great awakening under a bodhi tree. An offshoot of the original tree marks the heart of this sprawling temple complex, and pilgrims from all over the world come to sit under its leaves. I went there often, but this particular evening I specifically went to do kora— ritual circumambulation— and to offer butter lamps as a way of praying for my retreat to go well. I had been accompanied by my longtime attendant, Lama Soto.


Headlights appeared and I stepped onto the road. A jeep drove past. After another ten minutes, I once again saw headlights. When a large cargo truck came barreling toward me, I jumped back and slipped in a mud puddle. When I pulled my foot out, one of my rubber flip-flops got stuck. I retrieved it, then continued to hide, my hands wet with slimy muck. My enchantment vanished, and agitation rolled in like fog. Anyone who frequented this road would recognize me. No one had ever seen me unaccompanied, not at this hour, not at any hour. I had taken the taxi for granted. I had no idea what I would do after I reached Varanasi, but at this moment it seemed critically important not to miss the train. I had no backup plan. I began walking quickly toward the main road, sweating from heat and excitement.


Earlier in the evening, Lama Soto and I had been driven to the Mahabodhi Temple in the Tergar jeep, a distance of about two miles. We had passed the small shops that line the main road: convenience stores that sell dry goods, a few restaurants, computer cafés, souvenir and trinket shops, and travel bureaus. Cars and taxis, bicycles, and rickshaws crowded the road, along with tuk-tuks, the three-wheeled motorized contraptions that make a racket. As the road approaches the temple entrance, beggars line the streets, holding out their alms bowls. On the way back to Tergar, we had stopped at the office of a travel agent, where I had ordered a taxi to come to the main gate of the monastery at eleven o’clock. We had spoken in English, so Lama Soto, who spoke only Tibetan, knew nothing of this arrangement.


I was on the bypass halfway toward the main road when the taxi finally appeared. After thirty minutes in the world on my own, the confines of a car provided unexpected comfort. Several times each day since I was little, I had recited prayers that included: I take refuge in the Buddha; in the dharma— the Buddha’s teachings; and in the sangha— the enlightened assembly. Now I noticed that I was taking refuge in this taxi, and was grateful for its shelter.


I found myself thinking about Naropa (circa 980–1040 CE), the learned abbot of the Buddhist university Nalanda. I knew that he had left his exalted position to seek a higher level of wisdom than he had yet accomplished, but I had never before thought about the circumstances of his departure. I wonder if he started out totally alone. Perhaps an attendant was waiting outside the gates with a horse. That’s how Prince Siddhartha escaped from his father’s kingdom: He had confided in his charioteer, and they had made a secret arrangement.


As the taxi sped toward Gaya, my body went forward as my mind went backward. The carefully constructed departure suddenly felt jarring. During the previous weeks, I had envisioned how the events of this evening would unfold. Now I watched the same movie in reverse, starting in the present and going backward, and accepting that there are different ways to say goodbye.


Lama Soto and I had returned to Tergar from the Mahabodhi Temple by seven o’clock, and I had gone straight to my private rooms on the second floor of my house. My apartment consists of a large reception room for meeting guests, which leads to a second room, where I practiced and slept. The house sits behind the central temple, which is the size of a village block. Traditional ornamental designs cover every wall, each column, and the entire ceiling of the temple. A huge golden Buddha rises from the shrine and directly faces the main gate and, beyond that, the Mahabodhi Temple. Earlier in the day I had circumambulated the marble portico that runs along the outside walls, and had gone upstairs to the balconies that overlook the main room, all the while silently saying goodbye. Adjacent to my house are the guesthouse and administrative offices. Behind these buildings are the dormitories and classrooms for about 150 young monks who range in age from nine to twenty. I had passed by every room, walked down every corridor, not quite believing that I might not see any of this again for a long time. I planned to stay away for at least three years. I had done everything I could to ensure the continued welfare and training of the monks. I hoped I hadn’t missed any important details.


Lama Soto had come to my room at about nine o’clock to check if I needed anything before he retired. Originally from Kham, an area of eastern Tibet known for its strong, tough men, he had been my attendant for the last ten years, since I was twenty-six, and had shielded me in a crowd like a bodyguard. His room was on the first floor of my house. The door to my private rooms had creaked so loudly that in preparation for sneaking out, I had greased its hinges. Two weeks earlier, I had informed Lama Soto and the monastery administrators that I was not to be disturbed before noon each day. This unusual request suggested that I would be practicing meditations that should not be interrupted. But really, this would allow me to be far away before my absence was discovered.


What most appealed to my sense of mischief was obtaining a key to the front gate. I traveled frequently between my monasteries in India and Kathmandu, and during a previous visit to Bodh Gaya, I had informed the head of maintenance that the gate needed a more substantial padlock and that I would purchase one on my next visit to Delhi. To this end, Lama Soto and I had gone to Old Delhi one afternoon, ambling through a section of the market that featured locksmiths. When I returned to Bodh Gaya, I accompanied the maintenance supervisor to the gate in order to replace the old lock. The new lock came with three keys, and I handed him two but kept one. This also provided me with a chance to swing the gate back and forth in order to test its weight and the noise it made.


The Mahabodhi Temple was now barely out of sight, yet I already knew something of the need to nourish the steady awareness of buddha-mind. When I had entered the taxi, the agitation in my voice had made the driver accelerate to dangerous speeds. Temples and stupas— buildings that house sacred relics— reflect the heart and mind of the Buddha. Respecting outside forms of Buddha nourishes our own innate wisdom. Yet the true buddha, the awakened essence of mind, exists within each one of us.


My heart was beating fast. Between the speed of the taxi and the darkness, I couldn’t see anything out the window. Images moved through my mindscape faster than the speed of the taxi. According to scientists, fifty to eighty thousand thoughts pass through the mind in one day, but it felt like that many in one minute. The faces of relatives appeared before me: my mother, Sonam Chödrön, and grandfather, Tashi Dorje, in their quarters at Osel Ling, my monastery in Kathmandu. I imagined monastery officials and nuns and monks meditating in formal shrine rooms; I saw friends sitting in European cafés, or in Hong Kong eating at large round tables in noodle restaurants. I imagined their astonishment on learning of my disappearance: Jaws would drop; faces would fall forward, leaning into the news. I watched amused, but my amusement did not extend to my mother. When I saw her face, I knew how worried she would be, and I just had to trust in my father’s advice.


In 1996, I had visited my father at Nagi Gompa, his hermitage on an isolated mountainside outside Kathmandu. He had been sick with diabetes, but no change in his physical condition indicated that he was close to dying. As it turned out, he died two months later. We were in his small room, a space of not more than ten by ten feet that sat perched on the roof of his house; his retinue resided on the lower floors. The room had a big picture window that looked out over the valley. He was the abbot of a small nunnery, and for his teachings, the nuns crowded into this little space.


He sat on a raised rectangular box. This is where he slept, and it was from here that he taught. His lower body was covered with a blanket. I sat before him on the floor. As usual, he initiated the conversation by asking, Do you have any issues to discuss with me?


I told him that I wanted to do a wandering retreat.


He looked down at me. Ami, he said, using a Tibetan term of endearment. Listen to me, ami, are you sure? Really sure?


I told him, Yes. I am sure. I have wanted to do this since I was a little boy.


Then my father said, Wonderful. But if you really want to do this, I have one piece of advice: Just go. Don’t tell anyone where you’re going, including our family members. Just go, and it will be good for you.


I had not forgotten his advice, even though fifteen years had passed before I used it. For decades, as part of the daily liturgy, I had repeated: All things are impermanent; Death comes without warning; This body too will be a corpse. The more I matured in my view, the more I intuited that I had not fully absorbed the deepest meaning of this phrase, but even so, the possibility of this impermanent body becoming a corpse without my realizing my aspirations had never strayed far from my concerns. I had waited a long time to do this retreat, waited until it became a do-or-die proposition— or perhaps it would be more accurate to say do and die. I would be leaving behind everything I knew— with no more certainty of what might come next than if I were on my deathbed.


In addition to leaving my mother, leaving Lama Soto was also sad, for he had been ill, and I knew we would never see each other again. He would be the one to discover my absence, and I took no pleasure in picturing his distress as the implications of the letter I had left behind became clear:


By the time you read this letter, I will have begun the long retreat that I announced last year. As you may know, I have felt a very strong connection with the tradition of retreat since I was a young boy growing up in the Himalayas. Even though I didn’t really know how to meditate, I would often run away from home to a cave nearby, where I would sit quietly and chant the mantra “om mani peme hung” over and over again in my mind. My love of the mountains and the simple life of a wandering meditator called to me even then.





PART ONE •



ADDING WOOD
TO THE FIRE




1 •



Who Are
You?


Are you Mingyur Rinpoche?


My father asked me this question soon after I began studying with him, when I was around nine years old. It was so gratifying to know the correct answer that I proudly declared, Yes, I am.


Then he asked, Can you show me the one thing in particular that makes you Mingyur Rinpoche?


I looked down the front of my body to my feet. I looked at my hands. I thought about my name. I thought about who I was in relation to my parents and my older brothers. I could not come up with an answer. He then made looking for the real me sound like a treasure hunt, and I earnestly searched under rocks and behind trees. When I was eleven years old, I began my studies at Sherab Ling, a monastery in northern India, where I brought this search inside myself through meditation. Two years later, I entered the traditional three-year retreat, a period of intense mind training. During this period, we novice monks did many different exercises, each one deepening our understanding of subtler levels of reality. The Tibetan word for meditation, gom, means “to become familiar with”: familiar with how the mind works, how it creates and shapes our perceptions of ourselves and the world, how the outer layers of mind— the constructed labels— function like clothing that identifies our social identities and cloaks our naked, nonfabricated state of original mind, whether that outerwear consists of business suits, jeans, uniforms, or Buddhist robes.


By the time I set off for this retreat, I understood that the value of the labels shifts according to circumstances and social consensus. I had already affirmed that I was not my name, title, or status; that the essential me could not be defined by rank or role. Nonetheless these same designations, empty of essential meaning, had circumscribed my days: I am a monk; a son, a brother, and an uncle; a Buddhist; a meditation teacher; a tulku, an abbot, and an author; a Tibetan Nepali; a human being. Which one describes the essential me?


Making this list is a simple exercise. There is only one problem: The inevitable conclusion contradicts every cherished assumption that we hold dear— as I was just about to learn yet again. I wished to go beyond the relative self— the self that identifies with these labels. I knew that even though these social categories play a dominant role in our personal stories, they coexist with a larger reality beyond labels. Generally we do not recognize that our social identities are molded and confined by context, and that these outer layers of ourselves exist within a boundless reality. Habitual patterns cover over this boundless reality; they obscure it, but it is always there, ready to be uncovered. When we are not constricted by habitual patterns that define how we see ourselves and how we behave in the world, we create access to those qualities of mind that are vast, that are not contingent on circumstances or concepts, and that are always present; for these reasons, we call it the ultimate, or absolute mind, or the mind of absolute reality, which is the same as the mind of pure awareness and which expresses the very essence of our true nature. Unlike the intellectual and conceptual head and the boundless love of an open heart, this essence of reality has no association to location or materiality of any kind. It is everywhere and nowhere. It’s somewhat like sky— so completely integrated with our existence that we never stop to question its reality or to recognize its qualities. Because awareness is as present in our lives as the air we breathe, we can access it anywhere, anytime.


I had developed some capacity to hold the relative and absolute perspectives at the same time. Yet I had never known a day without people and props that mirrored the stitched-together patchwork that became known to me and to others as Mingyur Rinpoche: unfailingly polite, quick to smile, with a somewhat reserved demeanor, tidy, clean-shaven, wearing rimless glasses with gold frames. Now I wondered how these identities would play out in the Gaya station. I had been there many times before, but always with at least one attendant. This meant that I was never without a reference to rank, and was never challenged to depend solely on my own internal resources.


Tibetans have an expression for deliberately increasing the challenges of maintaining a steady mind: adding wood to the fire. Generally, people go through life taking note of those experiences that recurrently enflame our anger or anxiety or fear— and then we try to avoid them, telling ourselves things like, I can’t watch scary movies. I cannot be in big crowds. I have a terrible fear of heights, or of flying, or of dogs, or the dark. But the causes that provoke these responses do not go away; and when we find ourselves in these situations, our reactions can overwhelm us. Using our inner resources to work with these issues is our only true protection, because external circumstances change all the time and are therefore not reliable.


Adding wood to the fire deliberately brings difficult situations to the forefront so that we can work with them directly. We take the very behaviors or circumstances that we think of as problems and turn them into allies. For example, when I was about three or four years old, I went by bus on a pilgrimage tour of the major Buddhist sites in India with my mother and grandparents. I got very sick on the first bus ride. After that, every time we even approached a bus, I became fearful and nauseated, and inevitably got sick again. At the age of about twelve, after a year of living at Sherab Ling Monastery in northern India, I was going home to see my family. The attendant who would be traveling with me arranged for us to take a bus to Delhi, an all-night ride, and then a plane from Delhi to Kathmandu. I had been looking forward to the visit, but for weeks I had dreaded the bus ride. I insisted that the attendant buy two seats for me so that I could lie down, as I thought this would settle my stomach. But once the trip started, and I was stretched out, I discovered that lying down made me feel worse. My attendant implored me to eat something or to drink juice, but my stomach was too distended to swallow a sip. When the bus stopped en route, I refused to get up and walk outside. I did not want to move, and didn’t for many hours. Finally, I left the bus to use the restroom and have some juice.


When I returned to my two seats, I felt much better and decided to try to meditate. I started with a body scan, bringing my awareness to the sensations around my stomach, its bloating, and the nausea. This was very uncomfortable, a little disgusting, and initially made the sensations worse. But as I slowly came to accept these sensations, I experienced my entire body as a guesthouse. I was playing host to these sensations, as well as to feelings of aversion, resistance, and reaction. The more I allowed these guests to inhabit my body, the calmer I became. Soon I fell sound asleep, and woke up in Delhi.


This experience did not put to rest all of my anxieties about riding buses; the fear recurred with subsequent trips, although with lessening effect. The big difference was that after this, I welcomed bus rides. I did not seek them out, in the deliberate fashion that I had arranged for this wandering retreat, but I was grateful for the challenge of working with my mind in order to overcome adversity.


When we add wood to the fire, instead of trying to smother the flames of our fears, we add more fuel, and in the process gain confidence in our capacity to work with whatever settings we find ourselves in. We no longer avoid situations that have disturbed us in the past, or that evoke destructive patterns or emotional outbursts. We begin to rely on another aspect of mind that exists beneath our reactivity. We call this “no-self.” It’s the unconditioned awareness that reveals itself with the dissolution of the chattering mind that talks to itself throughout the day. Another way of saying this is that we switch mental gears from normal awareness to meditative awareness.


The normal awareness that guides our everyday activities is actually quite cluttered. We generally go about our days with minds filled with ideas of what we want, and how things should be, and with reactive responses to what we like and do not like. It’s as if we are wearing different pairs of glasses without knowing it, and have no idea that these filters obscure and distort our perceptions. For example, if we have motion sickness, the extra glasses are the feelings of disgust from the smell and the embarrassment we feel from causing others to be disgusted by us. The fact that someone might notice adds to our physical discomfort.


Let’s say we look at a mountain with normal awareness. Our mind is facing out and following our eyes to the mountain, and perhaps we’re thinking about the last time we saw this mountain, or any mountain, and who we were with at that time, or if the climate or time of day for seeing the mountain was better before or now, or if we are hungry or happy. Or think of the times when we use normal awareness to collect our keys and phones before leaving the house. We might notice that this process often includes anxiety about being late or about what route to take to an appointment, or we might fantasize about returning home before we have even left.


With meditative awareness, we try to remove these filters and reduce the projections. We face inward and recognize awareness as a quality of mind itself. When we look at the mountain, there is less mental traffic between us and the mountain, fewer concepts and ideas. We see things about the mountain that we had not noticed before: the way the ridges are outlined by the shape of the trees, the changes in vegetation, or the sky that surrounds the mountain. This clear mind of awareness is always with us, whether we recognize it or not. It coexists with confusion, and with the destructive emotions and cultural conditioning that shape our ways of seeing things. But when our perception shifts to meditative or steady awareness, it is no longer narrowed by memory and expectation; whatever we see, touch, taste, smell, or hear has greater clarity and sharpness, and enlivens our interactions.


Shortly after I started studying with my father, I received teachings from him on meditative awareness. One day I was hanging out on the roof of my house, just looking around in a kind of distracted, casual way, and I noticed that partway up Shivapuri, the mountain behind Nagi Gompa, there was a road crew repairing a footpath that cut through the side of the mountain. About six people were using shovels, pickaxes, and wheelbarrows to level the path and clear dirt and stones that had fallen from above. I sat down and watched them work from the roof. Then I thought, I should be meditating. Following my father’s instructions, I turned my mind toward itself without moving my eyes. I continued to see the people working, and hear the sound of pickaxes breaking rock, and watch the wheelbarrow dumping dirt over the side. But suddenly, I also saw the beautiful blue sky and the clouds passing overhead, and I saw leaves move in the wind and felt the breeze on my skin and heard birds singing. Before, with normal awareness, my focus had narrowed, and I did not feel or see anything but the road crew. Meditative awareness— also called steady awareness— introduces us to looking at the nature of awareness itself.


Once we become familiar with steady awareness, we still often move between this state and normal awareness. Despite the difference between them, both types of awareness exist within a dualistic construct: There is something watching and something being watched— the experience of awareness recognizing itself. When this duality is eliminated, we drop into what we call pure— or non-dual— awareness. Non-duality is the essential quality of awareness, yet when we speak of three types of awareness— normal, meditative, and pure— we are speaking of a gradual experiential process that takes place from dualistic to non-dualistic states, from very cluttered minds to minds that are increasingly liberated from habitual reactivity and preconceptions about how things are supposed to be. These categories of awareness are not sharply delineated, and our recognition of pure awareness also has many gradations. We can have glimpses or flashes of it, with differing degrees of depth or clarity. I knew something of pure awareness. Part of my intention for this retreat was to intensify my relationship to this aspect of reality, and I had hoped to accomplish this by stepping outside of my normal life.


Who was about to step into the Gaya railway station in the middle of the night? My maroon robes, yellow shirt, and shaved head identified me as a Tibetan Buddhist monk, a lama by profession— a perfect disguise for the disorderly mix of curiosity, anxiety, and confidence that accompanied my every heartbeat—and who in so many ways was still seeking the answer to my father’s question: Who is Mingyur Rinpoche?


I had attained skills in recognizing awareness— within monastic enclosures and shrine rooms, and on my meditation mat, always within my comfort zone, and always near disciples and attendants. Even though I had been meditating for my entire life, and had spent many years in Buddhist monasteries, I was now starting out on a different kind of retreat. My titles and roles would get tossed onto the pyre. I would burn up the coarse, outer social protections and strategies in order to be free— not of life but for life, for living every day with a newly born engagement with whatever would arise. I would not just revert to the rewarding paths that I knew so well. I had some inkling that these roles had become deeply embedded, and I could not work with them until some degree of fracture had brought them to the surface.


I had set off on my own to intentionally seek this disruption through what I had been thinking of as an ego-suicide mission. I wanted to explore the deepest depths of who I really was out in the world, anonymous and alone. I wanted to test my own capacities in new and challenging situations. If I can truly disrupt my established routines, find my own edge and then keep going, let’s see what happens to my recognition of awareness, see what happens to the virtues of patience and discipline when no one is watching, when no one even knows who I am; when perhaps I don’t even know who I am.


The taxi squealed to a stop. It was time to find out. I paid the driver and left the cab. As if to affirm that every worldly refuge is as fleeting as smoke, I paused in front of the station and turned to watch the taxi disappear.




2 •



Acknowledge
the Wave
but Stay with
the Ocean


DAY AND NIGHT the Gaya station teems with travelers, beggars, pilgrims, and crying children. Entire families sit on top of their belongings, or stretch out on the platforms either waiting for trains or because they have no place else to be. Porters balance heavy cases on their turbaned heads. Meandering cows, pigeons, and dogs make their way among floor dwellers, caged birds, and tethered goats. A public announcement system blares track and schedule information. Venders hawking tea and snacks scream and push their way through the crowds. Men and women chew betel nuts and then spit out the red juice, which hits the ground like blobs of blood. It’s noisy, tumultuous, and dirty, all features familiar to me only from afar. In the past, I would have remained in an exclusive lounge while an attendant-monk purchased tickets and arranged for a porter. Now I steered through throngs cast in shadow by dim overhead bulbs.


I had never once bought a ticket for anything, and had never had more weight in my backpack than a bottle of water, perhaps sunglasses, and a hat. Now my backpack also contained two Buddhist texts that I had chosen to take on this journey. The ten thousand rupees that I carried (about $150 US) had come from the many small envelopes placed on the table in my room as offerings from visitors. Lama Soto routinely collected these before retiring each evening, but for several weeks I had hidden a little money each day. I studied the chalkboards to figure out the correct queue for the train to Varanasi. This would be my first ride in the lowest class. I was given no seat assignment. Once I had my ticket I stood near the wall of the crowded platform, improbably hoping that the train would arrive on schedule. Thin curls of smoke from small cooking fires choked the air and heightened a cinematic vision of an underground world. As the atmosphere became increasingly claustrophobic, pressing in like a physical weight, the plan to add fuel to the fire steadily became a reality— and this was just the beginning. Exploring the true nature of my being was causing the flames to burn a bit sooner than I had anticipated.


By habit we perceive ourselves and the world around us as solid, real, and enduring. Yet without much effort, we can easily determine that not one aspect within the whole world’s system exists independent of change. I had just been in one physical location, and now I was in another; I had experienced different states of mind. We have all grown from babies to adults, lost loved ones, watched children grow, known changes in weather, in political regimes, in styles of music and fashion, in everything. Despite appearances, no aspect of life ever stays the same. The deconstruction of any one object— no matter how dense it appears, such as an ocean liner, our bodies, a skyscraper, or an oak tree— will reveal the appearance of solidity to be as illusory as permanence. Everything that looks substantial will break down into molecules, and into atoms, and into electrons, protons, and neutrons. And every phenomenon exists in interdependence with myriad other forms. Every identification of any one form has meaning only in relationship to another. Big only has meaning in relation to small. To mistake our habitual misperceptions for the whole of reality is what we mean by ignorance, and these delusions define the world of confusion, or samsara.


Life is change and impermanence— that was another core tenet of my training. Change and impermanence. Impermanence and death. I had joyfully anticipated the death of my roles, and of transforming into an itinerant yogi, alone in the big chaotic world; but the change from always having an attendant to being totally alone struck me like a thunderbolt. I already missed Lama Soto’s broad shoulders and his firm, wide stance. Standing alone did not feel safe. Acknowledge the wave but stay with the ocean. This will pass … if I let it.


I stood very erect, a little primly— as was my habit— and looked down onto vagrants who had settled in for the night, some sprawled like drunks. I could have traveled first class, and waited in the lounge with the ceiling fans. But this is what I asked for … circumstances so unfamiliar as to make me unfamiliar to myself. I have been away from my monastery for an hour. Have I already reached my limit? Of course not. Shyness and vulnerability were not new to me, but they had not surged with such unexpected impact in decades. I wanted to hide, but I had nowhere to go. I could feel the tension and resistance in my body, and I acknowledged how much the surface of my mind was getting stirred up by discomfort and judgment. At the same time, a sense of stability, cultivated by a lifetime of practice, was also present— but it felt fragile in a way that I was not used to.


I had never imagined that it would be easy to beg, or to sleep on the street. I had chosen this type of retreat for its difficulties. I had studied the beggars that lined the road to the Mahabodhi Temple and envisioned myself among them. I had projected my reactions to strangers who avoided my alms bowl. In my imagination, I sometimes met their indifference with genuine concern for their coldheartedness; at other times, I responded with anger. I had wondered how far I would go to get food. I had pictured rooting through garbage like a wild pig. I was a vegetarian and ate few sweets, but for the past few weeks I had seen myself chomping down meat and savoring discarded cookie crumbs. I had even wondered if hunger would induce me to eat raw fish guts, like the Indian adept Tilopa.


Tilopa (988–1069 CE) had sought anonymity in remote lands far from monasteries. Yet his occasional encounters with seekers had left a trail of wondrous stories that only increased his reputation. When word of Tilopa’s exceptional wisdom reached Naropa, the great pundit of Nalanda immediately recognized his own limitations and abandoned his high seat in pursuit of a master who knew more than he did. He finally caught up with the eccentric yogi on the banks of a river in Bengal. Tilopa was completely naked, eating raw innards tossed to him by the fishermen after they gutted their daily catch. This encounter was the first of many tests for Naropa, but his faith in this provocative mystic sustained his trials, and eventually led to his own enlightenment.


I had projected the possibility of eating fish guts, and had used my imagination to become familiar with extreme hunger, cold, and loneliness … but somehow I had missed envisioning the train station and experiencing the agony of standing alone in this murky, throbbing squalor, feeling so apart from the travelers brushing against my robes that I might as well have been on the moon. It did not take long for me to experience the indifference shown to a man of no rank. Even though I was wearing my robes, I felt myself to be the object of scrutiny but not respect. Monks are not respected in India. Even the Hindu sadhus are not respected in the cities, only in the villages. It was different in Old Tibet, where people who devoted themselves to spiritual activity were revered. Children grew up venerating monks and nuns. Buddha is not only a historical figure but also a living presence embodied by robes; for this reason, public displays of disregard always made me a little sad.


When the train pulled in, passengers grabbed their children, their animals, their big suitcases, their enormous cloth sacks tied with ropes and strapped around their foreheads, and pushed and shoved to get into the car. My backpack kept getting snagged and I had to lurch forward to disengage it. I was the last one in, and began the train ride in terror, squashed flat against the door, my head, torso, and legs pressed between the door and human bodies. I could see nothing but took note of the awful smell. I had to open my mouth and suck in whatever air was available. For the next several minutes, I could not keep my mind from feeling overwhelmed.


My training had introduced me to the spacious awareness of my natural mind. We compare this awareness to open skies and oceans— references meant to invoke immeasurable vastness, even though awareness is more immeasurable than skies and oceans combined. Once we learn to recognize the ever-present quality of awareness, to let go of the conditioned and contingent mind and recognize that we are this spacious awareness, then our thoughts and emotions manifest as waves or clouds inseparable from awareness. With recognition, we no longer get carried away by the stories that keep our minds spinning in repetitive cycles, or jumping around like a crazy monkey. If we keep our minds entangled with these stories, then it’s hard to recognize awareness. As we all know, the weather systems within awareness often become quite stormy. But the more familiar we are with awareness as an innate quality of mind, the less effect the weather has on us. Waves arise, and clouds move by; when we are not stuck inside them, they lose their impact. Our sensitivity deepens, and we learn to trust the knowingness of the aware mind. I had known waves of hurricane strength in my life— but not for a very long time; and now, on the jam-packed train, I was not quite sure if my constricted breaths came from the pressure on my face or the fear in my heart.


After a few minutes, the strong energy of fear began to subside. My breathing slowed. At the same time, spacious awareness presented itself— as if to meet the wave. Sometimes this happens. It’s as if the force of the turbulence itself allows awareness to be recognized more easily than at other times, and big emotion leads to big skylike mind. I was no longer swept away by the wave, and no longer felt like I was drowning. What I had to do was: Let it be. There was no point in trying to run away. The wave was there. Though I would have preferred to be somewhere else, I could now just acknowledge that, and stay with the situation— the spacious awareness and the unpleasant sensation. When we stay with a reality vaster than the skies, the destructive impact of our wild and disturbed reactions automatically diminishes. But clouds— or waves— don’t disappear; they dissolve and rise again.


With each stop of the train, people pushed their way off, and more people boarded. I inched farther forward until I was able to take a spot on the floor and sat cross-legged with my pack in my lap, another entirely new experience. Within Tibetan culture, reincarnated adepts like myself take higher seats than others, and it’s taboo for tulkus to sit on the floor. Seeing me like this would have distressed Tibetan people. But no one here cared about me or my status, and anyway, to stick with my intentions I would have to shed a lot of social customs.
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