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Foreword


One Solution to All of Life’s Problems:


The Vajrasattva Purifying Meditation


I WOULD LIKE TO EXPLAIN the great importance of the Vajrasattva meditation and recitation practice. Why, it is important even for people who believe merely in the existence of this life alone!


All life’s success—including success in such ordinary things as family and friendship, business, health, wealth, and power—depends upon both purifying negative karmic obstacles and not creating more negative karma. How do we create negative karma? When we engage in the ten negativities out of selfishness and delusion. The deluded minds are those of ignorance, attachment, and anger; the ten negativities are the three of body—killing, stealing, and sexual misconduct—the four of speech—lying, slander, harsh speech, and gossip—and the three of mind—covetousness, ill will, and wrong views. According to the natural law of karma, if you hurt others, you hurt yourself.


It works the other way, too. If you want others to love you, you must first love others. If you help or benefit others, naturally they will help or benefit you. The cause and effect of karma is as simple as this. As for the Vajrasattva purification practice, which is more powerful than negative karma, it can prevent you from experiencing problems that negative karma would otherwise have brought. Thus the practice of purification is one of the most important solutions to problems, and is extremely necessary, even for people who believe there is only one life.


Unfortunately, such people’s hearts are usually not open to learning new things about the reality of life or the nature of phenomena—new philosophies, new subjects. They won’t even analyze new possibilities. All this prevents them from experiencing both temporal and ultimate happiness. If you don’t want relationship problems, business failures, illness, notoriety, or the criticism of others, the practice of Vajrasattva is extremely important.


When it comes to spiritual growth, the Vajrasattva purification practice is even more important. As Mañjushri advised Lama Tsongkhapa, “The way to actualize the path to enlightenment quickly is to do three things: practice purification and the accumulation of merit, make single-pointed requests to the guru, and train the mind in the path to enlightenment.” The practice of Vajrasattva is common to all four traditions of Tibetan Buddhism—Nyingma, Kagyu, Sakya, and Geluk—where it is used to purify obstacles, obscurations, negative karma, and illness. The root tantra Dorje Gyän (Vajra Ornament) states that if you are always unconscious and careless, even small negativities cause great damage to your body, speech, and mind, just as the venom of a poisonous snake will spread rapidly throughout your body, getting worse and worse every day, endangering your life.


The great enlightened being Pabongka Dechen Nyingpo said that if you have killed even a tiny insect and have not purified that negativity by the end of the day with a practice such as the Vajrasattva purification, the weight of that karma will have doubled by the next day. On the third day it will have doubled again, and by fifteen days will have become as heavy as the karma of killing a human being. By eighteen days it will have increased 131,072 times. So you can see, as the weeks and months and years go by, one tiny little negative karma will have multiplied over and over until it has become like a mountain the size of this earth. When death arrives, the karma will have become incredibly heavy.


Here I am talking about just one small negative karma, but every day we accumulate many, many negative karmas of body, speech, and mind. The weight of each tiny negative karma created each day multiplies over and over again, becoming unimaginably heavy. And there’s no question that every day, besides those small negative karmas, we also create many gross negativities. Thus we have accumulated many heavy negative karmas in this life, and in all our beginningless previous lives as well. If you contemplate the continuous multiplication of all these karmas it is unimaginably unimaginable!


The Dorje Gyän states that if you recite the hundred-syllable Vajrasattva mantra twenty-one times every day, negative karmas are prevented from multiplying. The great, sublime realized beings also explain that this is the way to purify whatever downfalls and transgressions you have accumulated. Furthermore, His Holiness Trijang Rinpoche, who is actually Heruka himself, has explained that if recited twenty-eight times each day, the short Vajrasattva mantra (OM VAJRASATTVA HUM) has incredible purifying power. It not only has the power to prevent any negative karma created that day from multiplying, but it can also completely purify all negativities you have ever created—in that day, in that life, and even since your beginningless rebirths.


These are some of the incredible benefits of practicing the Vajrasattva recitation and meditation. Moreover, it is taught that if you recite the long Vajrasattva mantra one hundred thousand times you can purify even broken root vows of highest yoga tantra. Thus there’s no question that you can purify broken root pratimoksha (individual liberation) and bodhisattva vows through this technique.


Experienced meditators have advised that, in general, it is more important to put your everyday life’s effort into the practice of purification—this is the way to attain spiritual realizations. The Kadampa Geshe Dolpa said that if you practice purification and the accumulation of merit continuously and turn your mind to the path, lamrim realizations that you thought would take one hundred years to achieve will come to you in just seven. Such is the inspiring testimony of the highly experienced meditators who have attained the various levels of the path to enlightenment.


Lama Atisha used to say that there are an inconceivable number of doors to downfall for tantric practitioners who have taken highest yoga tantra initiations. For example, simply looking at an ordinary object such as a vase and seeing it as ordinary is a downfall. Just as a clean mandala left on the altar quickly gets covered in dust, so does your mental continuum collect piles of negativities in a very short time. However, don’t conclude from hearing this that taking secret mantra initiations must make it impossible to reach enlightenment. Lama Atisha said that it is only people who don’t know that secret mantra contains incredibly skillful means of purifying downfalls who think that way.


He said, “Just as one stone can scatter one hundred birds, there is the special skillful means called the practice of Vajrasattva.” What Lama Atisha was saying was that on the one hand, in just one minute, it is so easy to accumulate a torrential downpour of downfalls and negativities—for example, looking at an object as ordinary—but on the other, there is the skillful means of tantra, the practice of Vajrasattva. This one practice will purify the countless negativities of broken root and branch vows, and in this way you can develop your mind in the path to enlightenment.


Therefore, the practice of Vajrasattva is extremely important—both for those who accept the existence of reincarnation and karma and for those who do not.


The Vajrasattva commentary in this book is an experiential instruction given by my guru, Lama Yeshe, who even to the ordinary view was a great yogi, and who took care of me like a father takes care of his only child. He gave me not only the necessities of life, such as food and clothing, but also guided me in the Dharma for more than thirty years.


Whoever studies this book and gets inspired to do the Vajrasattva practice and retreat is also being guided by Lama’s compassion: he is liberating you from many eons of negative karma, many inconceivable eons of suffering—in the lower realms and in the human and deva realms as well—and leading you to liberation and full enlightenment.


May whoever sees, touches, remembers, or even thinks or talks about this book never be born in the lower realms, receive only perfect human rebirths, meet a perfectly qualified Mahayana virtuous friend, practice Vajrasattva purification every day, and quickly achieve Guru Vajrasattva’s enlightened state. This is my wish.


Thank you very much.


Thubten Zopa




Preface


LAMA THUBTEN YESHE (1935–84) first gave the Heruka Vajrasattva initiation and practice in public to about twenty-five of his Western students at Kopan Monastery, Nepal, in April 1974.


Details of Lama Yeshe’s remarkable life can now be found in several places, from Vicki Mackenzie’s excellent book Reincarnation: The Boy Lama to the introductions to his previously published works, Wisdom Energy and Introduction to Tantra. Adèle Hulse is also writing an official biography. Perhaps the most eloquent accounts of Lama Yeshe’s extraordinary qualities are those given by Lama Thubten Zopa Rinpoche, Lama Yeshe’s chief and heart disciple, in the foreword to The Bliss of Inner Fire and in his tributes to Lama Yeshe after Lama passed away in 1984.1


Lama Yeshe was not only a quintessential vajra master, he was also the inspiration behind the creation of the Foundation for the Preservation of the Mahayana Tradition (FPMT), a worldwide organization of Buddhist meditation and teaching centers, both urban and rural, monasteries, retreat facilities, healing centers, and publishing houses.


I first met Lama in November 1972 while attending the third Kopan meditation course, my first. The teachings were being given by Lama Zopa Rinpoche, and most of the fifty students in attendance were unaware that there was another lama at Kopan. Someone found out that I was a physician, and about a week into the course, I was asked to go see “Lama,” who had an infection on his leg. I was taken round the back of the old house at Kopan where a humble Tibetan monk, smiling broadly, greeted me with profuse thanks for nothing I’d yet done. He knew what I didn’t—that my life had already begun to change completely.


When my first shot of penicillin squirted all over the room instead of into Lama’s buttock, I was invited, with a smile, to return to “try again tomorrow, dear.” Thus I saw Lama daily for the next week or so, my Dharma career beginning to flourish even as my medical one began to peter out. Eighteen months later, the now-famous Kopan courses—held twice a year, back then—were attracting well over two hundred people at a time, most of them young Westerners traveling in India and Nepal. Twenty of us, inspired by the peerless example of our teachers, had taken ordination as monks and nuns. In the spring of 1974, just after the sixth Kopan course and several years of sutra teachings on the graduated path to enlightenment, Lama felt we were ready for tantra. He chose the purification practice of Heruka Vajrasattva, and compiled for our use a sadhana, or method of accomplishment, from the Chakrasamvara tantra. He then gave a five-lecture commentary on the sadhana and an extensive discourse on how to make a meditational retreat.


This book comprises Lama’s commentary on the Vajrasattva practice, detailed retreat instructions based mainly on that initial teaching, six occasional discourses—mostly given as introductions to Heruka Vajrasattva initiations at FPMT centers around the world—and two commentaries on the Heruka Vajrasattva tsok that Lama himself composed in 1982. In the appendices are the sadhana and tsok text in Tibetan script, phoneticized Tibetan, for ease of chanting, and English, and a method for blessing the offering to the local spirits, the shi-dak torma. But it must be emphasized, as Lama says in his introduction, that to do the Heruka Vajrasattva practice, you require a highest yoga tantra initiation and instruction from a fully qualified lama.


In this vein, readers should also note that since the teachings in this book are from the oral tradition and aimed at practitioners, Sanskrit and Tibetan terms have not been rendered with scholars in mind but in phonetics approximating their correct pronunciation, devoid of diacritics. Foreign terms are not necessarily italicized within the text, but all foreign terms are defined for the reader in the glossary.


In these teachings, Lama Yeshe frequently uses the word “Westerners,” which reflects his audience at the time and has not been edited out. However, non-Western readers should not feel left out, as Lama’s wisdom and compassion radiated in the ten directions with complete impartiality.


Lama’s 1974 commentary was taped and transcribed by the monks and nuns of the International Mahayana Institute prior to their undertaking the Heruka Vajrasattva retreat in the summer of 1974. I spent more than four months with this commentary in the Charok Cave at Lawudo, not far from the Lawudo Gompa, the site of the hermitage of the Lawudo Lama, of whom Lama Zopa Rinpoche is the reincarnation. This was the high point of my life, and I would recommend making retreat with Lama’s commentary to anybody. And having ten or so vajra brothers and sisters up and down the Lawudo mountain around me, doing the same practice, was a great inspiration. It was a wonderful time.


Simultaneously, twenty or so meditators inaugurated group retreat within the FPMT at Kopan Gompa, and three-month Heruka Vajrasattva group retreats are still conducted annually at Tushita Retreat Centre, above Dharamsala, India, and occasionally at other centers.


After the retreat, Lama worked with Ven. Marcel Bertels and Ven. Yeshe Khadro to augment both the initial sadhana and commentary. For almost twenty years, scores of Heruka Vajrasattva retreaters have relied upon Marcel’s excellent edition of the commentary, which has been reprinted in transcript form many times by both Kopan Monastery and Wisdom. It forms the basis of parts 1 and 2 of this book.


I began work on this book after Lama Yeshe had appointed me Wisdom’s editorial director in 1981. Following Lama’s teachings on the Six Yogas of Naropa at Istituto Lama Tzong Khapa in early 1983, seven of us, as detailed by Jon Landaw in Introduction to Tantra, got together at an editing retreat near Cecina, Italy, to work on a number of Lama’s other teachings for publication. Among many other things, we learned that so unique was Lama’s “extremely creative use of English,” as retreater Robyn Brentano tactfully put it, that editing his words was akin to translation. The challenge presented by editing Lama’s teachings is to come up with a text that is true to his meaning, is grammatically correct, and sounds like Lama. Those of us presented with this challenge do the best we can!


I read my first draft of the main commentary to Lama at Tushita Retreat Centre in April 1983, and he made many corrections, additions, and suggestions. I treasure my tapes of those meetings, as I do my memories of all the other times I spent with Lama. All his suggestions have been incorporated in this book.


I edited the later teachings—Lama’s occasional Heruka Vajrasattva lectures and his commentaries to the Heruka Vajrasattva tsok offering he composed—in 1993, at Kinglake, Victoria, Australia.
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Lama Yeshe was a great advocate of the Heruka Vajrasattva purification practice. He once expressed the hope that all his students would make the time to do the retreat at least once before they died. After Lama passed away, according to his wishes, a group of students maintained a round-the-clock schedule of Heruka Vajrasattva practice for twelve months at Kopan Monastery, and for shorter periods at Ösel Ling Retreat Center, Spain, and Mahamudra Centre, New Zealand.


Out of Lama’s great compassion and his students’ somewhat shaky karma, on February 12, 1985, he returned to earth as Lama Tenzin Ösel Rinpoche, and we pray for the day that he will once again teach the Heruka Vajrasattva practice to his disciples and, perhaps, correct whatever errors have been introduced into this book.
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Without detailing their individual contributions, I would also like to thank Ven. Geshe Lama Lhundrup Rigsel, director of Kopan Monastery, Ven. Marcel Bertels, Ven. Yeshe Khadro, Martin Willson, Ven. Connie Miller, T. Yeshe, Ven. Sangye Khadro, Ven. Thubten Pemo, Ven. Thubten Wongmo, Ursula Bernis, Ven. Ann McNeil, Ven. Max Mathews, Jonathan Landaw, Ven. Robina Courtin, Ven. Roger Kunsang, Tim McNeill, Thubten Chödak, Piero Cerri, members of the Cecina Mare editing retreat, Mary Moffat, Cookie Claire Ritter, my mother Beatrice Ribush, Dorian and Alison Ribush, Wendy Cook, Ven. Geshe Tsulga (Tsultrim Chöpel), David Molk, Ven. George Churinoff, and Vincent Montenegro. Thanks are also due to the FPMT centers where the teachings in this book were given, and to the dedicated students who transcribed the tapes. We are especially grateful to Peter Iseli for the beautiful painting of Heruka Vajrasattva that adorns the cover of this book.
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Editor’s Introduction


Purification, the Four Opponent Powers, and the Practice of Vajrasattva


THE PRACTICE OF HERUKA VAJRASATTVA is a tantric Buddhist practice associated with the mother tantra deity Heruka Chakrasamvara. Yet it is also a preliminary to tantric practice generally, for like all Vajrasattva practices, it is primarily concerned with purification, preparing the mind to realize the deepest truths about reality. Without purifying your mind to prepare it for spiritual realizations, you will make little progress toward enlightenment. As Mañjushri advised Lama Je Tsongkhapa: to attain spiritual realizations one must combine meditation on the path to enlightenment with purification, accumulation of merit, and praying to one’s guru as a buddha. The yoga method of Heruka Vajrasattva involves all of these, and the methods for purification revealed in this book are among the most powerful ever taught.


Before Lama Yeshe first began giving tantric initiations and teachings to his Western students, he made sure they were well versed in the three principal aspects of the sutra path—renunciation of cyclic existence, the altruistic attitude of bodhichitta, and the right view of emptiness (shunyata). Only after a period of dedicated study and meditation of the sutra teachings did Lama Yeshe agree to initiate them into the purification practice of Heruka Vajrasattva. Lama recognized that a solid grounding in the fundamentals of the Buddha’s teachings on the nature of suffering and liberation is essential to gaining any benefit from the practice of tantra.


In Buddhism, purification is a science based on understanding the psychomechanics of karma, or action—the law of cause and effect—and entails the application of what are called the four opponent powers.2 Sometimes referred to as “confession,” Buddhist purification is very different from the Christian conception of the term, although parallels certainly exist.


Every action, whether physical, verbal, or mental, leaves an imprint on the consciousness, like a seed planted in a field. When the conditions are right, this imprint ripens into an experience. Positive imprints, or “good” karma, result in happiness; negative imprints, or “bad” karma, bring suffering.


Every action has four aspects that determine whether the action is complete or incomplete: motivation, object, performance, and completion. To be complete, the action of killing, for instance, would require the motivation, or intention, to kill; a sentient being as the object to be killed; performance of the action, either directly or indirectly, that is, doing it oneself or ordering someone else to do it; and completion of the action, with the other sentient being dying before the killer.


If an action is complete in all four aspects, it becomes what is called a throwing karma, an action that can determine your state of rebirth by throwing you into one of the six samsaric realms. If one or more of the four branches is missing, the action becomes a completing karma, determining the quality of the experiences you will have in this and future lives. A completing karma brings three types of result: the result similar to the cause in experience, the result similar to the cause in habit, and the environmental result. Thus, a complete negative karma has four suffering results. For killing, these four could be rebirth in a hell, a short life plagued with illness, a tendency to kill other beings, and rebirth in a very dangerous place.


Although all this applies equally to positive as well as negative actions, in the context of purification we focus on the latter. The four opponent powers work—and are all necessary—because each one counters one of the four negative karmic results. The first power—taking refuge and generating bodhichitta—is called the power of the object, or the power of dependence, and purifies the environmental result. It is called the power of dependence because our recovery depends upon the object that hurt us. For example, to get up after you have fallen over and hurt yourself, you depend upon the same ground that hurt you. Similarly, almost all the negative karma we create has as its object either holy objects or sentient beings. In order to purify it we take refuge in holy objects and generate bodhichitta for the sake of all sentient beings.


The second power is the power of release, which counteracts the result similar to the cause in experience. The third power is the power of the remedy, which is the antidote to the throwing karma that causes us to be reborn in the three lower realms. Finally, the fourth power is that of indestructible determination, by which we overcome our lifetime-to-lifetime tendency to habitually create negativities again and again. Thus, in neutralizing the four different results of negative karma, the four opponent powers purify them completely, preventing us from ever having to experience their suffering results. This kind of explicit logic lies behind all Buddhist practice and explains, in part, why Buddhism is so appealing to the intelligent, well-educated spiritual seeker of today.


The third power embraces many different kinds of remedy, from making prostrations to building stupas to reciting the hundred-syllable Vajrasattva mantra to meditating on emptiness. Ideally, several of these are practiced simultaneously. In the commentary, Lama Yeshe emphasizes realization of emptiness as the ultimate purification and shows how correct practice of the sadhana, which contains the four opponent powers, organically leads up to the explicit remedy in this practice, recitation of the mantra. His detailed explanation of the Mahayana technique of inner refuge as part of the power of the object is both exceptional and unique.


As Lama Yeshe makes abundantly clear, the most effective—although not the only—way to practice the Vajrasattva purification method is in retreat. Therefore, he has given detailed instructions on every aspect of group and individual retreat, instructions that will, in fact, be useful for those making any kind of retreat.


The six discourses in part 3 will be especially useful for retreaters to read during session breaks. However, no one reading these excellent talks will fail to be moved by Lama’s uniquely inspiring energy.


Finally, all practitioners of mother tantra are required to offer tsok on the tenth and twenty-fifth days of the Tibetan month, and most do so by practicing the Guru Puja. However, the Heruka Vajrasattva tsok that Lama composed is also a perfect means of fulfilling that commitment, especially when in Vajrasattva retreat, and it was Lama’s hope that his students and others would include this tsok puja as part of their regular practice.
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It is often said that the lamrim teachings are like a meal ready to eat—that the logical way in which they are arranged makes it easy to see the entire Dharma path and to know in which order the vast array of Buddhist meditations should be undertaken in order for the practitioner to reach enlightenment. Similarly, in Becoming Vajrasattva, Lama Yeshe has prepared a tantric banquet for all to enjoy.




Prologue:


Intellectuals, Beware!


DURING AN INITIATION, the guru calls upon the divine energy of the universe, which manifests as divine, blissful wisdom in the shape of the particular deity—in this case, Heruka Vajrasattva. This energy activates a force largely dormant in the disciple’s nervous system, which now awakens and begins to vibrate. If you generate the proper altruistic state of mind and an understanding of emptiness, and recite the Vajrasattva mantra, you maintain and augment the vibration activated by the guru. If then, through a period of silent contemplation, you induce a calm, reflective mind, free of your usual flow of obscuring, uncontrolled thoughts, your inner wisdom will automatically reveal itself.


But, a word of caution to the intellectual. Reading tantric teachings on your own, without the power of the appropriate initiation, is just an intellectual pastime—only by practicing correctly, under the guidance of a fully qualified and experienced teacher, can you evolve beyond the intellect, beyond conceptual thought, into the true wisdom of a pure, spontaneous being. I am not trying to be mysterious or exclusive here but simply saying that if you think that you can understand, let alone experience, the methods of tantric yoga merely by reading books, you are deceiving yourself—like a terminally ill person doctoring himself with the same methods that made him ill in the first place.


The yoga method of Heruka Vajrasattva should be practiced only by those who have received the initiation and oral commentary from a properly qualified vajra master. Although the commentary published here is potentially of limitless value and should be studied thoroughly before you practice the methods it describes, you must take the initiation and receive some instruction from your guru. Otherwise, instead of giving you the direct experience you seek, it will become a dry, intellectual exercise of relatively little benefit.
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The great Tibetan yogi Dharmavajra explained that the highest yoga tantra initiation of Heruka Vajrasattva is a special feature of the Geluk tradition of Tibetan Buddhism. Highest yoga tantra contains methods by which you can reach enlightenment in a single lifetime or even, as in Lama Tsongkhapa’s case, three short years. Of course, these profound teachings have never been published, but the methods still exist, undegenerated, in the minds of certain practitioners. These esoteric teachings of Lord Buddha can be transmitted only through unobstructed inner communication between vajra guru and disciple. Few people realize that such powerful methods can still be found in the teachings of the Geluk school.


A whole tradition of Tibetan yogis has made the yoga method of Heruka Vajrasattva a living experience. Before you can actualize the generation (kyerim) and completion (dzok-rim) stages of highest yoga tantra, you must purify yourself: practicing Heruka Vajrasattva is one of the most powerful ways of doing so. After taking the initiation, you enter retreat, in which you recite one hundred thousand Vajrasattva (hundred-syllable) mantras. This allows you to practice the two stages of tantra more effectively. If you have not purified the old defiled habits of your body, speech, and mind, even if you put enormous effort into meditating on the path to enlightenment, you will not gain realizations because there are too many obstacles in your way.


Therefore, you should alternate purification with lamrim meditation. Even trying to achieve single-pointed concentration without purification causes you to become frustrated and feel hopeless and discouraged with your lack of progress. This is because you have not recognized or dealt with the obstacles thrown up by your habitual wrong-conception mind and its byproducts—defiled body and speech.


Some misguided practitioners try to experience emptiness simply by rejecting the existence of all phenomena, obsessed with the idea that shunyata is some kind of vague nothingness. If you want to actualize the right view of emptiness in accordance with, for example, the Madhyamaka or Zen schools of Buddhist philosophy, you have to practice both method and wisdom. Many people have great interest in wisdom but none at all in method. They are like a bird trying to fly with a broken wing.


Whenever you encounter interruptions and obstacles to your practice, don’t get discouraged or depressed. Realize instead that you need to purify, and for a time, concentrate more on method than wisdom. In due course you will gain the realizations that you seek.




PART 1


The Main Commentary
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