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What is meditation, and how do we practice it?


In The Power of Meditation, Lama Zopa Rinpoche, beloved teacher and co-founder of the Foundation for the Preservation of the Mahayana Tradition, offers clear explanations and instructions for the life-changing practice of meditation.


From preparatory procedures, such as selecting a space and adopting the proper motivation, to the details of posture and how to focus the mind, Rinpoche offers step-by-step instruction that serves as both a starting point for beginners and a new vantage on familiar techniques for more experienced sitters. In his own direct and plainspoken style, Rinpoche offers concise explanations for different kinds of meditation, such as shamatha, or calm abiding meditation, and vipashyana, or insight meditation, delineating their specific techniques and applications. And finally, Rinpoche presents tips for bringing our newfound clarity off of the cushion and into our daily lives, making each moment meaningful.
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EDITOR’S PREFACE





DURING HIS INCREDIBLE LIFE, Lama Zopa Rinpoche was a great meditator. I suspect that everything he did was a meditation. He was not a conventional teacher; his words seemed to come from a deeper space, giving us, his students, exactly what we needed to hear. I have been so fortunate, as his student for decades, to have seen Rinpoche not only in his role as a teacher but also as the head of a great octopus of an organization, the Foundation for the Preservation of the Mahayana Tradition, where his decisions seemed to also come from that deeper space, some inner voice that arose from a profound meditative stability. What I never saw was Rinpoche not working tirelessly for others.


How was it, after hours and hours of teaching, he would still be fresh, whereas we were a sea of droopy jellyfish, flopping all over our cushions? The teachings say that when you attain shamatha, calm abiding, you have a sense of mental and physical pliancy, with its accompanying bliss. I cannot even think what that might be like, but Rinpoche seemed to demonstrate this is possible.


Searching for teachings on meditation to create this book, I was stuck with the disconnect between what we Western students in the early days thought of as meditation and what Rinpoche means by the term. In the 1970s, when the young headed for India and Nepal, looking for something missing in the West, they were lured to Kopan Monastery’s famous one-month meditation course. They wanted to learn sitting meditation but what they got from Rinpoche was lamrim, the graduated path to enlightenment, the vital teachings on how to change their lives. They wanted bliss and got the hard work of mind transformation. Many fled. But many more stayed, and their lives were utterly changed.




The transcripts of the early Kopan courses are filled with Rinpoche talking about “how to practice Dharma, to practice meditation,” tying the two terms together to emphasize that these terms are synonyms. Meditation is much more than watching the breath; it is becoming familiar with what is virtuous. And because we are definitely not familiar with the virtuous, moving the mind from its habitual confused state is a big undertaking. For that, we need inspiration and determination. It’s not enough to buy a meditation cushion and light a stick of incense. When we fully understand the need to transform the mind, we can slowly rearrange our life so that it is simpler and more virtuous. As our lifestyle changes, we will find our meditations become richer and more rewarding. That is why, as well as knowing the mechanics of meditating, we need to know how to create a daily routine that includes preliminary practices and all-important elements such as purifying our negative tendencies and enhancing our positive ones. When that is an integral part of our life, our meditation will surely bear fruit.


In this book, Rinpoche explains the necessary daily preparations as well as those we need to do before a retreat. He shows us how to develop shamatha as well as how to meditate on lamrim subjects. And because the majority of our life is not spent on a meditation cushion, he explains what to do “between sessions,” where we can turn our daily life into a meditation.


This is not a thin book. There is a lot to learn if we want our meditation to be our life and not just a hobby. But if we can really see how essential transforming our mind is, we will have the energy to tackle our negativities and develop our meditation practice. Rinpoche cites three vital attributes: being far sighted, being determined, and being relaxed. We must keep the long view, motivating everything we do with the wish for enlightenment; we must have the strong determination to do whatever is needed to succeed; and with these two, we must not become tight but maintain a relaxed, light attitude. We are in for the long haul. We just have to look at the great masters like His Holiness the Dalai Lama and Lama Zopa Rinpoche to see how they embody these three vital attributes.




In general, quotations in this book have been taken from published texts such as Shantideva’s A Guide to the Bodhisattva’s Way of Life and have been cited accordingly, but some are Rinpoche’s own translations, which I have taken from the transcripts.


To compile this book, I have used teachings stored in the Lama Yeshe Wisdom Archive, which have been lovingly recorded, transcribed, and checked by a vast number of people, all working to preserve the precious words of a great teacher. I would like to thank everybody who contributed to this book: those at LYWA, the audio team who recorded the teachings, and the team at Wisdom Publications, who are an inspiration to work with.


I apologize for any errors found in this book; they are a hundred percent mine. May this book be a tool to allow people to transform their life into one of meditation, where helping others motivates every thought and action. May whatever merit gained from the creation of this book be dedicated to the swift return of our beloved teacher, Lama Zopa Rinpoche; to peace in this troubled world; to the long life, well-being, and fulfillment of the wishes of all our holy teachers, especially His Holiness the Dalai Lama; and to the flourishing of the Foundation for the Preservation of the Mahayana Tradition and of the Dharma throughout the world.


Gordon McDougall


Bath, England












PART I


MEDITATION AND THE MIND















1. BECOMING FAMILIAR WITH VIRTUE





SUBDUING THE MIND


Meditation is primarily concerned with caring for the mind. Although our body and our mind are intimately related and interconnected, they are quite different types of phenomena. Our body is an object we can see with our eyes, a physical thing, but not so the mind. To use meditation purely to benefit our body, for worldly ends, is to waste its potential. It would be like the aspirin we take to be rid of a headache; the pain may go away, but we are not cured because the real cause has not been addressed. We should not squander the power of meditation on such limited aims. Meditation should have a higher, more valuable purpose.


Because we have been born as a human being, we each have the potential to give our life meaning. But to take full advantage of it, we must actualize our potential by engaging fully in a spiritual path. One of the first and most important subjects in the graduated path to enlightenment—the lamrim, which is how the entire Buddhist path is explained within Tibetan Buddhism—is the perfect human rebirth, showing how rare and special our current life is. By utilizing our human rebirth properly and gaining control over our mind, we can sever the root of all suffering completely. And we can even go beyond that.


This is the true purpose of meditation. It has the power to bring us liberation, freedom from all suffering, but it also can help us to attain full enlightenment, an attainment that enables us to fulfill not only our own aims but also those of all others. This should be our sole reason for engaging in meditation. The great yogis and meditation masters of the past have practiced the Dharma with just this purpose in mind. Likewise, when we meditate—and in Buddha’s teachings there are literally hundreds of different meditations to choose from, depending on our level of realization—we should do so with this same motivation.


We are not compelled to meditate by some outside agent, by other people, or by God. Rather, just as we are responsible for our own suffering, so are we solely responsible for our own happiness. It is entirely up to us. At present, all kinds of suffering permeate our life to a greater or lesser extent. In common language, the English word “suffering” seems to specifically refer to manifest physical and mental pain. I have heard many students say, “I’m not suffering,” meaning they are not currently ill or depressed, or suffering in some obvious way. The term used most often in Buddhism is the Pali word dukkha,1 which refers to all levels of suffering. Perhaps we can use the word “dissatisfaction.” It really means to have a mind disturbed by delusions.


Unless we do something about it, we will continue to suffer. Therefore, we must undertake some spiritual practice, which means looking inward, to the mind. If we disregard the role the mind has in our happiness and suffering and continue to expend all our energy on arranging and rearranging the external aspects of our existence, then our suffering will continue. Our suffering had no beginning, and if we do not adopt an effective spiritual practice, neither will it have an end.


That means we must subdue our mind through meditation. Whether or not we sit with our legs in a perfect meditation posture is unimportant. What is important is to check whether the meditation we do is an actual remedy for our suffering. Does it effectively eliminate the delusions obscuring our mind? Does it combat our ignorance, hatred, and greed? If it does, it is a perfect meditation. If, on the other hand, it merely serves to generate and increase our negativities, such as pride, then it is only another cause of suffering. In such a case, even though we may say we are meditating, we are not actually following a spiritual path or practicing Dharma at all.


We must understand our mind in order to transform it; therefore learning how to meditate is of prime importance. All over the world now there are many places called meditation centers where we can learn mindfulness meditation—watching the breath, being aware of the body, and things like that. It tends to be the first thing people encounter when they become interested in meditation. Generally, when we first go to a meditation center, there is a genuine motivation to do something different. We are looking for something we can’t find in our normal daily life.


This initial response to meditation is excellent, breaking us free from our fixed ideas, showing us a glimpse of the much better way there can be to live our life. To even have an interest in meditation is like a miracle. From there, everything starts. People in the West generally have a high intelligence and a good education, but they tend to have very fixed concepts about life. In a very materialistic society, ideas tend to be quite closed, quite narrow. So, to go against this way of thinking and give freedom to ourselves to explore much deeper truths is marvelous.


By exploring our mind, we can discover the cause of happiness and suffering. We can discover the continuity of the mind and develop an understanding of future lives and how working for the happiness beyond this life is so important. We can come to realize the possibility of total freedom from all suffering, discovering liberation from samsara—the recurring cycle of death and rebirth that keeps us trapped in suffering. When we explore even further, we realize the potential we have to attain full enlightenment, where we overcome even the most subtle obscurations of the mind in order to help free all sentient beings. In short, from that initial interest in meditation we bring great meaning into our life.


It is very good to meditate, but unless we know how to meditate properly, we waste our time. Our meditation can become just another hobby, like playing football or decorating the house. There are so many types of meditation; it’s like trying to choose from all the items in a department store. Perhaps we are attracted to Zen meditation; we like the idea we can just stop thinking, like giving the mind a holiday. If so, we must be intelligent and consider whether, in doing that, we also give our compassion and wisdom a holiday as well.


We need to choose a meditation that will transform our mind. Our meditation should not just be to attain some temporary happiness, not even the bliss of shamatha.2 We should use it to attain the true peace of mind that has been missing for beginningless lifetimes. We suffer because of the delusions that plague our mind and rob us of peace. Since delusions are the root, the only way to attain any true happiness is to overcome them. To try to have a happy life without addressing these delusions—in fact while cherishing them as our best friend as so many of us do—can never work. It is like rubbing ointment onto a foot that has a thorn in it to relieve the pain without pulling the thorn out. Just as the only way to stop the pain is to remove the thorn, the only way to overcome problems is to subdue our mind.


Subduing the mind is the job of meditation. In fact, anything that helps to subdue the mind is meditation, whether it is focusing on the breath, studying the Dharma, saying prayers, reciting mantras, or any of the many techniques within the various Buddhist traditions. One of those many techniques is best suited for our own personal disposition. Some, such as tantric meditations, are said to be faster or more profound, but the aim is the same. If we wish to destroy an enemy, whether we use a bow and arrow, a gun, or even an atomic bomb, the target is the same, our enemy, and the goal is the same, their destruction. Whatever method we use in Buddhism, the enemy is the unsubdued mind and the goal is to totally subdue it.


Meditation Is Becoming Familiar with a Virtuous Object


In the Adornment of Mahayana Sutras, Maitreya defines meditation as making the mind familiar with the object. In particular, we familiarize our mind with a virtuous object. For instance, to achieve bodhichitta, the altruistic mind that seeks enlightenment in order to lead all beings out of suffering, it is necessary to train the mind with various meditations such as looking at the kindness of others, how they have all been our mother, and so forth. Only through slowly habituating our mind with such virtuous thoughts can we increase and stabilize them. It cannot be achieved immediately or within a few days. As we train the mind, the virtuous state starts to arise more naturally, and we move closer and closer to having the actual realization, where the mind and its object become indistinguishable. In the case of bodhichitta, the mind moves from meditating on bodhichitta—exploring the techniques to become this wonderful mind—to becoming bodhichitta, where we spontaneously and continuously think only of the welfare of all other sentient beings.


Whether we call it meditation or not, this familiarization to virtuous objects is the real meditation we must do. It might sound like it has nothing to do with our life, just something made up, but it is not. For instance, to progress quickly along the spiritual path, we need to see what great potential we have. When we explore the perfect human rebirth as a virtuous object of meditation, this initial lamrim topic shows us the usefulness of having the particular type of life we now have, how difficult it is to attain, and how rare and fragile it is. We don’t feel our life is so special now only because we have not explored its nature.


The objects we need to focus on in our meditations must be virtuous ones. We have no problem focusing on nonvirtuous ones. For countless lifetimes we have been making the mind familiar with all sorts of nonvirtuous thoughts. Somebody angers us and we are unable to move our mind away from how they have harmed us. Our minds go back to the object—the harmer and the harm done to poor us—again and again. “They did this to me. They did that to me. They stared at me in that horrible way.” Dwelling on our enemy in that way, we see all the reasons we hate them. Our face turns red; our veins stand out. We have to hold ourselves back from doing something violent to them. In that way, we have utterly perfected the meditation on anger, habituating ourselves to the angry state so that it becomes second nature to us.


The meditation we should be doing, however, is the complete opposite of this. Rather than letting the mind come under the control of delusions and allowing them to grow, we train to keep our delusions under control and to slowly subdue them. With meditation, we move the mind away from disturbing thoughts toward positive ones. For instance, the angry, impatient mind can be tamed by training in patience.


Siblings can have very different personalities, one patient and compassionate, the other angry and selfish. This doesn’t come from the parents or the environment but from habituation from previous lifetimes. As soon as any human or animal is born, it instinctively knows to go to its mother’s breast for milk. I once saw on television how immediately a tiny baby kangaroo, a joey, was born, it crawled into the mother’s pouch. Nobody taught it that! In the West, this is called instinct, but Buddhism explains this as the ripening of past lives’ imprints, seeds left on the mental continuum from having done such an action countless times in the past.


That is why generating compassion and loving-kindness seems to come so easily to some people, whereas most of us have to work hard at overcoming our selfishness. Just as some people are naturally contented, others are constantly dissatisfied. These traits show that habituations build up over lifetimes.


The strongest habituation most of us have is the attachment that clings to the happiness of this life. This is the biggest obstacle to meditating and developing a contented mind. Therefore, doing meditations that slowly move our mind away from attachment to this life’s mundane pleasures to a greater happiness, the happiness of future lives, is considered the first Dharma. Meditations such as on impermanence and death and the shortcomings of desire are vital, but they rarely come easily. Our mind resists them because it has not been habituated to renunciation. Even when we persist in our meditations, it’s a difficult struggle, whereas we fall into attachment for a desirable object effortlessly. Attachment comes like a waterfall, like a heavy shower of rain.


Through meditation, however, as the mind becomes increasingly purified and clear, those very heavy deluded thoughts that obscure us will diminish. Then, as mind become subtler and clearer, positive states of mind like loving-kindness will become natural to us, and as a byproduct we will be able to remember past lives and see future lives, of ourselves and others.


We Are Under the Control of the Delusions


Because few people are aware that the real purpose of meditation is to transform the mind by subduing it, they don’t actively try to do this, even though they might work hard at a meditation practice. Subduing the mind is essential because at present our mind is controlled by our delusions, not by us, and it has been for beginningless lifetimes.


We can define delusions (klesha, nyönmong) as any mental state, such as attachment, anger, or jealousy, that obscures the essentially pure nature of the mind and hence causes suffering. Also called obscurations, afflictions, destructive emotions, or disturbing thoughts, they are any state of mind that disturbs the mental continuum rather than bringing it peace. “Obscurations” is a very nice translation, indicating that the delusions obscure us from seeing the situation as it really is and therefore bring us great harm.


Karma (lé), literally “action,” comes from this obscuring, disturbing attitude. When we act due to a deluded mind, a seed or imprint (vasana, bakchak) is left on our mental continuum that stays there until it ripens when the right conditions occur. A positive imprint can be destroyed by anger and the like, and a negative imprint can be purified by specific purification practices, but, unless that happens, a karmic seed will always ripen as a positive or negative experience, causing us to act and create more imprints. Our current incarnation, which comes from such a karmic seed, is the product of karma and delusions, and in turn it is then the cause of karma and delusions. This is why we experience suffering, and this is how our suffering is perpetuated.


Of the countless delusions, the main ones are the three poisons: attachment, anger, and ignorance. When we suddenly feel irrationally angry at somebody, although it might seem causeless, there is definitely a cause, possibly from our connection with them in a previous life.


The principal cause of delusions is misunderstanding the fundamental nature of how things exist. What is impermanent we see as permanent, and what is dependent we see as independent. Most importantly, we mistakenly see things as existing from their own side, rather than as mere designations, which is how they actually exist. From that, attachment arises for what we take to be an inherently beautiful thing (which doesn’t exist like that) and aversion arises for what we take to be an inherently repulsive thing (which also doesn’t exist like that). Our delusion sinks into the object, making it difficult to separate from it, like oil sinking into cloth. The problem is not in the object but in our attitude to it.


Using meditation first to observe how we have been controlled by delusions for countless lifetimes, we then use our meditation to protect ourselves from those delusions—which is the complete opposite to our habitual attitude. It is crucial that we understand that this is the purpose of meditation. Otherwise, we can spend our life in a cave in the mountains, sitting cross-legged, believing we are a great meditator, and never realize that nothing we do separates us from our delusions at all. Unless meditation has the power to transform the mind so that it becomes free of the poisons of attachment, anger, and ignorance, it is not a spiritual practice. On the other hand, somebody working in the city, with a busy life, a family, and possessions, who actively tries to become a better person by working on their delusions, is a spiritual person.


WE CAN DEFINITELY TRANSFORM OUR MIND


In meditation we have control over the sensory input so external sense objects no longer overwhelm us. This is how we get inner peace and happiness. The difference between the peace we gain through meditation and the uncontrolled mind, always chasing external objects, is like the difference between the sky and the earth.


Even if we are not familiar with the teachings of the Buddha, as soon as we start to try to meditate we can observe the change in our mind, seeing how the disturbed thoughts calm down and positive thoughts arise more easily. There is a tranquility because we are away from those agitated thoughts that, were we to follow them, would lead to fear, loneliness, depression, and so forth.


To just start on a meditation practice can show us the potential of the mind. When we can hold the mind in meditation for even a short while, we can start to see how we are able to totally transform our mind. Because we are trying to live in the Dharma, living positively, trying to follow a good meditation practice, we are protected from the tsunami of attachment, anger, and all the other delusions that can plague us. We have space to think of others, space to develop love and compassion.


Giving up attachment does not mean we must give up our friends or possessions. Friends and possessions are not the problem; the problem is the dissatisfied mind of attachment, and the only solution to that is through overcoming our grasping onto external things as real happiness. And that can only be achieved with the profound understanding that comes through meditation. By meditating on the shortcomings of desire we can see that we have enough; we don’t need more, whether it’s more friends, more wealth, more possessions, or whatever. When we come to that conclusion in our meditation, immediately there is contentment, satisfaction, peace of mind.


We need to fully overcome delusions by using many different meditations. First, we must avoid harming others and that means observing our karma. The door to our entire Dharma practice is watching what actions of body, speech, and mind we do and ensuring they are always positive. Unless we are aware of when we are creating negative karma and unless we have the wish to create only positive karma, how can we stop our suffering? We don’t have to learn meditation in order to create the cause of suffering. We already know how to do that very well.


Every meditation we do should be a tool to transform the mind, to bring ourselves peace and satisfaction. For instance, by meditating on impermanence and death and seeing that there is no guarantee we won’t die soon, even tomorrow or today, we can understand that it is absolutely pointless to follow desire. Right there, wherever we are sitting, in the office or at home, the unhappy, dissatisfied mind, the mind weighed down with a mountain of problems, disappears. By remembering the nature of life—which is impermanent and ends in death—on that same seat, at that very moment, our meditation cuts off the dissatisfied mind and we immediately find satisfaction and happiness.


Meditation Is Not Separate from Daily Life


Dharma is not something unrelated to our life. When Western people think about religion, it seems to me that they often don’t relate it to their everyday life. Religion can help those who practice it, but it’s a specific type of action, and to be happy in daily life you need to do other things. With that kind of thinking, life breaks into religious and secular and sort of becomes split, confused.


This is wrong thinking. Dharma or spiritual activity is something that we must relate to any normal activity. It should be an integral part of our life from the moment we wake up until the moment we go to sleep. Anything that leads us toward a greater inner peace is the Dharma, or spirituality, or whatever name we want to give it. Another way of saying it is that the Dharma is that which has the capability to overcome suffering and the cause of suffering. If our “religious” activity, such as meditation, does not do this, if it just creates the cause for more suffering, it is not Dharma, even if we give it that name. That is like calling poison “medicine.”


Dharma is the right action of body, speech, and mind, and that right action does not only mean reciting mantras or saying prayers. It is any action done with the correct motivation, one wishing for happiness of future lives, for liberation, and—the best motivation—for full enlightenment. In that way, whatever we do becomes the path that leads us to inner happiness.


Students tell me that life in the West is so busy that it is difficult to find time to meditate. Even though we might not be able to have a fixed meditation routine, it is important that throughout the day we don’t forget the subject of the meditation we are trying to develop. Whatever lifestyle we have, whatever work we do, everything we do—eating, sleeping, sitting, walking—our whole life must become Dharma; it must become a meditation. If that seems a huge goal at present, we can aim to keep a wholly positive attitude for half a day. Then, even if for the rest of the time we are creating more problems for ourselves, at least that half of the day becomes the unmistaken cause of happiness. The time we actually sit in meditation is very short—an hour or two, half an hour, or even less. Therefore, we should try to make the rest of the day as meaningful as possible.


When we keep our mind in the Dharma, nothing is meaningless. When we wander around a city, observing the people and animals there with open eyes, we are being given a great Dharma lesson. Watching television or reading a magazine, what we see is other human beings unable to stop themselves creating more and more suffering—which causes compassion to naturally arise. Clearly seeing that anything other than the Dharma is meaningless, we are inspired to develop our mind on the path even more.


Because meditation is about transforming the mind, it is vital for everybody, not just Buddhists. Those with another religion or none, whether they believe in karma or reincarnation or not, still need to transform their mind. Therefore, anybody at all who wants happiness and does not want suffering needs to meditate. Of course, if they don’t want happiness and they do want suffering, that’s totally different! But that’s not the case. Everybody—Buddhist or non-Buddhist, believer or non-believer—wants only happiness.


In America, soldiers returning from wars such as in Iraq or Afghanistan, where there is so much violence and death, are often taught meditation to help them. When they return, they often can’t make sense of their life, thinking it has no meaning. They can go kind of crazy. So, now the American government has introduced mindfulness meditation to help them cope.


I learned about this from a soldier who came to visit me. He was quite intelligent, working in charge of technology or something. He had been introduced to meditation and found it useful, so when he saw something about Lawudo Retreat Centre3 in Nepal he went there, which is where I met him. After I asked him some questions, I gave him practice to do for quite a number of years—I don’t know if he will live that long!—but the most important thing is that he is learning the Dharma and meditating. In that way he can benefit himself and numberless other sentient beings. Even the athletes training for the Olympic Games practice meditation, finding it very useful to release stress.


The best way we can help others is to introduce them to the Dharma, to teach them meditation. That is the utmost need. Just as somebody who has had a heart attack needs medication immediately, all sentient beings need meditation immediately. The meditation center is more important than the emergency ward of a hospital, because without overcoming the deluded mind there is no chance of long-term recovery. Even though the doctors in a hospital might be able to help in an accident or with an illness, making the body temporarily healthy, they cannot ensure us that we will never be sick again. They cannot transform our negative mind and stop us creating more negative karma and therefore having to experience more suffering. Unless we have purified the causes of that illness, it will recur. The only way to stop it is to take care of the mind, which means meditating, practicing the Dharma.


THE POWER OF THE MIND


What is mind? It is a phenomenon that is shapeless, colorless, formless, and nonsubstantial, and whose nature is clear and knowing. Mind is able to perceive objects, just as a mirror can give a clear reflection of things in front of it.


Mind exists by depending on causes and conditions. Today’s mind exists because of yesterday’s mind. Yesterday’s mind exists because of the day before yesterday’s mind, and so on. Like that, it goes back in a continuous stream. And just as today’s mind is the result of yesterday’s mind, today’s mind is the cause of tomorrow’s mind. In that way, this moment’s mind is both the result of the previous moment’s mind and the cause of the next moment’s mind. So, each moment of mind is a dependent arising, arising in dependence on the previous moment.


Any mental experience, such as a thought, also arises in dependence on the object it experiences, which is the condition rather than the substantial cause. There can be no mental experience without an object to be experienced, whether it is a physical object or a mental one, such as a mental image that is the basis of memory. Because there is continuation of thought from one moment to the next, from yesterday to today, we can remember what we did yesterday, what we saw yesterday, what we thought yesterday, and the same for last week and last year and so forth.


Only through analytical meditation can we take this logic back, seeing how this moment of mind arose from the previous moment, and so on, back and back, until we come to the first moment of mind that happened in the fertilized egg. We then need to consider where that first moment of this life’s mind came from. Was there a previous continuation of mind or not? Did our mind start in our mother’s womb or was there a previous moment that was the cause? By developing our wisdom through such meditations, we can discover from our own experience what the truth is. There is a meditation on the continuity of the consciousness we can do, which you can find in appendix 1.


Even without meditation, because of a very clear mind with fewer obscurations, many students have been able to remember leaving their mother’s womb. Others, however, through meditation, have been able to take their mind back to within the womb and to the very first moment of this life, the mind that first associates with the fertilized egg. Some have even had very clear memories of past lives. One student could even plainly remember a Tibetan kitchen. They were able to remember this within their meditation as clearly as we can remember the events of yesterday.


Through developing the mind in meditation, we achieve what is called shamatha or calm abiding, remaining focused on any object we place our mind on as long as we wish without any distraction at all, as immovable as a mountain. As we advance through the various levels of shamatha, our capacity to remember increases; highly advanced meditators are able to remember thousands of previous lives.


The Mind That Creates Suffering Must Eliminate Suffering


We have a physical body and a mind that is nonphysical. The body consists of bones, flesh, blood, and so forth. It is born and it dies, and in between there are many problems due to having what are called contaminated aggregates. That means that even though we try to escape from problems, there always seem to be more.


Besides the sufferings of birth, old age, sickness, and death, for most humans the main problems are not getting what we want, getting what we don’t want, losing what we have, or not finding satisfaction in it. We are unable to obtain the delicious food we crave; we want a good reputation or to be praised and get just the opposite. Rich or poor, these are sufferings that constantly plague us. In this way, we always suffer from dissatisfaction. While meditation can relieve us of such suffering, that is not its primary aim. As I have said, the goal of our meditation should be much higher.


Soon we will die, and what happens to us after death should be of concern to us now. The body dies but the mind, which came from our previous life, continues on to the next life. What kind of future life we will have depends on our present life—how we act, how we live—just as the life we have now is the result of how we acted in our previous life. The work of our previous life is finished; we are experiencing the results now. What we need to do now, our present life’s responsibility, is to make arrangements for our future lives. It is in our hands.


Happiness and suffering don’t come from some external source; they haven’t been created by God or other people. If we want to be happy and to attain liberation and enlightenment, this is something only we can do. This is work we must do for ourselves. We alone created our own suffering and we alone can overcome it to become truly happy. The essential work we must do is on the mind, through meditation; otherwise our suffering will be endless.


The delusions that bring us all our problems are not an integral part of the mind. They can be removed. That means our mind has infinite potential. As explained by the Buddha and the great teachers of Buddhist philosophy, we have buddha nature or buddha potential, the potential to become fully enlightened. No matter what problems we face now, they are just temporary. By applying the correct meditation techniques, we can slowly overcome all of them, following the path that takes us all the way to buddhahood.


Once we have overcome the obstacles that currently block them, realizations will pour down upon us. The key is correctly following the spiritual teacher who can give us perfect instructions on how to progress. The teacher is like somebody holding a bright light to guide us through the dark night. Our relationship with the teacher can also be compared to a stick and a gong. Although a gong has the potential to make a sound, it will only do that when it is beaten by a stick. Similarly, although we have buddha nature, only through meeting the virtuous teacher and correctly following him or her will that potential start to be actualized.


THE IMPORTANCE OF MOTIVATION


In a text of questions and answers by the First Panchen Lama, Panchen Losang Chökyi Gyaltsen,4 there is the question, “What is the beginning of meditation?” He replies, “The beginning of meditation is the motivation.”5


If an action were virtuous simply because it didn’t involve harming others through killing and so forth, whenever we meditated there would be no need to generate a virtuous thought; just doing the meditation itself would be virtuous. This is incorrect. Because we must begin with a virtuous motivation, watching the mind and changing it into a virtuous one is strongly emphasized. If we can, we should also try to have a motivation of renunciation for the whole of samsara—and better still, a bodhichitta motivation.


If our motivation is worldly concern, then the action becomes a worldly activity. It cannot be Dharma, even if the action is reciting prayers, meditating, and so forth. It can be like Dharma but it is not Dharma. And a person who “practices” Dharma with a motivation of worldly concern is like a Dharma practitioner but is not a Dharma practitioner. There is a big difference.


Without understanding the distinction between Dharma and non-Dharma, no matter how many different “spiritual” actions we do, no matter how long we do things such as building monasteries, making prostrations and so forth—even if we do them until we die—there is the real danger that our whole life will become filled with negative actions, binding us to suffering.


Whether any action is Dharma or worldly, whether it is virtuous or nonvirtuous, depends entirely on the motivation. As the Treasury of Precious Qualities says,




If the root is medicinal, so are its shoots,


if poisonous, no need to say its shoots will be the same.


What makes an act positive or negative is not how it looks


or its size, but the good or bad intention behind it.6


When our motivation is virtuous, our verbal and physical actions will be virtuous, and that will bring happiness. Happiness does not come from outside; it is a state of mind, one we develop through letting go of the clinging to external things as a source of happiness.


Both happiness and suffering depend on what kind of motivation we generate. As the great bodhisattva Shantideva explains in A Guide to the Bodhisattva’s Way of Life,


In vain [beings] wander through the vast open spaces of the universe


seeking to put an end to sorrow and reach happiness—


these beings who do not cultivate


the mysterious mind that contains all Dharmas.7


Not knowing the “secret of the mind,” which is here called the “mysterious mind,” means being unaware of how everything—all happiness and suffering; enlightenment and hell; nirvana and samsara, and so forth—depends on our own mind, on what kind of attitude we have.


Unless we know this “secret” of how our positive and negative motivation produces happiness and suffering, no matter how much we wish to achieve happiness and avoid suffering, we will continue to helplessly wander in samsara.


In the next verse, Shantideva says,


Therefore, I should focus my mind correctly,


and keep a careful watch over it.


What good will it do to keep many vows,


if I neglect the vow of watching over the mind?8




When we know this and when we diligently watch our mind, never letting it slip into negativity, then we can be happy no matter what we have or where we are. We can be a penniless beggar, we can even be in a prison, but our mind will remain peaceful and happy.


We need these two understandings: what is the source of happiness and how it can be achieved. This is exactly what Dharma is, what meditation is. Without it, nothing gives satisfaction; with it, we have the ability to be totally happy and satisfied. Even before we learn to completely control the mind, our meditation practice will quell the dissatisfied minds of desire and anger, giving us methods to overcome them, stopping our problems, stopping the harm we do to both ourselves and to others.


We can also do something with a neutral motivation. For example, there is the meditation during which while we are walking we practice mindfulness that we are walking, aware of that and nothing else. Or we are watching the abdomen rising and falling, or just being aware of what sensations we have, whether it is pain or whatever. In this kind of meditation, we just watch with no special emphasis on the motivation.


Perhaps we are doing this meditation solely to have some calmness, to subdue our busy mind for a little while. While that is perfectly okay, it is still just seeking some comfort, the happiness of this life, without discriminating between a virtuous thought and a nonvirtuous one; therefore, as we have seen, it is not Dharma. I would say that even though the meditation might be watching the mind, it still does not actually fulfill the purpose of watching the mind, which is to observe whether the mind is virtuous or nonvirtuous. Is our main goal the happiness of future lives, liberation, or enlightenment, or is it simply relaxation? Understanding our motivation is vital, and so too is always having a positive motivation.


Holy Dharma or Worldly Dharma?


We can meditate or recite mantras thinking we are practicing the holy Dharma, but unless our motivation is free from the attachment to the happiness of this life, the Buddhist practice that we are doing is not holy Dharma, just worldly dharma. (In the context of worldly dharma, the word “dharma” is used differently, referring to phenomena, specifically actions done with a mundane motive.) No action can be both holy Dharma and worldly dharma; it is either one or the other.


Once, Milarepa’s guru, Marpa, gave him this advice,


Son, don’t mix the Dharma and this life’s work. If it is mixed you will lose the Dharma. Think on that: you, the son, are suffering in samsara. Even if I try to explain the nature of suffering an infinite number of times, it is unspeakable, it is infinite. Even if I transform hundreds of mouths and tongues to explain it for hundreds of thousands of eons, I would never be finished. So, my instruction to you is don’t waste the Dharma. Don’t mix this life and Dharma.9


If we mix our Dharma practice with worldly concern, if our Dharma is only mouth “Dharma,” it cannot bring the result we expect. The texts describe it as like milking the horn of a goat, utterly futile. Nobody can attain both the work of this life and the holy Dharma. However much we desire to do both without losing either, we are only deluding ourselves.


We can do both holy Dharma and worldly dharma, but not at the same time. One action cannot become both holy Dharma and worldly dharma because they are complete opposites. The Kadampa geshé Potowa10 said that “a two-pointed needle cannot be used for sewing cloth.”


One day, when Dromtönpa11 came across an old man circumambulating a temple, he asked him what he was doing. The old man replied, “I am practicing Dharma.” Dromtönpa replied, “It is good that you are circumambulating the temple, but wouldn’t it be better to practice Dharma?” The man thought that maybe he should be studying instead, so he stopped his circumambulations and started to read the scriptures. Again, Dromtönpa saw him and asked what he was doing and again the old man replied he was practicing Dharma, to which Dromtönpa replied. “It is good that you are reading the scriptures, but wouldn’t it be better to practice Dharma?” So, the old man stopped that and, deciding that meditating must be practicing Dharma, started doing that. When Dromtönpa saw him meditating, he asked the same question and, getting the same reply, said, “It is good that you are meditating, but wouldn’t it be better to practice Dharma?” By now, the old man was very confused and so he asked Dromtönpa, “What do you mean by practicing Dharma?” Dromtönpa just said, “Renounce this life!”


Renouncing this life means subduing the mind. Whether we live in a monastery or a big city, whether we are a monk or nun or a lay person with a family, a job, and a busy life, if what we do helps to subdue our mind, that is practicing Dharma.


Cultivating a Compassionate Motivation


When we come to understand the mind through meditation, we not only see the importance of meditation, we also automatically know how to do everything else skillfully—how to eat, how to wash, how to do our job, even how to sleep. If we don’t know this, nothing becomes the Dharma. We might be at the very top of our profession, but if our motivation is a selfish one, our job is of no use at all; it is only the cause of suffering.


The texts, for instance Liberation in the Palm of Your Hand by Pabongka Dechen Nyingpo, talk about four people practicing the Dharma with four different motivations. The first person meditates with the motivation to achieve enlightenment for the sake of all other sentient beings; the second to achieve liberation; the third to achieve happiness in future lives; and the fourth only seeking happiness in this life.


The actions of the first three people are all actions of holy Dharma. The fourth person’s action, however, is not holy Dharma; it is worldly dharma because it is done with worldly concern, clinging to this life. The motivation is nonvirtuous and the result will be a suffering rebirth. So, even though the activity might be a Dharma one, the person’s action does not become holy Dharma.


Here we can clearly see the borderline between Dharma and non-Dharma, between virtue and nonvirtue, between the cause of happiness and the cause of suffering. The fourth person’s action of giving money (or meditating, or reciting Tara prayers) does not become the cause of achieving full enlightenment or liberation. It does not even become the cause of happiness in future lives.


With a positive motivation, however, everything we do leads to happiness, the happiness of future lives, of liberation, or of enlightenment, depending on the level of motivation. It is our choice. It’s like our mind is a television set and we can choose which channel we want to watch, one showing a peaceful movie or one showing a violent one. Depending on our motivation, we can choose virtue and happiness or nonvirtue and unhappiness. Unless we know that, there is the danger that we can waste our whole life doing many various things, even meditating, that only plant the seeds for unhappiness.


Meditation can transform the dissatisfied mind into one of satisfaction and contentment; it can transform the impatient, angry mind into a patient, loving one; it can transform a selfish mind into one cherishing others. This is at the heart of any Dharma activity we do.


The Buddha says,


Do not commit any unwholesome actions.


Engage in perfect, wholesome actions.


Subdue one’s own mind.


This is the teaching of the Buddha.12


Abandoning harm is the very basic practice. Unless we can do that, there is no possibility of developing our mind further. Our motivation must at least be to attain another higher rebirth so we can continue the spiritual path. But it should be more than that. We need to not only not harm others but to help them, to “engage in perfect wholesome actions.” In order to best help all sentient beings, we should make the motivation for everything we do the attainment of enlightenment.


So, we need to start each meditation session with a pure motivation, by the loving-compassionate thought of attaining enlightenment. For instance, with a breathing meditation, we should think, “I’m going to practice this breathing meditation in order to attain enlightenment for the benefit of all the sentient beings.” When done with this pure motivation, even if we just meditate for a few minutes, besides creating the cause for our own happiness, all the way up to enlightenment, it can benefit all sentient beings. Then, we happily bear whatever hardships our meditation brings—pains in the knees or the backside, getting tired, and so forth—because it is so worthwhile, so meaningful.


COMBINING STUDY, REFLECTION, AND MEDITATION


In Tibetan Buddhism, especially within the Geluk tradition,13 there is a great emphasis on detailed study of a subject before we meditate on it. Many people fail to see the reason for this, thinking that we should surely just be able to start meditating straight away. But it makes little sense, especially with analytical meditations, to think we can do the meditation before we understand the topic of the meditation.


We might dream we can become a great meditator, but it won’t happen. It’s like going to a car showroom where super-expensive cars are sold, dreaming we can buy one, when in fact we don’t have a penny in our pocket. This is a very childish way to think. When people first attend a meditation course, however, they often think all they have to do is sit there and wait for something magical to happen to their mind. They have no idea about the fundamentals of meditation. Just sitting and hoping something will happen isn’t that beneficial.


In Thirty-Seven Practices of the Bodhisattva, the highly realized being Thokmé Sangpo says,


Having gained this rare ship of freedom and fortune,


Hear, think, and meditate unwaveringly night and day


In order to free yourself and others


From the ocean of cyclic existence—


This is the practice of bodhisattvas.14




His teaching shows us the stages we must go through to progress to enlightenment:


•listen to and study the subject matter carefully


•reflect on what we have studied to eliminate doubts


•meditate to make it one with our mind


The first stage is understanding the subject, listening to the teachings by following a perfectly qualified teacher. Even a little understanding of the benefits of listening to the Dharma will give us the conviction that the more we study the richer will be our understanding. We see that even if we cannot understand the subject well now, this not through some fault in the teachings but through our own obscured mind, and that by continuing to listen and study, any doubts will be clarified.


In The Great Treatise on the Stages of the Path to Enlightenment (Lamrim Chenmo) Lama Tsongkhapa15 says,


First study with someone what you intend to practice, and come to know it secondhand. Next, use scripture and reasoning to properly reflect on the meaning of what you have studied, coming to know it firsthand. Once you determine the meaning of what you originally intended to practice with this kind of study and reflection and you have no doubts, then familiarize yourself with it repeatedly. We call this repeated familiarization “meditation.” … Meditation means becoming familiar with what you have ascertained using the wisdom that comes from reflection.16


Whereas some other traditions assert that analyzing a subject is not meditation, in the Lamrim Chenmo, Lama Tsongkhapa says clearly that analyzing is itself a meditation.


If we go into a solitary place and try to meditate without having studied and reflected, we can make a lot of mistakes. Instead of steadily developing our mind on the path to enlightenment, we can waste a lot of time. Therefore, at the beginning we should extensively listen and study, and, while studying, we need to contemplate the meaning as deeply as we can. Whenever we listen to a teaching or read a Dharma book, we use what we are studying to overcome our delusions and subdue our mind. That becomes a real meditation.


We need these three levels of ever-deepening understanding because the Dharma is a new subject for us, a new path that our mind has not traveled before. Unlike an academic subject we study at university, we need to not only know the subject but also to become thoroughly familiar with it.


Most meditations involve both analytical meditation and fixed meditation, and analysis comes from correct understanding. It is said that the person who meditates without first listening is like an armless rock climber. Therefore, it is necessary to listen and study as much as possible at the beginning. The Buddhist teachings are vast. One meditation is insufficient to solve all the problems in our life and each subject requires deep contemplation.


Study is meditation, meditation is study. Listening to explanations, studying texts, reflecting on the meaning, practicing meditation—these are the elements to actualize the path to enlightenment, and they are not separate. Dromtönpa explains, “While I am listening, I am reflecting. While I am reflecting, I am meditating.” According to the Kadampa tradition, these three things are practiced without separation.


GAINING REALIZATIONS


The first reason for extensively studying the Buddhist teachings, with all their reasonings and logic, is to gain the realizations of the path, where we progress from a conceptual understanding of a Dharma subject to a nonconceptual direct experience, our mind and its subject becoming indistinguishable, like pouring water into water, effecting a deep change within us.


The other reason is to make our understanding stable, unshakeable. Unless our understanding is profound, we can easily be misled by those with wrong views. Somebody can tell us something that attracts us, causing us to discard our correct understanding and become confused, developing many wrong concepts.


Attaining realizations depends on having sufficiently ripened our mindstream. Unless we have assembled the right conditions, no matter how hard we try nothing much will happen. Pabongka Dechen Nyingpo compares it to having a boil where, if we are impatient and squeeze it too soon, it will be reinfected, whereas if we do it at the right time, the pus will come out and it will heal. We can also compare it to a piece of fruit; we must wait until it is ripe to enjoy it. Likewise, only when we have sufficiently purified our mindstream and accumulated enough merit will we be able to attain a realization.


This will not happen though meditation alone. This is the advice that Manjushri gave Lama Tsongkhapa, that we must integrate these three practices: purifying our negativities, accumulating merit, and meditating on the path.


Furthermore, Manjushri explained that the quickest way to accumulate merit and purify negativities, and thus attain realizations, is by remembering that the guru is oneness with the deity and praying to him or her. Then, finally there is meditation! That is because without the accumulation of merit and purification that comes from depending on the guru, just putting effort into meditation alone does not bring the complete experience of that meditation. This type of guru practice opens our mind, like a ripening fruit.


Meditating on the stages of the path in order to become enlightened is the biggest trip we will ever take. It is the most fantastic thing we can do, but also the most difficult. It’s a huge step, and because of that there are bound to be a lot of hindrances. But once this trip is finished, everything is finished.


People who have earnestly followed the advice of the guru with a very sincere heart have seen the advantages, even after meditating for a very short time. Meditation is all about transforming the mind, and sincerely doing a guru practice is the most powerful way to transform the mind.


Some students have this experience when they are in retreat. After a long period of purifying, accumulating merit, and meditating where little seems to be happening, suddenly it feels like there is a big change, and they find incredible meaning in the prayers that they have been reciting for so long. Suddenly, each word seems so precious, so holy, that tears flow from their eyes. This kind of positive emotion is a sign that they have achieved some degree of purification and received some blessing from their guru. Even if it doesn’t happen that strongly, we can still suddenly sense our meditations becoming very effective, cutting through delusions like a very sharp knife.


In the beginning, both analytical and fixed meditations are what is called effortful; they both require us putting effort into gaining results. For instance, we meditate on a lamrim topic such as perfect human rebirth using analytical meditations until we have a strong feeling and then we stabilize that with a fixed meditation. Building up a familiarity with a subject through study, reflection, and meditation for a long time in this way requires effort.


Often, meditators try to gain an effortful experience of each of the topics of the path—perfect human rebirth, impermanence, emptiness, and so forth—and then spend more time on one topic until it becomes effortless and they attain a realization. Then they move to the next topic and try to attain a realization of that, and so on. More capable meditators practice all the meditations together, without spending time separately on one. There comes a time when their meditation becomes effortless. In that way they can very quickly gain realizations and progress on the path.


The Five Paths and Ten Bhumis


Although the way they are described and the goals to be attained are slightly different, both the Hinayana and the Mahayana traditions17 talk about the five paths we must progress through to attain our final goal. They are the following:


•the path of merit


•the path of preparation


•the path of right seeing




•the path of meditation


•the path of no more learning


Within the Mahayana tradition, the first path, the path of merit, refers to the period when we accumulate merit by listening to the Dharma, reflecting on the meaning, meditating, and so forth, to fully realize the teachings. With the path of preparation we gain a penetrative insight into emptiness, where the conceptual understanding of emptiness is conjoined with a very deep meditative experience, but we have yet to realize it directly, so we are still an ordinary being.


Then, through the continual meditation on emptiness, we enter the path of right seeing. Before, our understanding of emptiness was mixed with conceptualizations, but now it is a direct realization. We become an arya being. We no longer have to involuntarily go through death and therefore to experience rebirth, old age, sickness, and yet another death again.


With the path of meditation, our direct realization of emptiness becomes stabilized and continuous. Because there are still very subtle residual defilements, during the fourth path we work on slowly destroying even these.


From the time of realizing emptiness directly on the third path until the last path we develop through the ten bhumis (literally, grounds) or stages, and it is when we achieve the tenth bhumi while on the fifth path, the path of no more learning, that we attain enlightenment.


Even when they achieve the first bhumi, a bodhisattva can go to a hundred different buddha pure lands and receive teachings from the buddhas there at the same time. They can manifest in a hundred realms and, with a hundred different bodies at the same time, give teachings to sentient beings. They can abide in that state for a hundred eons. Then, when they achieve the second bodhisattva bhumi, they can go to a thousand different buddha pure lands and receive teachings and manifest into a thousand bodies to give teachings to sentient beings. With each succeeding bhumi the numbers increase—with the eighth, ninth, and tenth bhumis the bodhisattva can go to billions and zillions of pure lands and manifest in billions and zillions of forms, getting ever closer to enlightenment. What a bodhisattva can do to benefit sentient beings is so amazing it doesn’t fit our ordinary, limited concepts.


In the Hinayana tradition, the vehicle of individual liberation, once all five paths are complete, suffering is completely overcome and nirvana or liberation is attained. From a Mahayana perspective, although such a state is amazing, there is further we can go; we need to continue to try to free all sentient beings by entering the Mahayana path and actualizing bodhichitta. Then, as a bodhisattva, we go on to practice the bodhisattva’s activities, the six perfections or paramitas and the four means of drawing disciples to the Dharma.18 Then, having worked through the five paths and attained the path of no more learning—enlightenment—we can work perfectly for the welfare of all sentient beings.


This is the path according to the Paramitayana, the nontantric aspect of the Mahayana, but it is also possible to attain enlightenment extremely quickly by entering the Vajrayana or tantric path once we have actualized the common path of renouncing samsara, attaining bodhichitta, and realizing emptiness.


Only with highest yoga tantra can we attain enlightenment within one brief lifetime in this degenerate time. Having received an initiation from a qualified vajra master, when our mind is ripened, we can practice the generation stage and the completion stage. When we attain the final stage of the completion stage, called the union of clear light and illusory body, we achieve the unification of no more learning, the fully enlightened state.


FAR-SIGHTEDNESS, DETERMINATION, AND A RELAXED MIND


Generating the realizations of the graduated path to enlightenment is a new experience. Because we have never done this before, we need to put as much effort as possible into developing our mind. We should not have a little mind.




We need three things to best progress on the path:


•far-sightedness


•strong determination


•a relaxed mind


We need to be very far-sighted, seeing that it will take a long time and much effort to achieve our goal of enlightenment. To achieve all the realizations, we must follow the path step by step.


For that, we need to generate a very strong and vast mind, which means the determination to never give up, even if it takes three countless great eons to purify our negativities and accumulate the merit we need to achieve enlightenment.


There is so much to study and meditate on that we can get stressed, thinking our goal is impossible and can never be achieved. This becomes a hindrance to continuing our meditations. We need to move forward slowly and determinedly, but in a relaxed way, because our goal, attaining enlightenment for all beings, is so vast.


Guru Shakyamuni Buddha19 and numberless sentient beings who have become enlightened were the same as us in having all the delusions, all the problems that we now have, and yet they continuously put effort into developing their minds life after life, for eons and eons. We should think in the same way and make plans that span eons, instead of thinking that if we do some meditation now we will achieve enlightenment within a few years.


His Holiness the Dalai Lama often advises us not to be shortsighted; don’t assume enlightenment will come in a very short time, but instead plan for many hundreds of lifetimes. If we plan to practice Dharma for a long time and put much effort into our practice with that goal, it is possible we might actually be able to achieve enlightenment in a short time. But if we don’t have a plan like that, if we are shortsighted, we can very easily become disillusioned and give up when it doesn’t happen.


As Shantideva says in A Guide to the Bodhisattva’s Way of Life,




There is nothing that will remain difficult after practice,


therefore, if one first practices


with less severe afflictions,


even the greatest torments will become bearable.20


If we train our mind, it becomes easier and easier. That is the nature of the mind. Because it is a dependent arising, arising in dependence on causes and conditions, the mind can be changed. Our mind did not begin from this birth; it has no beginning. Because it has been habituated with delusions from beginningless rebirths, of course it is not easy to change. Therefore, we must expect that transforming it into a virtuous mind, habituating it to positive attitudes, is going to take a very long time. Certainly, to realize our full potential and attain enlightenment may well take hundreds of lifetimes, maybe even eons.


Just doing one retreat, such as the one-month group retreat we hold in Kopan Monastery21 in Nepal every year, and expecting huge changes is unrealistic. Of course, how quickly we realize the meditations differs with each person. It depends on our level of intelligence, on our practice and understanding, and on how much purification we do. But a month of intensive meditation cannot bring us ultimate happiness; it’s not that easy. Countless lifetimes of delusions cannot be wiped away within a week or a month, just as putting drops of honey each day on an acidic plant growing in the garden cannot make it sweet. It’s not like putting a few coins in an automatic vending machine, pressing a button, and watching a packet of food pop out!


Unless we have a long-term plan, it will be very difficult to bear the many hardships we will encounter as we purify our negativities and accumulate merit. But once we have a plan and start implementing it, it is not like a worldly action, which we must continuously do again and again. Eating something does not satisfy our hunger forever. In a short while, we are hungry again and have to eat something else. Like this, our need for food never finishes. This is true of all worldly activities; there is no end to the effort we must continuously put into attaining worldly ends.




Dharma work is completely different. Once we complete Dharma work, it is finished. When we attain a realization, we don’t have to start again and re-attain it. Therefore, it is worth our while to make a long-term plan, thinking, “Even if it takes many lifetimes, even if it takes one hundred lifetimes, a billion lifetimes, I have to cut off all the wrong conceptions and attain enlightenment to benefit other sentient beings.”


When we couple such a long view with great determination, having the will and patience to endure many difficulties, it is possible to achieve enlightenment in this life or within three lifetimes or within sixteen lifetimes.


The final attribute we need is having a relaxed attitude. We cannot progress if we have a tight mind. Even people in worldly life with big projects, such as those who build huge factories, must be relaxed as well as determined, or their projects collapse. They make so many plans and go through such hardships before the project even starts, and then they work with great determination, no matter how long it takes. Getting uptight because things are not happening quickly enough only causes stress and maybe failure, so they move ahead slowly but determinedly. Likewise, we need to move forward slowly and determinedly in our Dharma practice, but in a relaxed way.


These three things—being far-sighted, determined, and having a relaxed mind—are vital. Without them, it is very difficult to generate the realizations of the path and achieve enlightenment. With them, enlightenment is definitely possible—within a very short time, if the conditions come together. Because we have this perfect human rebirth, we have this amazing potential.


We have everything we need, unlike Milarepa, the great Tibetan meditator. Other than a place to meditate and a pot to cook with, he had nothing, absolutely no money, and not even any clothes other than a scrap to cover himself. And what he ate was nettle soup, day after day after day. Because of that, he was of course very skinny, but also his skin turned a bluish color from the diet. There was no salt, no chili, no oil—only nettles.




One day a thief came to Milarepa’s cave and, when he could find nothing to steal, Milarepa cooked him nettle soup. When the thief asked for some salt and chili to spice the soup, Milarepa put a few more nettles in the pot and said, “This is the salt,” and then a few more and said, “This is the chili.” There was nothing else, just nettles, and yet Milarepa was totally satisfied. With no material possessions at all, living a life so austere we can’t even imagine, he was still able to achieve enlightenment in one short lifetime. If he managed that, why is it impossible for us?
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