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“An unbelievably powerful purification practice, which enables us to accumulate extensive merit.”
—Lama Zopa Rinpoche, from the foreword


In Purification in Tibetan Buddhism Geshe Jampa Gyatso explains the popular and effective daily purification practice, The Bodhisattva’s Confession of Downfalls, which includes the practice of prostration to the thirty-five confession buddhas and the recitation of their names. This practice is a potent and essential method for both beginners and advanced practitioners to gain higher spiritual attainments. In his delightfully conversational manner, Geshe-la teaches us the details of the law of cause and effect, the powerful use of the four opponent powers, and the proper manner and movements of prostrating, and provides clear descriptions of each of the thirty-five confession buddhas.







Foreword


Students, all my brothers and sisters in the Dharma, this book contains The Bodhisattva’s Confession of Downfalls, a practice for purifying negativities and downfalls, together with a commentary by Geshe Jampa Gyatso. Geshe-la is a highly qualified virtuous friend who possesses the three most important qualities of merit, warm heart, and pure morality. He has been teaching Dharma for many years in the West, particularly in Italy, and has been extremely kind to innumerable Westerners.


When we have enough merit, we will be able to understand the reasons why the practice of the Confession of Downfalls should be done by everyone who wants happiness and does not want suffering. Success in achieving happiness and avoiding problems, both now and in the future, depends upon two requisites. These requisites function whether we believe in them or not. For example, we might not believe that a particular tiny seed planted in the ground can grow into a tree with thousands of branches covered in leaves, so huge that it can provide shade for five hundred horse carriages; however, that does not mean that this tree does not exist. In fact, there is such a tree in India, the nyagrodha tree. Likewise, even though we may not believe in reincarnation and the law of action and result, nor believe that this practice purifies our negativities, frees us from obstacles to generating the realizations of the path to enlightenment, frees us from the problems of this life and future lives, such as obstacles, illnesses, disharmony, harm, bad treatment, and abuse by others, and brings happiness and peace, both worldly and ultimate, it does not signify that this practice does not function to do so. Similarly, if we were to explain to a primitive person about rockets going to the moon, or about television, although he may not believe in the existence of these things, the mere fact that he does not believe in them does not mean that they do not exist. Reality is not necessarily as we believe it to be.


One of the requisites for success in achieving happiness and avoiding problems is to purify the causes of suffering, negativities created in the past. However, although this is of benefit, merely to purify them alone is not sufficient; we also need to stop committing negativities in the future, the second requisite for achieving happiness. We need to change our own mind and our own actions; otherwise, we would be like the elephant who goes into the water to wash only to emerge and once again lay down in the sand—there would never be an end to our purification practice. This is why the practice of the Confession of Downfalls (which is done in conjunction with the four opponent forces) includes the force of turning away from faults in the future, the determination to not commit a particular negative action again, i.e., henceforth, to live in morality. With these two requisites, the purification of negativities already committed and the abstention from committing them again, we can purify all obstacles to our happiness.


Why are we not able to perfectly work for the benefit of sentient beings, to free them from suffering and cause them to attain happiness, and, especially, to lead them to enlightenment? It is because we are sentient beings whose minds are obscured; if instead, we were enlightened beings, buddhas, we would not have any obscurations whatsoever in our mental continua and would be able to perfectly benefit others. Therefore, since the practice of purification enables us to purify negative actions, the obscurations that prevent us achieving the realizations of the path to enlightenment, it is extremely important. By engaging in it, we will be able to perfectly work to free sentient beings from the depthless ocean of suffering and lead them to happiness; the very purpose of our lives.


When we mindfully and correctly practice the Confession of Downfalls even once, it has the power to purify even very heavy negative actions, such as the five actions of immediate retribution. This is the reason why Lama Tsongkhapa performed many hundreds of thousands of prostrations in conjunction with the recitation of the names of the thirty-five buddhas. This practice is extremely powerful; in some texts it is said that just by reciting the first name, that of Guru Shākyamuni Buddha, eighty thousand eons of negativities are purified. In fact, the mere recitation of each of the names of the thirty-five buddhas has the power to purify many eons of different types of negative actions. When this practice is performed together with prostrations (even the mere folding of the hands together in front of a statue of Buddha), we accumulate inconceivable merit. Therefore, it would be a great loss if we were not to take advantage of this opportunity to do this practice. In short, The Bodhisattva’s Confession of Downfalls, the recitation of the names of the thirty-five buddhas, particularly when done in conjunction with prostrations, is an unbelievably powerful purification, and enables us to accumulate extensive merit.


May this book composed by Geshe Jampa Gyatso greatly benefit numberless sentient beings by enabling them to purify their minds and achieve full enlightenment as quickly as possible.


Lama Thubten Zopa Rinpoche
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Editor’s Preface


The practices of purifying negativities and accumulating merit are the heart of the many methods taught in the Buddhist sutra and tantra teachings for attaining enlightenment. To gain any mental, or spiritual, development whatsoever, it is absolutely necessary to purify the negativities of body, speech, and mind that we have accumulated throughout our beginningless lives. These negativities have left imprints on our mental continuum that at some future time will ripen in the experience of suffering. Therefore, to avoid rebirth in the lower realms and the experience of unhappiness in future lives, and to gain liberation and enlightenment, it is essential to purify our mental continuum.


In addition to purifying negativities, we need to accumulate merit, or positive energy, to achieve enlightenment. This is done by engaging in virtuous actions, such as the practice of the six perfections—generosity, morality, patience, joyous effort, concentration, and wisdom. By means of these practices a bodhisattva, a being who is striving to attain enlightenment, is able to accumulate the merit necessary to bring about the mental development that reaches its zenith in the state of complete omniscience.


The advantage of engaging in the practice of The Bodhisattva’s Confession of Downfalls is that it enables us both to purify our negativities and to accumulate merit. By applying the four opponent forces, which counteract our negativities, we purify our mental continuum of negative energy; by rejoicing in all the virtues created by ourselves and others and dedicating them to unsurpassed enlightenment, we accumulate great stores of positive energy.


For these reasons, the practice of The Bodhisattva’s Confession of Downfalls is an essential method enabling both beginners and advanced practitioners to achieve spiritual development. A well-known story illustrates the benefit of this practice: Lama Tsongkhapa himself engaged in extensive purification through reciting this sutra and performing one hundred thousand prostrations to each of the thirty-five tathāgatas—a total of three and a half million prostrations.


During the Easter weekend of 1993 Geshe Jampa Gyatso, the resident teacher at Istituto Lama Tzong Khapa, Pomaia, Italy, gave an oral commentary to The Bodhisattva’s Confession of Downfalls based on the Tibetan commentary A Significant Sight (Byang chub sems dpa’i ltung ba bshags pa’i ṭīkka don ldan) by Sanggye Yeshe. Prior to the course, I hurriedly produced an extremely rough translation that was subsequently revised with much help from Geshe-la and George Churinoff. Since the practice of The Bodhisattva’s Confession of Downfalls has enormous benefits, I hope that these two commentaries on the practice—one by a noted lineage guru of the stages of the path (lamrim) teachings and one by a contemporary teacher thoroughly familiar with the Western mind—will inspire many people to engage in this profound practice.


THE LIFE OF SANGGYE YESHE


This short biography of Sanggye Yeshe summarizes the main points of the extensive life story in Yeshe Gyeltsen’s Biographies of the Lineage Gurus of the Stages of the Path.1


Sanggye Yeshe was born in 1525 in the small village of Druggya in the Tsang valley of Tibet. Auspicious signs occurred at his birth, and even at a very young age his behavior was uncommonly mature and subdued. He was often seen playing at teaching Dharma, meditating, and debating and, although very young, he often expressed the wish to become a monk. This behavior is attributed to his familiarity with the morality of renunciation gained in many previous lives when he had been born as a learned scholar and yogi in India. The renowned Gyelwa Ensapa, considered by Tibetans to be the first Panchen Lama, foreseeing that Sanggye Yeshe was to become his successor as a lineage holder, urged the parents to take special care of their son.


At the age of ten, the young boy received lay vows (upāsaka, dge bsnyen)2 from his first teacher, Yönten Zangpo, and was given the name Chökyab Dorje. He studied reading and writing with this teacher, demonstrating remarkable ease in understanding whatever he was taught. Later, upon receiving the vows of a novice monk (shrāmaṇera, dge tsul) from this same master, he became known as Sanggye Yeshe.


At the age of fifteen Sanggye Yeshe entered Tashilünpo Monastery and began studying the philosophical subjects with Tsöndru Gyeltsen. The following year, when considering whether to go study at Sera Monastery with Jetsün Chökyi Gyeltsen, a friend advised him to study instead under the tutelage of that master’s disciple, Jamyang Gendün Lozang, who was considered a manifestation of Manjushri. Sanggye Yeshe studied Pramāṇa logic and epistemology with this master and then returned to Tashilünpo Monastery, where until the age of eighteen he studied Madhyamaka philosophy. At the age of nineteen he debated in front of a large gathering of abbots and monks at Tashilünpo and, undefeated, became renowned for his knowledge and understanding of the scriptures.
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Sanggye Yeshe (1525–1591)





Sanggye Yeshe then studied the Perfection of Wisdom literature and the Vinaya, and once again his extraordinary depth of understanding was noted by his teachers. At the age of twenty-six, following the advice of Gendün Lozang, he became the disciplinarian at Tashilünpo. At the conclusion of these duties, Sanggye Yeshe traveled to Gangchen Chöpel Monastery, where he received many teachings from Panchen Rinpoche Dönyö Gyeltsen on both sutra and tantra, including the transmission of many teachings on mind training (lojong). He then attended the Lower Tantric College, where he studied and mastered the tantras, rituals, ritual dance, mandala drawing, ritual music, chanting, and the rituals associated with burnt offerings. During this time a severe bout of leg pain made Sanggye Yeshe determine to return to Tsang following the completion of his studies at the Lower Tantric College. This pain is attributed to Palden Lhamo, a Dharma protector, who had been directed by Gyelwa Ensapa to bring Sanggye Yeshe back to him. Subsequently, Sanggye Yeshe went to study with Gyelwa Ensapa and received the transmission of the teachings on the stages of the path (lamrim) from this learned master, who became his root guru. Sanggye Yeshe spent many years in meditation based on these teachings, greatly pleasing his teacher. Having requested Gyelwa Ensapa for permission to receive the vows of a fully ordained monk, he received them from the abbot of Riwo Gepel Monastery, Chogle Nampar Gyelwa. After receiving teachings from this abbot, Sanggye Yeshe returned to Ensa Monastery, where he received the transmission of a great number of tantra initiations and commentaries from Gyelwa Ensapa. Upon the passing away of this precious master, Sanggye Yeshe made many offerings to the monastery and commissioned the making of many images.


Twice Sanggye Yeshe became the abbot of Riwo Gepel Monastery and in this position turned the wheel of Dharma for the benefit of his many disciples. Later, returning to Ensa, he gave extensive teachings on both the sutras and tantras. During this time, he took great care of Gyelwa Ensapa’s incarnation, Lozang Chökyi Gyeltsen, bestowing upon him first the lay and later the novice vows as well as many teachings and the blessings of numerous initiations.


In short, Sanggye Yeshe’s entire life was dedicated to Dharma practice— the suppressing of the mental afflictions and the practice of deity yoga. He passed away in 1591 at the age of sixty-seven, his death being accompanied by many marvelous signs. Various rites were conducted during the forty-nine days in which his body remained enclosed in a special structure built for the cremation. Following the cremation, uncommonly large relic pills, one the size of a pea, were found amassed together in the shape of eyes, brain, tongue, heart, and central channel. His main disciple, Panchen Lozang Chökyi Gyeltsen, had a stupa constructed on the cremation site to contain the relics and commissioned the making of a huge gold-covered copper statue of Sanggye Yeshe. It was upon the passing away of his precious root guru, Sanggye Yeshe, that Panchen Lozang Chökyi Gyeltsen was inspired to write the Guru Puja (Lama Chöpa). Although Sanggye Yeshe had many well-known disciples, the best is said to have been Lozang Chökyi Gyeltsen, the reincarnation of Gyelwa Ensapa, who although considered by Westerners to be the first Panchen Lama, is considered by Tibetans to be the second.


TECHNICAL NOTE


The root text, The Bodhisattva’s Confession of Downfalls, translated by George Churinoff and included here with his kind permission, is set in italic type to distinguish it from A Significant Sight, Sanggye Yeshe’s explanation. Both the root text and Sanggye Yeshe’s explanation have been indented to set them apart from Geshe Jampa Gyatso’s commentary. I have abbreviated and modified some of the titles and subtitles in Sanggye Yeshe’s explanation and have added extra subtitles at many points. A complete translation of the original outline can be found in the appendices.


For the sake of readability, phrases such as “This is taught (or shown) by saying…,” or “The meaning of this is…,” that occur in Sanggye Yeshe’s commentary, respectively before and after each section of the root text, have been omitted. While these phrases are necessary in the Tibetan to show the demarcation between the root text and Sanggye Yeshe’s explanation, I felt them to be unnecessary in the English, as this demarcation has been accomplished typographically. Also, while the commentary generally cites only the first and last few words of each of the relevant sections of the root text, here complete citations have been included for easier reference.


The chart indicating the colors and hand positions of the thirty-five tathāgatas is translated from Lama Tsongkhapa’s Practice of the Thirty-Five Buddhas and a Description of the Deities’ Bodies.


Most of the commentary by Geshe Jampa Gyatso included here is a transcription of his 1993 teachings on A Significant Sight. However, the detailed explanations of actions and their results—the four characteristics of actions (included in the introduction), the four types of results (included in the chapter “The Four Opponent Forces”), and the four branches of a complete path of action, as well as the ten non-virtues (included in the chapter “The Force of Total Repudiation” under the heading Negativities Included in the Ten Non-Virtues)—have been incorporated from Geshe-la’s teachings on Panchen Lozang Yeshe’s Quick Path (Lam rim myur lam) given at Istituto Lama Tzong Khapa, August 2–8, 1984. The subsection The Mind of Enlightenment included in the chapter “The Force of the Basis” is a transcription of Geshe-la’s commentary given at Istituto Lama Tzong Khapa February 23–24, 1985, on a text from The Collected Works on Mind Training by Kyabje Trijang Rinpoche. At Geshe-la’s suggestion I myself wrote the very brief overview of the seven-point meditation for developing the mind of enlightenment. This is not included in a more detailed format since extensive explanations of this meditation are already available in other English commentaries on the stages of the path. The lists of the eight qualities of the Buddha, Dharma, and Sangha Jewels (included in the subsection Refuge in the chapter “The Force of the Basis”) are an abbreviated translation from Jetsün Chökyi Gyeltsen’s Ocean Playground of the Lord of the Nāgas. In addition, when I felt that a certain point needed further explanation, I personally questioned Geshe-la about it and then added his clarifications to this text.


Words already familiar to most Western Buddhist readers—such as dharani, Mahayana, nirvana, sangha, stupa, and sutra—have been treated as English words throughout the text and consequently the Sanskrit diacritical marks have been omitted.


The transliteration of Sanskrit words is according to the standard international system except that for ease of reading in English ś is written as sh, ṣ as ṣh, c as ch, and ch as chh. The transliteration of the Tibetan follows the system of Turrell Wylie, with the root letter rather than the initial letter capitalized in proper names and titles. Except for names of contemporary Tibetans, which are rendered according to precedent, I have written Tibetan proper names and the phonetics of The Bodhisattva’s Confession of Downfalls in a simplified manner to facilitate their reading rather than striving for perfect pronunciation.
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1For a complete version see Janice D. Willis’s Enlightened Beings.


2The five lay vows are the vows taken by lay Dharma practitioners to abandon killing, stealing, sexual misconduct, lying, and taking intoxicants.




A Significant Sight


An Explanation of the Bodhisattva’s Confession of Downfalls


by Sanggye Yeshe


Commentary by Geshe Jampa Gyatso




Introduction


From a Buddhist point of view our experiences, pleasant and unpleasant, come about as a result of our own previous actions, virtuous and non-virtuous. These actions can be physical, verbal, or mental. However, in each of these cases the action originally stems from the mind since, prior to engaging in an action, a wish or intention to do that particular action always arises. Following upon the intention, we actually engage in the action. We experience its corresponding result later on, generally in a future life but possibly even in the same life. Since all our experiences are the result of our previous actions, the Buddha emphasized the law of cause and result in his teachings. For example, Buddha taught that actions have four general characteristics: (1) actions are definite, (2) actions increase, (3) actions not done will not be experienced, and (4) actions done will not go to waste.


1. Actions are definite


Virtuous actions definitely bring the result of happiness and never bring the result of suffering. Likewise, non-virtuous actions definitely bring the result of suffering and never bring the result of happiness. Internal causes and results function along much the same principles as external causes and results. An example of an external cause is planting an apple seed in the ground; in accordance with the cause—the apple seed—the result of an apple tree is produced. Were we to plant a pepper seed, a pepper plant would arise instead. An apple seed cannot give rise to a pepper plant, nor can a pepper seed give rise to an apple tree.


Internal causes and results function in the same manner; in accordance with the cause, virtuous actions, we definitely experience the result of happiness. Likewise, in accordance with the cause, non-virtuous actions, we definitely experience the result of suffering. Just as the small pleasure of a cool breeze on a hot day is the result of a past virtuous action, similarly, the small suffering of a thorn pricking the sole of the foot is the result of a past non-virtuous action.


2. Actions increase


In the same way that a tiny seed can produce the result of a huge tree, a very small virtuous or non-virtuous action can bring a great result. This is because an action continues to increase as long as its antidote is not applied. If a non-virtuous act is purified using an appropriate method, we may not completely avoid experiencing its result, but we will at the very least be able to prevent it from increasing. Conversely, we destroy our virtuous actions through giving in to anger or holding wrong views.


3. Actions not done will not be experienced


Not having planted seeds in the ground, we will not reap a crop in the autumn. Likewise, if we have not done a particular virtuous or non-virtuous action, we will not experience its respective result of happiness or unhappiness.


4. Actions done will not go to waste


Having done a virtuous or non-virtuous action, if it is not destroyed by its antidote, its result will manifest when the necessary conditions come together. An action will never go to waste due to the passage of time. When we put our money in a bank, it remains there as long as we do not withdraw it, and in the meantime it continually produces interest; likewise, when we do an action, if it is not destroyed by its antidote, it will not disappear but will continually increase.


In addition to explaining the detailed functioning of actions and results, the Buddha also explained, by way of his clairvoyant powers, why a particular person was experiencing certain problems. He often told how at one time such-and-such a person had taken such-and-such a birth, did such-and-such an action, and was thereby experiencing such-and-such a result. Many examples of these stories can be found in The Hundred on Karma Sutra (Karmashataka-sūtra) and The Sutra of the Wise and the Foolish (Damamūkosūtra).


Through understanding that virtuous actions bring happiness and non-virtuous actions bring suffering, we see how important it is to continually strive to develop a good motivation and to engage in virtuous actions. At the same time, we understand that we must completely abandon committing even seemingly insignificant non-virtuous actions so as to avoid experiencing further suffering and problems in the future. We may understand this intellectually, but because our mind is not subdued and is therefore influenced by many types of negative emotions or afflictions, we continue to commit non-virtuous actions. Our negative emotions are very strong while our positive thoughts are generally quite weak, and these two are always in competition. Most of the time the weaker positive side loses and the more powerful negative side wins, and our minds remain dominated by afflictions that in turn cause us to continue engaging in non-virtue.
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