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FOREWORD





I am pleased and honored to write a brief foreword to Dan Brown’s marvelous Pointing Out the Great Way, a spiritual manual, meditation instruction, psychological study, and cross-cultural bridge. I am sure all his gurus and teachers are delighted that his many years of study and practice of Tibetan and Indian Buddhist meditation, and his almost as many years of psychotherapeutic practice and research, have come to this extraordinary sharing of his garnered wisdom in a true “pointing-out” spiritual instruction for our times.


The Sanskrit mahāmudrā (Tibetan, phyag rgya chen po) literally means “great seal” or “great gesture” or, somewhat esoterically, “great consort,” or, most esoterically, “great embrace.” Mahāmudrā is a description of the most profound, ultimate, absolute reality that is otherwise called nirvāṇa, emptiness-compassion-womb, bliss-void-indivisible, clear-light relativity, buddhahood, truth realm, reality body, nonduality. Mahāmudrā conveys in its own context the Buddha’s foundational discovery that reality, when it is mentally and viscerally, intellectually and experientially known as it truly is, is perfect freedom, infinite life, omnicompetent love and compassion, bliss. All paths of study, reasoning, ethics, and meditative practice taught by Buddha intend to provide us—beings who unrealistically take this bliss-freedom-indivisible reality as a realm of conflict, isolation, and fear—with appropriate paths to become more realistic and thereby discover the all-pervasive freedom and happiness that is really ours. The path of mahāmudrā, as this pointing-out book abundantly and lucidly explains, is the most immediate and unexcelled of all such paths. It is given the name of the ultimate goal, great embrace, because it proceeds directly to the tender reality of blessed release; in all aspects of space and time, it perceives our existence as nondually and blissfully embraced in absolute freedom. Our extraordinary happiness automatically overflows as glorious love and compassion for all other beings, who are seen swimming with us in the ocean of luminosity.


Even though this supreme path is unexcelled, the teachers in the tradition have voluminous experience in dealing with all different kinds of human beings in various societies and levels of societies. They are fully aware that very few will be helped by such quintessential teaching alone, beyond perhaps a brief moment of hopeful ease upon first hearing about such a nature of reality and such a potential fulfillment in enlightenment of their own love and wisdom. Thus, those great teachers have developed a systematic path of preliminaries, clearly described developmental stages, potential pitfalls and troublesome detours, and various points of entry. These are drawn from chronicles of actual practitioners, from their failures and successes. So there is a way of entry and a plan of evolution to suit almost any kind of person, and in addition most of the writings are meant to be tailored for transmission within unique teacher-student relationships.


Dan Brown has thoroughly investigated and experimented with the enormous literature and tradition derived from these thousands of years of codified experience, collected in the Indian and Tibetan scientific and psychological literature. To this he has added comprehensive research and insightful understanding of contemporary depth, behavioral, cognitive, and the newly nascent meditational, psychologies, which enable him to transmit the tradition in language accessible to any practitioner without linguistic access to the primary sources. Finally, he speaks not only as a scholar and an external scientist, but also as an inner scientist, a yogin of knowledge and experience, as he has practiced these paths in his own mind, with his own body, and so can make clear the discoveries that texts of observation can only describe, while manuals of practice must evoke, to help us to embody them in realization ourselves.


It is a dream realized to see this part of his life work emerge at last. I can remember him in the old days in Massachusetts and New Jersey; he always seemed somehow like a siddha, an adept from somewhere else, wandering through the corridors of the elite institutions or in the humble but more colorful structures of the Dharma Centers. I rejoice and congratulate him for this grand achievement, and I rejoice and congratulate the readers, who will find by working through and living with this monumental book a real pointing out of the gentle, great embrace that this beautiful reality holds them in right now, whatever else they think might be going on.


Robert A. F. Thurman


Jey Tsong Khapa Professor of Indo-Tibetan Buddhist Studies,


Columbia University





PREFACE






THROUGHOUT HISTORY those genuinely motivated to embark on a path of spiritual development encountered many obstacles. Often they did not live at a time or in an area where quality spiritual teachings were available. If valuable spiritual teachings existed, political unrest or war may have prevented them from engaging in practice. If the spiritual teachings were available during a time of peace, students typically had to seek far and wide for a qualified teacher. Finding such a teacher did not guarantee that the teacher would consent to take on the student. Finally, even when the teacher agreed to teach, students often had to endure many hardships, such as harsh climate, sickness, and scarce or poor-quality food.


Today, in contrast, we live in a remarkable time wherein a good deal of the wisdom from many heretofore esoteric spiritual traditions has become readily available to just about anyone. The speed of information delivery through books, self-development seminars, audio and video recordings, and the Internet on the one hand, and a world now intricately interconnected through air travel, telecommunications, and email on the other has fundamentally changed the path of spiritual development. You need only surf the Internet in your own home to discover the listings of seminars and retreats with many of the now world-traveling contemporary teachers. If it is too inconvenient to attend a particular teaching in person, audio and videotapes of teachings are available for download, and you can practice on your own meditation pillow in front of your sound system or television. It is no longer necessary to memorize the meditation instructions, because if you forget, you can replay the recording.


In the Tibetan Buddhist tradition, while many texts were destroyed during the Chinese Cultural Revolution, thousands yet have been preserved, many through the efforts of one man, E. Gene Smith. While working for Library of Congress in India during the 1960s, 70s, and 80s, Gene had rare texts reproduced and shipped to various U.S. libraries for preservation while also amassing an extensive personal library. More recently, through his Tibetan Buddhist Resource Center (tbrc.org), Gene has continued to acquire texts from India, Tibet, and China, and has been scanning his entire library into digital files, so that the great majority of the indigenous Tibetan Buddhist literature on spiritual development will be available with a simple click of a mouse. When I first started working with the mahāmudrā tradition over thirty years ago, Gene was a precious source of primary texts. Some thirty years later I am now able to download most of these same texts directly into my laptop from the Internet, again owing to his kind efforts.


As Westerners it is easy to take for granted how comfortable the conditions of our lives are, as compared to all the masters who ever walked the spiritual path throughout history. We enjoy relative peace along with more political and economic security than those living in most other countries. We can practice meditation very comfortably, in a temperature-controlled environment, and we don’t have to worry unduly about eating healthily, getting sick, or getting distracted from our practice by invasions, robbers, animals, or insects. As the Tibetans would say, we as modern Westerners have a rare and precious opportunity.


The migration of Eastern spiritual traditions to the West is a kind of experiment. How will our culture be transformed? How will our culture transform the character of the Buddhism that takes hold here? What meditations are best suited to Westerners? My own opinion as a psychologist is that, while the Zen Buddhist and the Burmese mindfulness traditions have established an extensive network of Western practitioners, the approach to teaching Buddhist meditation in these schools is not ideally matched to how many Westerners think. Similarly, I have taught meditation retreats with a number of Tibetan lamas who are often remarkably accomplished as meditation masters, yet I have observed they often do not present their knowledge in a form best utilized by Western students.


There are at least three areas where Buddhist meditation teachings in their indigenous form are not ideally matched to Western students. First, traditional meditation development includes a set of preparatory practices, which are designed to make the body and mind fit for meditation, and make progress with meditation more likely. In the East, it is not unusual to spend five to ten years doing these preparatory practices prior to formal meditation training. Many Westerners balk at these preparatory practices because the form of presentation is quite foreign to us. Such practitioners are more likely to begin immediately with formal meditation. They are likely to recreate many of the bad habits of everyday living on the meditation pillow and never progress as a result. Other practitioners readily embrace these preparatory practices in a mindless way and spend years making prostrations, reciting prayers without knowing their meaning, offering various acts of devotion, and blindly imitating or idealizing a teacher in such a way that not only fails to make the body and mind fit for meditation, but also undermines self-confidence, further hindering their development.


Second, we need to see what methods have been most effective for Westerners in bringing about real inner change. The various schools of psychotherapy currently exist as the West’s great tradition of growth and development (cf. Reiff 1959). A fundamental feature of most psychotherapy is the primacy of the therapeutic relationship. In fact, whereas only 15 percent of the improvement due to psychotherapy comes from specific therapeutic techniques, just about double the variance, 30 percent, comes from relationship factors like empathy, acceptance, encouragement (Lambert 1992). Some schools of therapy view the main vehicle of change in psychotherapy to be the therapist providing an emotionally corrective relationship for the patient (Alexander and French 1946; Luborsky and Crits-Christoph 1998). Understanding that our great tradition of psychological development is strongly relationship-based means that a relationship-based method of teaching meditation is best matched to this culture. Western psychotherapy may be a culturally congruent way to accomplish at least some of the same objectives as the preparatory practices. Psychotherapy is indeed a good preparation for genuine meditation practice, as I have argued elsewhere (Wilbur, Engler, and Brown, 1987), although psychotherapy alone fails to accomplish the broad range of skills cultivated by the preparatory practices of the great contemplative traditions.


We need to appreciate the extent to which Western culture will transform Buddhist meditation practice. What will be the unique character of American Buddhism? In my opinion American Buddhism is likely to become much more relationship-based, and therefore will represent a transformation of the monastic forms of Buddhism that have found their way to this country. While Tibetan Buddhism certainly professes the centrality of the teacher-student relationship, the reality is that access to a spiritual teacher is the exception rather than the norm, particularly in a relationship that allows for authentic interchange. Typically, the Western student offers devotion and service in support of a teacher’s organization while a teacher gives group discourses in return, with occasional private meetings that are often fraught by cultural barriers to understanding. My particular interest in the mahāmudrā tradition stems from the fact that its original form was very much relationship-based, with what was called a pointing-out style of teaching. The teacher closely followed the student’s practice as part of an ongoing relationship in order to ensure that the student’s meditation progress stayed on the right track and to help the student learn to identify and self-correct problems that might otherwise arrest progress. I firmly believe that relationship-based forms of meditation, with this kind of dynamic feedback, are ideal for contemporary Western practitioners.


We can address the third area where indigenous meditation practices are not ideally suited for Westerners by looking at the impact on psycho-therapy practice in particular, and on popular culture in general, of the cognitive-behavioral revolution in psychotherapy over the past three decades. A unique contribution of the cognitive-behavioral literature is the targeting of specific behaviors, detailed step-by-step instructions for change, and clear benchmarks of progress. Based on the psychotherapy outcome literature that has evolved over these decades, step-by-step treatment manuals are now widely available for addressing anxiety disorders, obsessive-compulsive disorder, depression, bipolar disorder, chronic pain, and many other clinical syndromes. Contemporary Westerners have learned to think in terms of step-by-step manuals. For Western practitioners, Eastern meditation traditions that present clearly defined meditation stages are perhaps most helpful, especially those that describe the main techniques, intended results, and benchmarks of progress, and carefully delineate common problems and how to remedy them. Therefore, I firmly believe that the Indo-Tibetan Buddhist gradual “meditation-stages” approach to teaching meditation is well matched to Western thinking. I have tried to write a book that both preserves the step-by-step approach to meditation instruction characteristic of the original Tibetan meditation-stages literature, and yet adopts the step-by-step approach that Westerners are now quite familiar with.


. . . .


My own journey into the Eastern meditative traditions began thirty-six years ago. As part of an undergraduate course on Eastern religious traditions, I read Evans-Wentz’s Tibetan Yoga and Secret Doctrines (1935). The translation of Pema Karpo’s mahāmudrā meditation manual in that volume spoke to me, and I knew I wanted to learn more about meditation. In a Religion and Psychological Studies graduate program at the University of Chicago, I had the opportunity to study with some of the great historians of religion of that time, such as J. Z. Smith and Mircea Eliade, both of whom served as dissertation advisors and helped me to learn interpretive methods for historical texts. I learned a very modest amount of Sanskrit at the University of Chicago, and supplemented my language study with classes on Buddhist Sanskrit and Tibetan language at the University of Wisconsin at Madison. My first exposure to the Tibetan language, and a Buddhist way of living in the world, came from my root lama, the Ven. Geshe Wangyal, with whom I had a ten-year relationship, living with him summers in New Jersey until he died in 1983. E. Gene Smith visited Chicago around 1973 and provided me with a good number of the important blockprint versions of the Tibetan mahāmudrā texts on which this book is based. Now armed with mahāmudrā’s “greatest hits,” I spent the next ten years translating most of this material. In the early days at Wisconsin, Stephen Beyer helped me to learn enough of the technical language of Tibetan texts to produce my own rough retranslation of Pema Karpo’s mahāmudrā manual and Jampel Pawo’s commentary on it. George Hart helped me work on a translation of Kamalaśīla’s Stages of Meditation from Sanskrit. Geshe Sopa helped me with my own translation of Śāntideva’s Guide to the Bodhisattva Way of Life from a Tibetan translation of the original Sanskrit. Frances Cook helped me with translating some of Saraha’s early mahāmudrā songs from a vernacular dialect of Pali.


At the University of Chicago, J. A. B. van Buitenen assisted my translation of some of the tantric mahāmudrā texts from Sanskrit. The training in anthropology and history of religions I received at Chicago gave me linguistic tools to tackle the rich technical language of meditation texts. The training that I had in psychology of religion, primarily from my main advisors, Don Browning and Peter Homans of the Psychology and Religion Program at Chicago helped me to understand the Indo-Tibetan tradition of meditation-stages using our own Western tradition of psychological methods. I owe a special debt to my primary mentor, Erika Fromm, who guided not only my professional training as a clinical psychologist but also the development of character. In addition, she encouraged me to use psychological research tools to study meditative states and outcomes. This approximately decade of work led to my dissertation, which described both the gradual development of the stages of meditation in the mahāmudrā tradition and interpreted these meditative states of consciousness in terms of social and cognitive psychology.


After leaving Chicago to continue clinical training in Boston, I did a two-year postdoctoral program in clinical research at the Cambridge Hospital of Harvard Medical School under the supervision of Charles Ducey. For my research I used the Rorschach to measure changes in perception among practitioners who developed some proficiency in deep concentration. We used participants on a three-month intensive retreat in Burmese mindfulness meditation at the Insight Meditation Society in Barre, Massachusetts. As a research psychologist over the next decade, I and my colleagues (especially Michael Forte, whose dedication to this research was tireless) conducted a wide variety of pre-post outcome studies and/or clinical interviews of intensive meditators both at the Barre site and also in South Asia (with Jack Engler). My colleagues and I studied changes in phenomenological experience, personality, pain perception, and tachistoscopic high-speed information-processing as a result of various meditative practices. We also studied the changes in consciousness due to deep concentration, special insight practices, and extraordinary meditation practices using a self-report methodology I learned from Erika Fromm and Father Andrew Greeley of the National Opinion Research Center at the University of Chicago. We also conducted detailed field interviews of the descriptions practitioners gave of enlightenment experiences and the impact these experiences had on everyday life. As clinicians, Jack Engler and I, along with others, began to research the kind of clinical problems that Western students encountered during intensive retreats, specifically how unresolved psychopathology interfered with progress in meditation. Over that decade I got to see firsthand the problems that enthusiastic Western meditators were commonly having in their meditation practice, and how either psychological problems or progressively learned bad habits of meditation typically arrested progress.


My own meditation practice began when I first encountered Patañjali’s Yogasūtras in Mircea Eliade’s book, Yoga: Immortality and Freedom (1969) along with his own personal commentary on these works. He helped orient me to the stages of practice in the Indian Saṃkhya-Yoga system. I am also thankful for Dr. Arwind Vasavada’s generous and inspiring teaching on Patañjali’s yoga and meditation during my stay in Chicago.


In the mid 1970s I started attending meditation retreats derived from the Burmese mindfulness tradition. I am thankful to a number of the Western meditation teachers of that tradition, like Jack Kornfield, Joseph Goldstein, Sharon Salzberg, and Christopher Titmuss, and also to some of the South Asian teachers who occasionally visited this country, namely Mahasi Sayadaw, his successor U Pandita Sayadaw, the forest dweller Tungpulo Sayadaw, and the Thai master Ajahn Chah. At one point I went to Burma to study directly with Mahasi Sayadaw and U Javanah Sayadaw. I am grateful for Mahasi Sayadaw’s invitation and personal teaching, and also for the many friends and staff at his retreat center, Thathana Yeiktha in Rangoon, who provided all of the comforts so that I could focus on meditation full time while there.


For over three decades I have had the fortune of many Tibetan meditation teachers. The Ven. Geshe Wangyal holds a dear place in my heart as my root lama. He provided the model for what it means to awaken the mind and to live that every moment of daily life. I learned the Asaṅga-Maitreya tradition of concentration meditation and Madhyamaka special insight meditations from Geshe Denma Lochö Rinpoche, Geshe Yeshe Tapkay, Geshe Gedün Lodrö, and H.H. The Dalai Lama. Joshua Cutler, a fellow student of Geshe Wangyal and the chief translator of Tsongkhapa’s The Great Treatise on the Stages of the Path to Enlightenment has been a collaborator, teacher, and friend. I learned a great deal about Tsongkhapa’s approach to concentration from the times Joshua and I have taught together. I learned mahāmudrā from a number of Kagyü lamas who came to this country offering mahāmudrā empowerments, meditation courses, and personal instruction, namely, Kalu Rinpoche, the Sixteenth Karmapa Rangjung Rigpé Dorjé, Chetsang Rinpoche, the Third Jamgön Kongtrül, Khenpo Könchog Gyaltsen, and Ven. Drubwang Konchok Norbu Rinpoche.


Over the past decade I have co-taught meditation courses with my friend and colleague Andrea Lindsay, LICSW. She helped show me that meditation is not an activity conducted while sitting on the pillow but a way of being, a way of living with complete awareness. As much an artist as a clinician, she also helped bring a fresh approach to teaching meditation, a contrast to my predilection for precise technical language; she helped me to see that art, poetry, and cooking are wonderful media to express meditation experience. Over the last few years a former meditation student of mine, George Protos, has assisted me in teaching meditation retreats. His immovable presence as a meditator, and clear-minded, fresh descriptions of meditative states and the nature of the mind have really enhanced the quality of the courses. I have learned the most about meditation from trying to teach it, so I am very grateful to my many students who have been forthcoming with clear descriptions of their states, their discoveries, and their struggles. I am also very appreciative of the assistance in teaching given by other advanced students, such as Susan Mickel, Julie Yau, JoAnn Lux, and Robin Woo, especially for their ability to bring to teaching a depth of compassion and kindness.


In the past fifteen years I have learned a great deal about the needs of Western meditation students as I have tried to teach one-day and two-day workshops on meditation for psychologists, and week-long or longer retreats for Western practitioners of meditation. At the Buddhist Learning Center in Washington, New Jersey, team teaching concentration and special insight meditations over a ten-year period with Joshua and Diana Cutler, with the former lamas in residence, namely Geshe Lobzang Tsetan, Geshe Nawang Lhundup, and Geshe Thupten Gyatso, and with the visiting senior lamas, namely Geshe Denma Lochö Rinpoche and Geshe Yeshe Tapkay, helped me to better understand how to adapt the traditional Tibetan form of meditation instruction to the needs of Westerners. I have greatly appreciated the openness, flexibility, and patience of the senior lamas, Denma Lochö Rinpoche and Yeshe Tapkay, to my experiments with modifying the concentration meditation techniques in fundamental ways. For example, I assigned Western students the breath as the object of concentration rather than the traditional Tibetan method of using an image of the Buddha. The senior lamas remained remarkably open to my belief that the nine states of the mind staying could be accomplished more quickly using the breath than a visual object.


While teaching meditation I have had ample opportunity to discover the common problems that Western students developed during protracted meditation practice. I was amazed to discover a significant corpus of indigenous Tibetan meditation texts that mapped out similar problems and their remedies in great detail. By comparing the descriptions of our Western students’ problems to those found in the indigenous Tibetan meditation texts, I began to appreciate the wide range of very specific methods that the masters had developed hundreds of years earlier in India and Tibet to correct and even to prevent such problems. For example, I began to see how skillful practice of “intensifying” and “easing-up” enabled the meditator to stay more continuously and completely on the intended meditation object. I also began to appreciate a range of methods that had been developed to prevent subtle laxity or dullness of mind, such as the use of intelligence to self-monitor the quality of the meditation and the use of shorter meditation sessions to insure depth of concentration and brightness of mind during meditation.


As I studied these Indo-Tibetan texts I began to discover that the Burmese tradition regarding concentration meditation, within which I had clocked so many hours over several decades on the meditation pillow, did not have clearly delineated meditation instructions regarding intensifying and self-monitoring. Nor did it have detailed instructions regarding switching from the event- to the mind-perspective during insight meditation. From a historical perspective, the Burmese mindfulness tradition is rather young, a tradition revitalized by the teachings of Mahasi Sayadaw and others over a half a century ago. The Indo-Tibetan Asaṅga-Maitreya tradition of concentration and special insight meditation has existed at least since the fourth century, and considering this much longer time span, it is not at all surprising that a sophisticated set of meditation methods evolved to handle most of the problems and common points meditators get stuck. When I began to compare the insights about the nature of the mind in the Burmese tradition and the Indo-Tibetan Mahayana tradition directly during meditation practice, I again discovered some important differences in the direct experience of insight regarding the nature of the self.


From the essence traditions, like mahāmudrā and dzogchen, I began to appreciate that the depth of realization possible during ordinary concentration and special insight meditation was enhanced remarkably by shifting to the very subtle or extraordinary level of mind. In other words, the issue became less about concentration on the intended meditation object and much more about the level of mind brought to the concentration, and that, from the mind-perspective, shifting from the ordinary self-representation to the extraordinary essence of the mind’s real nature as the vantage point during meditation quickly brought the meditation practice within the range wherein awakening the mind was a definite possibility.


Finally, my over three decades as a therapist conducting both individual and small-group psychotherapy taught me that it is quite possible to teach meditation in a relationship-based way—both as part of an ongoing relationship and also in the context of the small-group format of a meditation retreat.


The outcome of these various influences and experiences have led me to become quite skeptical of what some have called the “odometer” approach to meditation in the West, namely the assumption that the more hours the meditator clocks on the pillow, the deeper the meditation. Both as a Western psychologist conducting outcomes research on meditators and as a meditation teacher, I have come to see that the great majority of Western meditation students, while they may become relaxed during meditation, rarely attain the deepest levels of concentration as described in the classical literature on the nine states, rarely have more than a rudimentary understanding of emptiness, and very rarely fully awaken or even partially awaken to the mind’s real nature. Some people might argue that I am advocating for an achievement-oriented approach to meditation that is anti-meditative. It is fair to say, however, that within the traditions themselves, very clear goals of meditation have been marked. The goal of concentration is to stabilize the mind so that the mind stays continuously and completely on the intended meditation object; the goal of ordinary special insight is the direct experience of emptiness; and the goal of the extraordinary or essence practices is full awakening, or enlightenment.


As a therapist who has some training in cognitive-behavioral therapy, I have also come to see how many Western meditation students harbor stable, self-defeating beliefs and schemas regarding their sense of self, perception of relationships, and the world in general. These same negative schemas also influence meditation practice in particular, in such a way that many students make limiting assumptions either about their own self-efficacy in deepening the meditation or about the outcome. Few take their meditation practice seriously enough that during every meditation session they approach each and every moment of meditation with a deliberate carefulness based on the assumption that any single moment of flawless practice could establish the conditions to awaken the mind fully. I am not saying this out of criticism. It is simply an honest statement of what I have observed across many Western meditation students.


My hope is that Western students of meditation find available to them the very best meditation tools that evolved over the centuries, and are given very detailed descriptions of: the ways to practice, the type of intended states of meditation they should try to cultivate with these methods; clear specification of the signs of progress to look for; and a clear delineation of the problems that typically occur and how to correct them. However, instead of re-inventing a step-by-step meditation manual for this time and this culture, I have come to appreciate that the original pointing-out style of instruction in the gradual meditation-stages approach to mahāmudrā comes very close to this ideal. In some small way I hope that my approach to this book is helpful to Western meditators along the path.


. . . .


This book has enjoyed a rather long evolution. The first drafts of my translations of the gradual meditation-stages traditions of Indo-Tibetan mahāmudrā were written in the mid to late 1970s as part of my doctoral dissertation. During that time I compared all of the Tibetan mahāmudrā texts I had available for every stage of the meditation practice. I tried to discover what the majority of texts had in common with respect to the main techniques, key terms, and delineation of stages. The outcome was a comprehensive description of the stages of meditation from beginning to completion.


Around four years ago a mutual friend informed me that E. Gene Smith, who originally gave me the Tibetan mahāmudrā texts, was ironically now living in the same city that I was living. We met shortly thereafter over lunch, and he expressed some curiosity about what I had done with the mahāmudrā material. He asked to see a copy of the dissertation, which I sent him. At that time Gene was the acquisitions editor at Wisdom Publications. Some time thereafter at another lunch meeting he told me that he had sent the manuscript to several Western and Tibetan scholars on Buddhism who reviewed it favorably and that he wanted to publish it through Wisdom. To make the job easier, he also told me that he had scanned the entire text onto a Word file, and then handed me a disc ready to edit. He suggested that I “update” the book with the now-existing literature on mahāmudrā. I am very grateful to Gene Smith, without whose persistence I probably would have never published this material.


After the meeting with Gene, I discovered that a significant number of English books had appeared on mahāmudrā over the past thirty years, and that interest in and demand for mahāmudrā material had grown over the decades. Ironically, a work I had written around thirty years ago now seemed timely. While I originally wrote my dissertation largely as an academic treatise at a time that I had at best only very modest actual meditation experience, I could now revisit the manuscript after over thirty years of meditation experience and around fifteen years of teaching meditation. Instead of simply editing and updating the manuscript, I decided to rewrite a good deal of the manuscript for a third time. I had hoped to give many sections the “fresh” perspective of direct experience of some of these meditative states along the path, while yet preserving the technical precision of the original Tibetan texts.


In addition to Gene’s efforts, this book would not have been possible without the patient and skilled assistance of staff at Wisdom Publications. Mari Jyvasjarvi spent many hours scanning the original dissertation into the computer so that it could be edited without retyping. David Kittelstrom, as the primary editor, patiently tried to convince me that there was a way to preserve the technical precision of the language of meditative states and still produce a manuscript that is reader-friendly. I was also fortunate to have as copyeditor Daia Gerson, who is both a seasoned copyeditor as well as a devoted practitioner of mahāmudrā. If this book is at all useful to your understanding of meditation the credit goes to the staff at Wisdom Publication for making the work available.


My hope is that these next chapters will enable you to enter the remarkably rich inner world of meditation experience, and for your meditation practice to be carefully guided along this path toward awakened wisdom and contentment in everyday life.


Daniel Brown, Ph.D.


Newton, Massachusetts


November 2005





INTRODUCTION






THIS BOOK IS INTENDED as a spiritual manual. It describes the Tibetan Buddhist meditation known as mahāmudrā from the perspective of the gradual path. The gradual path is a progressive process of training that is often contrasted to sudden realization. As such, this book contains a step-by-step description of the ways to practice, precise descriptions of the various stages and their intended realizations, and the typical problems that arise along with their remedies.


Though it is found in several schools of Tibetan Buddhism, mahāmudrā meditation is the heart practice of the Kagyü school, where it is considered the pinnacle of all the various practices. Simply put, mahāmudrā meditation involves penetrative focus, free of conceptual elaboration, upon the very nature of conscious awareness.


A unique feature of this book is its integrative approach to the stages of mahāmudrā meditation. A number of works on Buddhist meditation stages in general and mahāmudrā meditation in particular are already available in English. Yet no single text or commentary on the stages of mahāmudrā meditation captures the inner experience of these stages in sufficient detail to convey its richness. Many of these texts, particularly the root texts and practical manuals, are written in a highly condensed style that was never meant to describe the meditation practice in detail. They act as crib sheets for practitioners already conversant with the training. Likewise, the commentaries on these texts often do not elaborate on these meditation experiences either, because their primary purpose is to relate these practices to the wider Buddhist tradition by citing passages from well-known texts. Thus none of these texts describes the stages in sufficient detail for the reader to adequately understand the actual practice. This book offers an alternative. By integrating material from a variety of root texts, practical manuals, and commentaries, I have created a comprehensive step-by-step guide to the path of mahāmudrā meditation.



PUTTING MEDITATIVE EXPERIENCE INTO WORDS



A good deal of Western scholarship on religion assumes that mystical experience is ineffable. Mystical states are said to be so profound that they are indescribable. This view is wrong. Rechungpa, a contemporary of the great Tibetan saint Milarepa, wrote an extremely detailed work on all the changes that occur in the body and mind at the moment of enlightenment. The most striking feature of his Clear Wisdom Mahāmudrā is the extreme technical precision used to describe internal states. As a tradition, Tibetan Buddhism is perhaps unique in the level of technical precision used to describe meditation experience; there is nothing comparable in Western mystical literature. Western mysticism largely has been restricted to individual practitioners, small groups, or time-limited movements, wherein the mystics either didn’t express their spiritual attainments in much detail, or expressed these attainments in idiosyncratic ways according to their unique realizations and cultural context.


Tibetan Buddhism, in contrast, is a highly organized lineage tradition that has been around since the seventh century, with Indian roots that go back much further. The early oral tradition spawned a loose but extensive network of itinerate practitioners who shared or traded teachings and specific spiritual exercises. The monastic tradition beginning in the eleventh century was characterized by tightly organized, stable communities of large groups of meditators who engaged in continuous dialogues about meditative attainments. They developed an elaborate inner science of spiritual development. During this period the technical language for spiritual development became more consensual, technically sophisticated, and refined as standards for discussing attainments developed. This body of technical knowledge was transmitted from generation to generation until the present day.


The central problem then for the Western reader in understanding spiritual development in the Tibetan Buddhist tradition is not its alleged ineffability but the opposite: namely, understanding the vast and sophisticated technical language of internal meditative experience. This book is designed to give the reader a precise map of internal meditative states.


Another unique feature of this book is its relational approach. In the West we have the stereotype of an isolated practitioner who rarely talks about meditation experience. Meditation in the early mahāmudrā tradition was grounded in an intense relationship between teacher and student. The teacher typically “pointed out” the real nature of the mind and gave personalized instructions about the practice, the desired outcomes, and the problems that arise at each stage. The teacher then observed the student’s progress and helped the student make corrections whenever meditation practice strayed from the desired outcome. It was only with the development of the monastic tradition that a formalized retreat structure evolved. An inevitable consequence of monastic meditation was that direct observation and intervention by the teacher became less frequent.


This book is intended as a return to the original relational style of teaching meditation, which may be better suited to Western culture than the monastic or retreat style of practice. The presumption is that meditation development can advance more quickly when the teacher gives detailed instructions at each step. In the spirit of this original pointing-out style of teaching, the aim of this book, as exemplified in the title, Pointing Out the Great Way, is to provide the reader with richly detailed descriptions of meditation practices from the very beginning to the end of the gradual path. While instructions given in a book certainly cannot be personalized for each reader, nevertheless, the very richness of these descriptions of internal states of mind follows the spirit of the early pointing-out teachings.



INTELLECTUAL UNDERSTANDING VERSUS ACTUAL EXPERIENCE



Successful spiritual development entails finding a balance between intellectual understanding of each stage of meditation and actual meditative experience. Placing too much emphasis on either alone significantly decreases the likelihood of genuine progress.


Popular Buddhist literature illustrates these extremes with characterizations of the pandit and the kusali. The pandit stereotype is the scholar who devotes considerable energy to understanding the philosophy associated with a particular form of spiritual practice but who never practices. The pandit may rationalize this avoidance by saying that meditation is anti-intellectual. The term kusali is derived from the name of the grass commonly used to make meditation cushions. The kusali stereotype is the fervent meditator who clocks long hours on the cushion trying to deepen meditation experience. The kusali rarely reflects on the quality of the meditation experience, rarely shares the experience with other meditators, and rarely reads the authoritative literature on meditation or compares his or her experiences against classical descriptions. Without any perspective and without systematic reflection, the kusali risks developing subtle and not so subtle bad habits that eventually arrest his or her progress.


Skillful practitioners find the right balance between direct meditation experience and intellectual understanding of the texts by earlier masters. In this way, they are able to make the necessary adjustments and ensure that their unfolding meditation experiences and realizations aren’t flawed.



THE TECHNICAL LANGUAGE OF SPIRITUAL DEVELOPMENT



The problem of understanding practical Buddhist meditation texts is like trying to understand the journals of a modern Western scientific discipline without having any familiarity with that area of science. According to Toulmin in Human Understanding,1 science is a rational yet practical enterprise. Any subdiscipline within science, like chemistry or psychology, is made up of a community of scientists who share certain “disciplinary ideals” and “basic questions.” Each subdiscipline develops a set of “application procedures” used to solve these basic questions. As an ongoing knowledge base develops, a growing body of progressively sophisticated technical terms evolves. According to Toulmin introduction into any subdiscipline of science entails learning its technical language.


Toulmin categorizes scientific disciplines along a continuum, from “would-be,” to “diffuse,” to “compact,” depending on the degree of explicitness and consensualness of the basic ideals, commitment to use standard procedures without undue dispute, and the degree of precision of its technical language. Chemistry, for example, is considered to be a compact discipline, while psychology, with its methodological pluralism and division into numerous schools of thought, is considered a would-be discipline.


Comparing spiritual traditions according to Toulmin’s criteria, Western mysticism meets the criteria of a would-be discipline while Tibetan Buddhism meets the criteria of a compact discipline, not because the spiritual realizations in these respective traditions are more or less compelling, but because of the differences between the technical precision by which these realizations are expressed and transmitted. This book distills and codifies the experiences of many great masters who have traversed the path of meditation to the point of perfect mastery.


Like the apprentice of a scientific discipline the reader must enter at the beginning stage and learn the basic concepts and technical language. It would be presumptuous for a layman to expect to comprehend a journal article on electron transfer or polymer science. Should we really be surprised, then, when early Western Buddhist scholars concluded that very advanced tantric Buddhist texts like the Hevajra Tantra, with its specialized technical language, contained an “absence of rationality”?2 This book is meant to help the reader develop a working knowledge of Buddhist spiritual development from the simplest to the more advanced, and particularly by learning the concepts, terms, and methods characteristic of each stage of practice.



HOW THIS BOOK IS STRUCTURED



The rest of this introduction sets mahāmudrā meditation within its wider Buddhist context and includes a basic overview of the key concepts in the mahāmudrā tradition as well as a brief history of mahāmudrā. The remainder of the book walks the reader through the actual practices. Chapter 1 describes the practices that turn the beginner toward sincere interest in spiritual practice. Chapter 2 describes preliminary practices that make the body and mind fit for meditation and ensure that the practitioner does not simply recreate all the problems of everyday life on the meditation pillow. Chapters 3 to 5 describe concentration meditation designed to stabilize the mind. Chapter 6 describes the ordinary form of emptiness meditation. Chapter 7 describes the extraordinary mahāmudrā practices—one taste yoga and nonmeditation yoga. These set the foundation for enlightenment. This chapter contains a detailed description of enlightenment experience along with the subtle flaws in practice that, unless identified, will prevent full awakening. Chapter 8 describes the post-enlightenment practices known as path-walking practices, by which the practitioner learns to manifest profound realization within the coarsest levels of everyday reality.


See the end of this introduction for a more detailed description of the sources and approach used in this book.



MAHĀMUDRĀ IN CONTEXT




THE AIM OF SPIRITUAL DEVELOPMENT IN BUDDHISM



We in the West are accustomed to treating everyday unhappiness with psychotherapy. However, as Freud notes in Civilization and Its Discontents, successful psychoanalysis merely alleviates neurotic suffering but does not address everyday unhappiness. Buddhism picks up where successful therapy leaves off, addressing ordinary unhappiness and how to overcome it.


Buddhism from the beginning has emphasized the importance of liberation from suffering. This emphasis is exemplified by the doctrine of the four noble truths, according to which every aspect of life is characterized by some form of suffering. The goal of spiritual development through Buddhist meditation is to eradicate suffering by attacking its root cause.


The Pali word typically translated as “suffering” is dukkha, which could also be rendered as “reactivity.” For, as we experience events unfolding in our stream of consciousness moment-by-moment, the ordinary mind reacts based on ingrained habits. If the event is experienced as pleasant, the mind habitually gravitates toward the event. If it is experienced as unpleasant, the mind pushes it away. In Buddhism these automatic reactive tendencies are referred to as clinging and aversion, and lapses in the continuity of awareness are called nonawareness, or ignorance. Together these “three poisons” mark every moment of ordinary experience. They are habitual. They obscure the mind’s natural condition from us and in so doing become the fundamental cause of everyday unhappiness. In other words, Buddhism defines everyday unhappiness in terms of a habitual dysfunction in the way we process our experience. Seen in this way, it can be identified and corrected, and the root of everyday unhappiness can be eradicated.


Disciplined meditation practice leads to a series of changes in consciousness that result in a transformation known as enlightenment. In early Buddhism, enlightenment meant the eradication of the mind’s reactive tendency and its lapses in awareness. Such enlightenment does not change the content of our experience. Instead, whatever event we experience is experienced with full awareness and without any reactivity whatsoever. All life experiences—positive and negative—are embraced equally, with complete and continuous awareness, so that the quality of everyday experience is greatly enriched, moment-by-moment.3


The later Mahāyāna Buddhism developed a new perspective on enlightenment. Early Buddhism is cast primarily from the perspective of the individual practitioner, and enlightenment means freedom from suffering for the individual. In the Mahāyāna perspective, the practitioner strives to awaken the minds of every sentient being. In this lofty perspective, individual meditative experience can access a fundamental level of consciousness common to all minds, a consciousness, at the very subtle level, that is the very mind of the realized Buddha. Mahāyāna meditative practice toward enlightenment is, in essence, enlightenment for all sentient beings. For when the individual attains enlightenment, the experience, through dependent origination, subtly affects all beings. Thus, for the Mahāyāna, enlightenment is both liberation and also a manifestation of omniscience—the awakened wisdom of the Buddha. The awakened mind of the Buddha manifests as infinite wisdom and inexhaustible compassion. Thus while early Buddhism emphasizes the eradication of negative qualities, Mahāyāna enlightenment entails the full manifestation of all positive qualities of mind, the quintessence of our human potential.



INDIAN ANTECEDENTS TO MAHĀMUDRĀ



The writings on buddha-nature (tathagatagarbha) first appeared in the fourth and fifth centuries. These texts, which include the Saṃdhinirmocana Sūtra and the Uttāratantra Śāstra, go beyond the basic cataloging of mental states in Buddhist Abhidharma texts and describe the deeper layers of the mind. According to Jamgön Kongtrül, the nineteenth-century Tibetan master, the teachings on buddha-nature in the Uttāratantra Śāstra paved the way for the later mahāmudrā view.4


The basic idea of this buddha-nature literature is that awakened wisdom (Skt., jñāna; Tib., yes shes), which manifests in the three buddha bodies (the truth body, enjoyment body, and emanation body), is the mind’s natural condition. However, our karmically created mistaken conceptions and negative emotions defile the mind’s inherent purity and obscure us from our buddha-nature. Enlightenment is in fact already inherent in our experience, if we can only recognize it. Concentration (Skt., śamatha; Tib., zhi nas) and special insight (Skt., vipaśyanā; Tib., lhag mthong) meditation lay the foundation for recognizing this awakened wisdom.


The teachings on buddha-nature were characteristic of the Yogācāra school in India, and its view of the mind’s essence was debated for centuries with the other dominant Indian school, the Madhyamaka, which emphasized the mind’s essential emptiness. Both of these traditions made their way to Tibet, but the Madhyamaka school came to predominate, at least nominally, through the popularity of such teachers as Śāntideva, author of the famous Guide to the Bodhisattva Way of Life. Yogācāra ideas have never disappeared from Tibetan Buddhism, however, and their influence is particularly distinct within the teachings on mahāmudrā.


These early debates in Buddhism’s history continue to resonate, and they find their way into the gradual path of mahāmudrā discussed in this book. The preliminary stage of mahāmudrā meditation traces its roots to Atiśa and the Tibetan Kadampa tradition. The core meditation stages—concentration and special insight meditation—trace their roots to the Indian Yogācāra masters Asaṅga and Kamalaśīla, though the mahāmudrā tradition eventually recast its special insight practices from Asaṅga’s Yogācāra emphasis into a Madhyamaka interpretation. The extraordinary mahāmudrā practices rely on a theory of the natural mind whose roots can be traced to the early works on buddha-nature and later commentators on the early mahāmudrā source tradition. The mahāmudrā meditation stages in this book are syncretic in that they incorporate keys elements from many levels of Indo-Tibetan Buddhist history.



SŪTRA, TANTRA, AND ESSENCE



One of the unique features of Buddhism is the concept of skillful means (Skt., upāya). Depending on their time in history, their cultural context, and their temperament, different individuals require very different methods of spiritual instruction. Finding just the right match for each person is the heart of skillful means. The implication is that methods of spiritual development, if they are to be vital and effective, do and must vary greatly. What follows is an explanation of some distinct approaches within the Buddhist tradition.


In Buddhism a popular distinction is made between the sūtra and tantra methods for spiritual development. The sūtra methods generally are drawn from the practices of early Buddhism and are typically threefold: (1) preliminary practices to make the body and mind fit for formal meditation, (2) concentration training to stabilize the mind, and (3) special insight practice to realize the mind’s essential nature. The tantric practices are twofold: (1) generation stage practice, which entails complex visualizations to stabilize the mind and manifest its essential nature, and (2) completion stage practice, which enhances these realizations at the subtle and very subtle levels of mind. Completion stage practices may involve manipulating the body’s energy currents in order to make the very subtle mind more readily accessible.


Some authors add a third category: sūtra vs. tantra vs. essence.5 Essence traditions are exemplified by the mahāmudrā and the dzogchen (“great perfection”) systems of meditation. The essence viewpoint asserts three levels of mind: coarse, subtle, and very subtle. The coarse level pertains to mental content, such as thoughts, sense perceptions, and emotions. The subtle level is the fleeting mental activity surrounding sensory experience before that activity becomes full-blown mental content. The very subtle, or extraordinary, level is the level where impressions due to past actions are accumulated before these ripen in fresh experience. This very subtle mind is sometimes called the storehouse consciousness. The point of observation of this storehouse consciousness transcends our ordinary sense of self and individual consciousness. Like a vast ocean of awareness, this vantage point for the extraordinary meditation is typically referred to as the always-here mind or as awareness in and of itself. When the mind operates primarily at this very subtle level, the individual is significantly more prepared to realize the mind’s primordial nature, which is always there, unaffected by all the mental activity at the coarse and subtle levels. Thus, the essence perspective cuts right to the heart of the mind’s natural state, and invites the practitioner to awaken to it in direct experience, the result of which is enlightenment.


The early essence tradition did not include extensive descriptions of spiritual practice. The extraordinary view of the mind was directly transmitted from master to student:


In the past, for transmission, it was sufficient for the master and disciple to simply rest their minds together in the composure of innate wakefulness.6


The skillful means in the essence tradition is this pointing-out instruction. In this context, the master’s job is (1) to assess accurately the state of the student’s mind, (2) to directly influence the student’s very subtle mind, so as to remove hindrances that might otherwise obscure realization, (3) provide a precise description of the mind’s real nature, and (4) awaken the student to direct realization of the mind’s natural condition.


The extraordinary practitioner gains this realization once the master directly points out the real nature of the mind. Ordinary practitioners generally do not understand the pointing-out instructions because their minds are too clouded by coarse-level thoughts, mistaken ideas, negative emotions, and dualistic perception of the external world. Therefore, ordinary practitioners must refine their minds through standard practices before the essence view can be introduced. The difference between ordinary and extraordinary meditation practice is the difference between working on the conventional and the deeper layers of the mind.7


In the original mahāmudrā tradition, the earliest masters literally sang the disciples into enlightenment with poems called dohās. The mind’s natural condition was directly pointed out by the master, who then gave instructions to negate any artificial activity during meditation. Realization of the mind’s awakened wisdom was a consequence of these pointing-out and nonmeditation instructions. This is essence mahāmudrā. Later in the tradition, mahāmudrā practitioners first learned to refine the ordinary mind through mastering traditional generation-stage and completion-stage tantric practices, and then they took up mahāmudrā either concurrent with or following completion-stage practice. This is tantric mahāmudrā. Still later in the tradition, practitioners first refined the ordinary mind through mastering standard concentration and special insight meditation, and after some degree of mastery had been achieved, mahāmudrā was then introduced. This is sūtra mahāmudrā. Thus, mahāmudrā can be a sūtra, tantra, or essence practice, depending on which practices are used to refine the coarse and subtle levels of the mind before essence instructions are given to address the very subtle mind.



GRADUAL OR INSTANTANEOUS



It is customary to speak of two paths to enlightenment—an instantaneous path, in which enlightenment seems to occur all at once, and a gradual path, in which progress toward enlightenment occurs in systematic, predictable stages. Only the rare student becomes instantaneously enlightened when the mind’s true nature is pointed out by the master. Most students can spend years in practice without achieving the end-state. How do we account for these remarkable differences in progress?


The most frequent answer to this question is that practitioners have different capacities—ordinary, exceptional, or extraordinary. Those of extraordinary ability are likely to realize enlightenment immediately after the true nature of the mind has been pointed out by the master. Sometimes they even come to the realization on their own. Those of exceptional ability realize the deepest levels of mind and reach enlightenment after systematic meditation using the skillful means specific to their culture and historical moment. For those of ordinary ability, negative states of mind obscure genuine realization. Such individuals require extensive preliminary practice to make the mind fit for spiritual development.8


In reality, type of practitioner is only a partial explanation for the differences in spiritual realization, which is a function of several variables, including: (1) practitioner traits (such as intelligence, the capacity to recognize and correct problems, the relative distribution of negative and positive states of mind, the level and range of meditative experience, and the state of mind at the time of pointing out); (2) teacher characteristics (quality of the teacher’s realization, capacity to teach or otherwise transmit realization); (3) nature of the teachings (clarity, depth, sophistication); and (4) context, which means the extent to which teachings are generally available. Various skillful means are simply different ways to access the awareness capable of realizing the mind’s intrinsic nature.



THE VIRTUES OF THE GRADUAL PATH



For ordinary individuals the gradual path of spiritual development is generally recommended, a path traversing definable stages with distinct objectives and methods for each stage. This gradual path to spiritual development is generally called the stages of the path (lam rim), or more specifically with respect to meditation practice, the stages of meditation (sgom rim).


The gradual path is a process of discovery and learning. In the West we have learning theory, a model well known within psychotherapeutic circles. According to learning theory, the more we repeat a behavior or establish associations with it, the better learned a behavior becomes. Having established a learned pathway through practice, we generalize that knowledge to other situations. Access to that learned behavior becomes more immediate and automatic.


Buddhism has its own version of learning theory. We could call it karma theory. Just as learning theory emphasizes behaviors, karma theory addresses actions—both observable and mental. But whereas learning theory stresses that strengthening associations reinforces learning, karma theory simply asserts that: (1) actions have predictable consequences, (2) repeated actions increase the force or weight of any action, and (3) discontinuing the action diminishes the consequences. The main emphasis of karma theory is that all actions have consequences. The consequences of any given action are said to ripen (smin ba) over time, first as mental events and later as behaviors. A cumulative consequence of habitual negative actions is obscuration of the ordinary mind. Conversely, an accumulation of positive actions over time decreases negative mindstates, and increases positive states that make the mind fit for higher spiritual realizations and enlightenment.


The gradual path involves progressive learning. According to karma theory the skillful practitioner gradually refines the ordinary mind and its dysfunction so that the subtle and very subtle minds become manifest. Sometimes this process is likened to refining crude ore into a precious metal.


There are many models for the stages of meditation. The older Theravada Buddhism developed standard manuals for meditation practice like the Path of Purification (Visuddhimagga)9 Around the same time, one of the first major stage models for meditation in the Indian Mahāyāna tradition appeared in the work of Asaṅga and Maitreya. In Ornament for the Mahāyāna Sūtras (Mahāyānasūtrālaṃkāra) and other works, Asaṅga describes two main stages of meditation—concentration and special insight.10 He further subdivides concentration practice into nine substages called the nine stages of the mind staying. Concentration practice entails placing and holding the mind on the intended meditation object for longer and longer periods without distraction, learning to make the mind “stay” continuously and completely on the intended object. Reports by meditators over time led to the articulation of these nine discrete gradations or refinements in this capacity. This model eventually found its way into Tibet through the efforts of Atiśa and Kamalaśīla and was eventually adopted there as a standard presentation.11


In the twelfth century the Tibetan master Gampopa (1079–1153) developed a stage model for meditation called the four-yoga model, which integrated both the ordinary concentration and special insight practices with the extraordinary mahāmudrā practices. It consists of two ordinary stages—concentration followed by special insight meditation—and two extraordinary stages—one-taste yoga followed by nonmeditation yoga. Earlier mahāmudrā masters rarely delineated clear-cut stages because they were primarily concerned with the essence tradition and its emphasis on instantaneous realization within direct oral transmission. Gampopa’s contribution was to give detailed instructions on the stages of ordinary concentration and special insight practice to establish a foundation for such realizations. Using the four-yoga approach, Gampopa integrated the sūtra and essence approaches into a single system.



TIBETAN DEVELOPMENTS



Buddhism was first introduced into Tibet in the seventh century through the efforts of itinerate Indian yogis who were invited there by Tibet’s rulers. Over the centuries Tibetan Buddhism came to be organized into distinct sects or lineages. The earliest of these, the Nyingma school, venerates Padmasambhava and the dzogchen system of meditative practice. The Sakya school arose from the efforts of the Tibetan Drogmi (992–1072), who traveled to India and Nepal to study the Hevajra Tantra with Śāntipa. Gampopa’s mahāmudrā teachings came through the lineage stemming from the Indian mahāsiddha Nāropa and his Tibetan student Marpa (1012–96). This sect became the Kagyü school, which produced the lineage of the Karmapas. The eleventh century also brought Atiśa to Tibet, and his ethical reforms, graduated teachings, and early mind-training practices permeated all the Tibetan Buddhist schools. The teachings of Atiśa and his heirs were particularly instrumental for Tsongkhapa, the great scholar of the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries. Tsongkhapa’s legacy evolved into the Gelug school, which consolidated political power in Tibet in the seventeenth century under the leadership of the Dalai Lama.


The nineteenth century saw the rise of the rimé, or ecumenical movement, whose central figures included Dza Patrül, Mipham Rinpoche, and Jamgön Kongtrül (1813–99).12 Kongtrül valued the contributions of all the Tibetan sects and compiled and presented the best works in a nonpartisan manner. His Treasury of Instructions and Techniques for Spiritual Realization (Gdams ngag mdzod) contains most of the important Kagyü meditation texts, including the primary mahāmudrā texts.



KEY TERMS IN MAHĀMUDRĀ



As a manual of meditation based on sophisticated inner technologies and traditions, this book relies on the use of precisely defined technical terms for states of mind and levels of practice. An understanding of a few key terms will help the reader navigate the book more easily.


The fundamental view of the mind in mahāmudrā is that the mind in its original state reflects its inherently awakened condition, what in earlier Buddhism was called buddha-nature. In the mahāmudrā tradition it is called the way the realized mind stays (gnas lugs). The ordinary individual, however, is blocked from realizing the mind’s real nature by negative habits and erroneous ideas.


Understanding the nature of the mind in mahāmudrā is conveyed by the term simultaneous mind (lhan cig skye sbyor). The term signifies that the mind’s awareness and its manifest events literally “arise together” in each moment of experience. Another way to say this is that the mind’s awareness and the events of ordinary consciousness form an inseparable pair, and that the perception of a duality is erroneous. Direct realization of the mind’s nonduality is an essential prerequisite to awakening the mind.


The observational perspective during mahāmudrā meditation is not the ordinary sense of self. Ordinary special insight meditation on emptiness helps determine that there is no substantial, self-existing self that can serve as the point of observation during meditation. In mahāmudrā, awareness-itself (rang rig), instead of ordinary self-representation, serves as the vantage point of observation during meditation, as captured by the metaphor “awareness like space.” The moment-by-moment events that seem to arise in the mind during meditation are also determined to be empty. Such events are called mere appearance or clarity, and are captured by the metaphor of clear-light. Awareness-itself and mere appearance; emptiness and clarity; or space and clear-light—these are simultaneous yet nondual perspectives intrinsic to every moment of experience.


Awareness-itself, as an intrinsic property of the mind, is reflexively aware of its own nature all the time. It is described as “always staying (gnas ba) on the mind’s real nature.” The term the way the realized mind stays (gnas lugs; literally “the way it stays”) signifies that from a certain perspective, or level of realization, awareness-itself continuously abides in realization of the mind’s real nature. From that extraordinary perspective, the real nature of the mind reflects itself and remains intrinsically pure from the beginning.13


Another key concept in the mahāmudrā tradition is artificial activity. In everyday perception, dualistic perception comes from artificially constructing coarse perceptions based on the subtle mental activity associated with sense experience. This occurs habitually because of the filter of dualistic perception, and the result is the perception of self as independent and self-existing. According to the mahāmudrā tradition, the practitioner who refrains from such artificial constructions will be less obscured and therefore more likely to correctly realize the mind’s real nature. When all artificial activity is eradicated, the practitioner will recognize the mind’s real nature correctly. The initial realization is called certain knowledge (nges shes), which happens when the ordinary mind realizes the natural condition of the extraordinary mind. The extraordinary mind sees that this realization was always there, and viewed from this extraordinary perspective, the realization is called the recognition of awakened wisdom.14


Adopting the view that the mind’s real nature is nondual and already awakened has profound implications for meditation practice. From the perspective of the extraordinary mind, any ordinary meditation practice necessarily entails artificial activity, which risks obscuring the mind’s real nature. If the intrinsic nondual condition of the simultaneous mind were properly understood, there would be no need to interfere with the mind’s moment-by-moment manifestations. During meditation there would be no need to prevent or induce any particular experience (’dag sgrub). There would be no need to release or hold on to anything. The early mahāmudrā source tradition introduced the important term amanisakara (Tib., yid la ma byed pa), or not taking to mind. It is sometimes translated as “no mental engagement.” The term signifies that the mahāmudrā practitioner does not engage any object of awareness with any artificial mental activity whatsoever.


The companion term to not taking to mind is mindfulness without [artificial activity] (Skt., asmṛṭi; Tib., dran med). The term signifies that the mahāmudrā practitioner takes the mind’s real nature as the object of continuous and uninterrupted mindfulness in such a way that no artificial activity whatsoever is necessary to set up or sustain mindfulness of the mind’s real nature. Since the mind’s real nature is awareness-itself, this kind of mindfulness essentially implies uninterrupted awareness of awareness-itself, free of any artificial activity that might otherwise obscure such awareness. Thus, mahāmudrā meditation is sometimes called nonmeditation yoga to distinguish between ordinary meditation, which presumes some artificial activity and a conventional object of concentration, and extraordinary meditation, which goes beyond all artificial activity and takes awareness-itself as both the vantage point and the object. These nonmeditation instructions only make sense, however, to a practitioner who has directly realized the simultaneous mind through either pointing out by the teacher or conventional meditation practices.



THE EARLY MAHĀMUDRĀ SOURCE TRADITION



The mahāmudrā tradition began as part of a spiritual folk movement in northeastern India during the Pāla dynasty (760–1142). The Pāla dynasty encompassed what is today Bengal, Bihar, Orissa, and Assam, and came into power around the time the rest of India was being conquered by Muslim invaders. Many important Pāla kings converted to Buddhism and used their power to spread Buddhism. Buddhist monastic centers like Nālandā were revitalized, and a number of other new important institutions, like Vikramaśīla and Somapurī, were built.15 Debate among Buddhist scholars was encouraged, Buddhism was translated into vernacular languages, and the royal court hired bards to sing Buddhist teachings to the populace.16 It was during this period that Buddhism spread to Tibet.


Parallel to these advances within institutionalized Buddhism there arose a remarkable spiritual folk movement cutting across all castes. This movement consisted of a loose network of wandering siddhas, or adepts, who developed a variety of genuinely innovative spiritual practices, including tantric sādhanas and the mahāmudrā and dzogchen practices. Particularly during the eighth and ninth centuries, a virtual renaissance in spiritual innovations arose in that area of India. The key figures of this movement became known as the eighty-four siddhas. These wandering siddhas shared many practices and realizations with each other, and some also migrated northward into Tibet.


The origin of mahāmudrā is attributed to the Bengali Brahmin, Rāhula, who later became known as Saraha. While the exact dates of Saraha’s life are unknown, he probably lived during the late eighth and early ninth centuries.17 According to the oral tradition, Saraha received the direct transmission of mahāmudrā from a celestial ḍākinī. The name Saraha literally means “the one who shot the arrow,” symbolizing the penetrating realization of mahāmudrā. After his realization Saraha reportedly stopped performing his Brahmin rites, gave up celibacy, and took up with a consort, a low-caste woman.18


Saraha is said to be the source of the first song-poems on mahāmudrā. These early songs were written in the vernacular languages of Bengal. Two very early forms of this literature survive. The cāryapādas are written in old Bengali, and the dohās are written in Western Apabhraṃṣa. Both collections are in verse, and probably were sung from teacher to student for generations before they were written down. About fifty cāryapādas survived and a number of major and lesser dohās, comprising what has been called the source tradition. Three dohās attributed to Saraha—the People’s Songs, the King’s Songs, and the Queen’s Songs—together are known as the Heart of Siddhi.19 A collection of lesser works attributed to Saraha is called the Ten Teachings of Mahāmudrā.20


These works introduce some of mahāmudrā’s main features. These teachings claim that direct pointing-out instructions from teacher to student are necessary to establish the correct view of the very subtle mind.21 The correct view of mind is the mind in its natural condition, described by the concept of the simultaneous mind that couples absolute truth with the bliss of relative truth,22 and by the fundamental nonduality of mind. The texts stress the importance of not obstructing the spontaneous relative activity of the mind. This extraordinary view of the mind is achieved through appreciating the inseparability of wisdom and skillful means, and through negation of all conventional means to achieve this realization, because these are based on artificial activity. Saraha negates conventional practices such as Brahmanic rites, asceticism, meditation, doctrinal study, and tantric sādhana practice. The innovative skillful means Saraha advocates are based on “nonaction” (las med) or “nonmeditation,” because any conventional meditation practice is based on artificial activity. The practitioner must set up the exact conditions for realizing the mind’s natural condition without resorting to artificial meditative activity. The practitioner simply lets the mind “stay”—connected with the correct view continuously—learns to recognize awakened wisdom as an intrinsic property of the mind in its natural state, and then protects the realization.23 Saraha also introduced the two innovative methods of mindfulness without activity and not taking to mind.


According to the Blue Annals, the Indian masters transmitted the mahāmudrā teachings to Tibet over roughly three hundred years.24 Saraha taught mahāmudrā to his main disciple, Śabari, an untouchable from a hunting and gathering tribe from Vindhya. The lineage continued with Lūipa, ḍeṅgipa, Vajraghaṇṭa, Kambala, Jālandhara, Kṛṣnācārya, Vijayapāda, Tilopa, Nāropa, and then Marpa, who brought it to Tibet and taught it to Milarepa.25 Tibetan sources give the lineage as Śabari, Maitripa, and then Vajrapāṇi, with the latter two figures playing crucial roles in transmitting the mahāmudrā teachings to Tibet, as we will see below.26



TANTRIC MAHĀMUDRĀ



Tantric practice involves complex visualizations and practices working with subtle energy currents. Tantric mahāmudrā is a synthesis of mahāmudrā and tantric practices. Many of the eighty-four siddhas, including Saraha, learned and transmitted both mahāmudrā as well as a number of tantric practices, especially the Guhyasamāja, Cakrasaṃvara, and Hevajra tantras. There is some reason to believe that the tantric version of mahāmudrā was the innovation of Padmavajra, a Brahmin from Bengal, much as the original source mahāmudrā was the innovation of Saraha. Padmavajra is also credited with originating the Hevajra Tantra.27


In tantric mahāmudrā the practitioner masters tantric generation-stage and completion-stage practices. Generation-stage practice involves complex visualizations of deities within celestial maṇḍalas or mansions, and the practitioner supplicates the deities with offerings, prayers, mantra recitations. During the completion stage, the practitioner directs the energy currents into the central channel, activating the indestructible subtle consciousness in the heart. The resultant very subtle clear-light mind is then used to realize emptiness.28 In tantric mahāmudrā, mahāmudrā is introduced as an advanced practice concurrent with or after mastery of the completion stage.29


While sūtra mahāmudrā addresses the simultaneous mind’s thought and appearance, tantric mahāmudrā addresses the simultaneous mind’s great bliss.30 Texts from the early tantric mahāmudrā tradition depart from the source tradition texts that negate all forms of practice, including tantric sādhana practice, as forms of artificial activity. Instead, tantric mahāmudrā advocates the mastery of tantric meditation as a prerequisite for receiving the pointing out of the mahāmudrā view.



THE SOURCE TRANSLATION LINEAGE



Some Tibetan sources describe transmissions of mahāmudrā to Tibet other than the transmission through Marpa. These other transmissions are known as the source translation lineage. According to the Blue Annals, the source translation lineage had three waves, the early, intermediate, and later transmissions. All three waves have Maitripa as their common root and occurred in the eleventh and early twelfth centuries.


Maitripa is said to have taught the mahāmudrā directly to Atiśa, who in turn taught it to the Tibetan layman Dromtön. However, Dromtön did not sanction the practice for Tibetans. Maitripa also taught the mahāmudrā to Karopa, who then taught it to Dempa Korba, who in turn taught it to Nirūpa. Nirūpa is said to have taken the mahāmudrā teachings directly to Lhasa at the end of the eleventh century. Maitripa also taught the mahāmudrā to Vairocanarakṣita, who traveled to many countries spreading the mahāmudrā teachings, particularly Saraha’s Heart of Siddhi teachings and Śabari’s Oral Advice on Mahāmudrā. These transmissions constitute the early phase of the source translation lineage in Tibet.


Maitripa is said to have had twenty-one disciples, of which there were “four great ones.” Of these the most important is Vajrapāṇi. Vajrapāṇi and his companion disciple Dharmaśrī had thirty important Tibetan disciples who spread the teachings throughout Tibet. This is known as the upper school of the intermediate phase of the source translation lineage in Tibet. Maitripa also had a Nepalese disciple named Asu who developed a special way of teaching mahāmudrā among the Tibetans called the Cycle of Pebbles (Rde’u skor). This tradition became known as the lower school of the intermediate phase of the source translation lineage in Tibet.


Of Vajrapāṇi’s numerous disciples who spread mahāmudrā teachings in Tibet, one, Rechungpa, transmitted the oral teachings in the form of the ear-whispering tradition. Another, Nagpo Serdad, transmitted the mahāmudrā to Lama So. This wave of teachings became known as the later phase of the source translation lineage in Tibet.


All three waves of the source translation lineage are said to have degenerated, and it died out as a distinct lineage after the twelfth century.31



THE SUBSIDIARY LINEAGE



The subsidiary (zhur ’gyur) transmission of mahāmudrā from Nāropa in India to Marpa in Tibet, also in the eleventh century, survived largely because it was popularized by the great saint Milarepa and then codified by Gampopa and integrated into the emerging monastic system. The subsidiary lineage originated with Tilopa (988–1069), who lived in what is now Bangladesh. He is said to have come from a lineage of kusulipas, practitioners with extensive experience in meditation.32 This is important because Tilopa may have been the first to integrate ordinary meditation practice with mahāmudrā. He supposedly learned mahāmudrā first from a ḍākinī and then from the cosmic Buddha Vajradhāra.33 Tilopa wrote two important works on mahāmudrā—the Treasury of Songs and the Ganges Mahāmudrā.34 Tilopa used the same kind of direct pointing out as did Saraha and Śabari. However his writings introduce the requirement that the student “enter into samādhi” in order to receive the instructions about the mind’s real nature. In order words, Tilopa departs from the source tradition texts that negate all forms of practice, including traditional concentration and insight meditation, as forms of artificial activity. Instead, Tilopa advocates mastery of traditional meditation as a prerequisite for pointing-out instructions. After receiving the pointing-out instructions during a special, extraordinary samādhi, the practitioner then uses nonmeditation instructions to develop awakened wisdom. For example, the Treasury of Songs states:


Make an offering to the Buddha while in a nonconceptual still state.


Do not stay in saṃsāra or nirvāṇa.


Enter into the samādhi of skillful means on awakened wisdom.


Once immovable and firm in that,


You’ll have the realization [of awakened wisdom].35


Tilopa taught mahāmudrā to Nāropa (1016–1100), who was born in Bengal and attended the famous Buddhist university at Nālandā. There he presumably studied ordinary concentration and special insight meditation, and he eventually became one of the principal abbots. He left in search of Tilopa, studied with him for twelve years, and eventually taught mahāmudrā at a hermitage in Phummahari.36 Nāropa wrote the Aphorisms of Mahāmudrā, wherein the entire body of mahāmudrā teachings is condensed into thirteen stanzas. Nāropa explains that the special samādhi approach to mahāmudrā involves setting up continuous, uninterrupted awareness of the mind’s intrinsic nature. This awareness is free of ordinary, artificial meditative activity, such as visualizing a meditation object in concentration or reviewing the field of experience in special insight meditation. Apparently, these nonmeditation instructions were developed for less advanced students who do not immediately realize the real nature of the mind upon hearing the pointing-out instructions.37 Nāropa makes a clear distinction between ordinary concentration and special insight meditation, which involve artificial mental activity, and extraordinary mahāmudrā meditation, which does not. This distinction between levels of meditation paves the way for the eventual development of a meditation-stages version of sūtra mahāmudrā.


Nāropa taught mahāmudrā to the Tibetan Marpa. Born in Lhodrak in southern Tibet (1012–96), Marpa learned Sanskrit and became a translator for Drogmi Lotsāwa, who originated the Sakya lineage of Tibetan Buddhism. Marpa received mahāmudrā instructions from Maitripa as well as Nāropa,38 and therefore he was able to synthesize the source translation and subsidiary transmissions of mahāmudrā at the end of the eleventh century and pass on an integrated version that was destined to have a lasting influence.39 Marpa used a number of metaphors to describe how to set up the extraordinary samādhi—the small child, the outcast, the elephant, and the bee. He also expanded the instructions for protecting the realization of the mind’s natural state and gave a detailed description of the basis, path, and fruition moments of enlightenment in the mahāmudrā tradition.40


One of Marpa’s main disciples was Milarepa (1052–1135). Milarepa was famous for preserving the oral tradition of teaching mahāmudrā through songs, for example, The Hundred Thousand Songs of Milarepa.41 He was also famous for passing the teachings to his main disciple Gampopa, who codified the sūtra mahāmudrā tradition.


In the nineteenth century, Jamgön Kongtrül classified the surviving mahāmudrā texts into the Cycle of Source Texts and Their Commentaries and the Oral Advice and Practice Texts for Stages of Mahāmudrā Meditation.42 The former texts trace a lineage from Saraha in India to Marpa in Tibet, and then to his students Turtönpa, Rechungpa, and Milarepa, and then from Milarepa to Gampopa. Turtönpa and Rechungpa continued the original oral transmission of mahāmudrā teachings as part of the cycle of oral transmission, also known as the ear-whispering lineage. They continued to use the old style of direct pointing-out instructions. Rechungpa’s Clear Wisdom Mahāmudrā43 describes the stages of practice and the ripening of enlightenment retrospectively. The first two sections of his text describe the body and the actual meditation practices from the perspective of the enlightened mind. The third, expanded section describes in detail the exact conditions for setting up enlightenment, the stages in recognizing awakened wisdom, the changes in the subtle energy currents that accompany the dawning of awakened wisdom, and the stages of enlightenment. Rechungpa’s text gives one of the richest accounts ever recorded of all the subtle changes prior to, during, and following mahāmudrā enlightenment. The last section also gives a detailed description of post-enlightenment path-walking instructions. This text illustrates that by the beginning of the twelfth century, an extremely sophisticated technical language had evolved for extraordinary-level mahāmudrā practices and experiences.



GAMPOPA AND MONASTIC MAHĀMUDRĀ



Gampopa codified the emerging subsidiary lineage integration of ordinary meditation practice and the extraordinary mahāmudrā practices into a standardized monastic practice at the beginning of the twelfth century. He institutionalized mahāmudrā practice by forming Dagpo Monastery. This monastic practice was built on a foundation of ethical precepts, followed by mastery of traditional meditation-stages practice—concentration training followed by special insight practice. Dagpo became the “seat” of the new Kagyü order.


That Gampopa is responsible for a new form of mahāmudrā is exemplified by his Explanation of the Sole Path of Mahāmudrā and also to some extent his Jewel Ornament of Liberation. According to Jamgön Kongtrül the Explanation is Gampopa’s primary source text on his version of mahāmudrā practice. The Explanation is divided into three parts: Resolving the Way the Realized Mind Stays, Pointing Out the Way of Existence, and Purifying the Path [Based on the View of] Thatness. The first two parts point out the correct view of the simultaneous mind, its absolute and relative dimensions, respectively. The last section presents the actual meditation-stages instructions in the following sequence: (1) preliminary practices, including guru yoga, (2) essential practices of concentration and ordinary special insight to develop an undistracted view of the mind’s real nature, (3) concluding, extraordinary practices, in which awareness-itself, undistracted, tracks the simultaneous mind and its manifestations until the realization of awakened wisdom dawns.


The structure of this text illustrates Gampopa’s innovative synthesis. Until the third and last section, none of the practices are specific to mahāmudrā. Following that, the practitioner learns a set of extraordinary practices based on the mahāmudrā view of the simultaneous mind and on nonmeditation, the mahāmudrā skillful means. This four-yoga model, although very different from that of the source tradition, became the standard mahāmudrā instruction for monastic Buddhism from the twelfth century to the present.



MAHĀMUDRĀ SCHOOLS AND LINEAGES OF THE KAGYÜ TRADITION



Gampopa had twelve important disciples, and these spawned the Four Primary Lineages and the Eight Secondary Lineages that comprise the Dagpo Kagyü tradition. The Four Primary Dagpo lineages derived from Gampopa’s four principal disciples: Düsum Khyenpa, Barom, Pagmodrupa, and Tselpa.


Düsum Khyenpa (1110–93) received and mastered the six yogas of Nāropa and the mahāmudrā teachings directly from Gampopa, and studied mahāmudrā with Vairocanarakṣita as well. Following that he established many monasteries, the most important being Tsurpu, which became the seat of the Karma Kamtsang lineage, the lineage of the Karmapa. Düsum Khyenpa was the first Karmapa. There has been an unbroken lineage of Karmapas until the present Seventeeth Karmapa, Orgyen Trinlé Dorjé.44 Within the Karmapa lineage, the Third Karmapa, Rangjung Dorjé (1284–1339) came from a family of masters of concentration meditation. He wrote several important works on mahāmudrā, including a very popular Devotional Prayer that has been translated in this book as well as elsewhere.45 The Ninth Karmapa, Wangchug Dorjé (1555–1603) is well known for several mahāmudrā texts, including The Mahāmudrā: Eliminating the Darkness of Ignorance.46 The Karmapa lineage developed a particular approach to mahāmudrā known as the simultaneously arisen as merged school of mahāmudrā. This tradition emphasizes that the simultaneous mind is the dharmakāya and that all thought and appearances are manifestations of the dharmakāya and that therefore these are inseparable, like water and waves.47


One of the other four primary disciples, Pagmodrupa (1110–70),48 had eight disciples, who in turn formed the Eight Secondary Lineages of mahāmudrā. Of these eight, two—Lingrepa and Jigten Sumgön—originated lineages that have had lasting historical importance, the Drugpa Kagyü and Drigung Kagyü, respectively.


The Drugpa Kagyü lineage is especially important. They developed a school of mahāmudrā known as the six aspects of one taste rolled into a ball. This tradition is said to have originated from Rechungpa, who wrote and buried an original one-taste text. Later unearthed by Lingrepa’s disciple, Tsangpa Gyaré, the text became the backbone of the Drugpa mahāmudrā tradition. This school developed a method for taking difficult life situations—thoughts, emotional states, illnesses, spiritual influences, everyday suffering, and dying—as a way of enhancing the realization of awakened wisdom at the extraordinary level of mahāmudrā practice. The Drugpa lineage produced some of the main authorities on mahāmudrā, namely Pema Karpo, who wrote important root texts, and Tashi Namgyel, who wrote the extensive authoritative commentary known as the Moonlight.


The Drigung Kagyü lineage, founded by Pagmodrupa’s chief disciple, Jigten Sumgön (1143–1217),49 developed the five parts school of mahāmudrā. This school places considerable emphasis on guru yoga and the necessity of pointing-out instructions and also the development of mental stabilization and insight into emptiness via traditional concentration and special insight practices as preparation for advanced mahāmudrā realizations.50 One of his successors, Künga Rinchen (1475–1527) wrote The Garland of Mahāmudrā Practices.51


Independent of all the Dagpo lineages is the Shangpa Kagyü lineage, which originated with Khyungpo Neljor (910–1139). The Shangpa lineage developed a particular approach to mahāmudrā called the amulet box tradition. The amulet box tradition emphasizes how the three attainments of deep concentration—nonconceptual stillness, clarity, and bliss—become the flaws of advanced practice due to attachment to these attainments. The corresponding aspects of the real nature of the mind are emptiness, clear appearance, and clear light. The practitioner with the correct realization purifies these three flaws, and the corresponding aspects of the intrinsic mind give rise to the three buddha bodies, the truth body (dharmakāya), enjoyment body (saṃbhogakāya), and emanation body (nirmāṇakāya), respectively. These three attainments of stillness, clarity, and bliss are either sources of attachment or awakening depending on your perspective, like two sides of an amulet box. Realizing the very subtle clear-light mind is a central focus in the amulet box tradition.52


The four syllables school of mahāmudrā originated with Maitripa and survived in some Dagpo Kagyü lineages.53 The “four syllables” name is taken from the Sanskrit technical term, amanasi, derived from the compound amanasikara (a/ma/na/si/kara; Tib., yid la ma byed pa). The four points to this teaching on mahāmudrā include: (1) cutting off the root of ignorance by realizing emptiness, (2) settling the mind in samādhi on the correct view of the natural mind, (3) protecting against errors, and (4) taking the natural mind and its manifestations as the path.54


Padampa Sangyé, an Indian disciple of Maitripa who taught in Tibet, developed the Pacifier (Tib,. zhi byed) school,55 which no longer exists but which historically had close ties to the Shangpa Kagyü. The Pacifier tradition emphasized how realization of awakened wisdom in mahāmudrā practice pacifies all impurities and false cognitions.


These various schools of mahāmudra all share a similar view of the mind’s natural condition, namely the simultaneous mind with its absolute and relative dimensions being nondual and inseparable. They differ primarily in their emphasis on which manifestations of mind serves as the vehicle for the realization and in the method prescribed. For example, some emphasize clear light as the foundation for realization, others emphasize thought, appearance, adversity, or the dharmakāya. As for method, some emphasize the pointing-out instruction, for example, while others emphasize nonmeditation. These differences do not represent doctrinal differences as much as they represent different ways of organizing and presenting the teachings to practitioners.



MAHĀMUDRĀ IN THE NYINGMA AND GELUG TRADITIONS



As the mahāmudrā tradition evolved over the centuries, attempts to forge an integration of mahāmudrā with the main practices of the other Tibetan sects was inevitable. The main integrative works appeared around the seventeenth century.


Karma Chagmé (1613–78) is known for his important synthesis of Nyingma dzogchen practice with Kagyü mahāmudrā. His primary work is Meaningful to Behold, and a related more condensed work is Buddhahood in the Palm of Your Hand.56 Karma Chagmé was an accomplished dzogchen master who also received teachings from the Karmapa. After a thirteen-year meditation retreat, he wrote these two works based on his direct experiential synthesis of the two traditions. Karma Chagmé states that mahāmudrā and dzogchen share a fundamental concern with the essential nature of the mind, particularly the mind’s intrinsic nature at the extraordinary or very subtle level. At this level of mind, emptiness (the absolute perspective) and clarity (the relative perspective) are nondual, and being inseparable there is no need to obstruct the mind’s manifestations. The main difference between mahāmudrā and dzogchen according to Karma Chagmé is that:


Unlike the view that the mind is at first contaminated and then gradually, through practice, becomes pure, in this context the essential nature of the mind is originally pure, and it corresponds to the dharmakāya.57


In this sense Karma Chagmé advocates for a view of mahāmudrā that is closer to the original source tradition than the meditation-stages model of the Dagpo lineage. While Karma Chagmé concedes that ordinary concentration and special insight meditation lay the foundation for mahāmudrā/dzogchen practice, his work mainly addresses the extraordinary level of practice. As previously explained, in the mahāmudrā, the extraordinary level of practice is defined as one-taste yoga followed by nonmeditation yoga, which leads to enlightenment. Karma Chagmé recasts meditation of the relative aspects of thought and appearance characteristic of one-taste yoga in terms of the dzogchen concept of spontaneous presence (lhun gyis grub). Consistent with the mahāmudrā, however, he sees all relative events as “creative expressions of the nature of awareness.”58


A unique feature of his synthesis is that he greatly expands the description of nonmeditation practice. His version of nonmeditation yoga contains the traditional mahāmudrā instructions regarding (1) continuous mindfulness of the real nature of the mind without any artificial activity (recast as an aspect of spontaneous presence), and (2) not taking to mind anything. However, Karma Chagmé gives considerably greater detail than most mahāmudrā texts (except Rechungpa’s) about how to set up the exact conditions for the initial recognition of awakened wisdom and its ripening as full enlightenment in the form of the three buddha bodies. He draws upon the dzogchen concepts of breaking through and leaping over to give a highly elaborate description of the visions occurring when awakened wisdom dawns, as well as of how to shift awareness from seeming individual consciousness to the ground of awareness-itself, the dharmakāya. The instructions on crossing over to enlightenment in the mahāmudrā tradition are rarely as detailed as the breaking through and leaping over instructions in Karma Chagmé’s integrated work.


In the Gelug school, the First Panchen Lama, Lobsang Chökyi Gyeltsen (1567–1662), illuminated an important synthesis of the Gelug emphasis on a refined understanding of emptiness with the extraordinary level of mind described in the mahāmudrā tradition. The Kagyü-Gelug integration originated with Tsongkhapa, but the First Panchen Lama wrote the primary text of that integrated lineage, A Root Text for the Precious Gelug/Kagyü Tradition of Mahāmudrā.59 The concept of the simultaneous mind in the mahāmudrā tradition implies the fundamental inseparability of absolute truth (emptiness) and relative truth (clarity). According to the First Panchen Lama, the Kagyü mahāmudrā tradition emphasizes the relative dimension—namely the clear-light mind and its manifestations as thought and appearance—while the Gelug tradition emphasizes the absolute dimension—namely the realization of emptiness. In this sense, both traditions are quite compatible and reinforce each other’s main realization. Gelug works on the relationship between emptiness and dependent arising, paralleling the Kagyü emphasis on the inseparability of the mind and its appearances. The First Panchen Lama offers a stage-model for integrating Kagyü and Gelug mahāmudrā practice that uses the Gelug meditations on emptiness as a foundation for the Kagyü mahāmudrā extraordinary practice, namely mindfulness of the real nature of the mind and its clear-light dimension. In this synthesis, clear-light mind is used ultimately as the level of mind meditating on emptiness.60



NAVIGATING THIS BOOK




TYPES OF TEXTS



In Buddhism the stages of spiritual development are commonly divided into motivational practices, preliminary practices, concentration training, ordinary special insight practice, followed by extraordinary practice. Some texts pertain to only a certain stage, while others cut across several stages. Some texts cover the overall path of spiritual development, like stages of the path (lam rim) texts.


Root texts (rtsa ba) are highly condensed instructions. Such texts are very difficult for the scholar to unpack because of the density of technical terms. Root texts are designed as concise distillations of key instructions to be used in meditation. It is understood that the reader already has a deep knowledge of the terms referenced in the root text, and the root text thus serves as an aid to memory. Sometimes these brief root texts are expanded into practical manuals (khrid). Practical manuals give the basic meditation instructions with sparse explanation.


To get a more detailed explanation the practitioner turns to the commentaries. There are several types of commentaries. Expansion commentaries (khrid yig) describe a particular practice in greater detail than found in the root texts or manuals. Explanatory commentaries (’grel ba) generally place the practices within the wider Buddhist context. Oral advice (man ngag) are instructions given in a form tailored to the recipient. Sometimes path-stages (lam rim) and meditation-stages (sgom rim) texts intentionally leave out critical instructions to prevent the uninitiated from trying to practice without the help of a teacher. The teacher generally gives the missing instructions in the form of oral advice. Most oral advice is never written down, but some has been written down and has passed from generation to generation.


This book uses root texts, practice manuals, oral advice, and expanded commentaries. Root texts were used because they present the practice exactly as presented to practitioners on retreat. These instructions are amplified using important practical manuals, commentaries, and oral teachings.



AN INTEGRATED SYNTHETIC TEXT



A number of the most widely cited texts spanning six hundred years of the sūtra mahāmudrā meditation-stages tradition were selected as source material for this study. Each of these primary texts was compared to all the other texts in an effort to construct a complete picture of spiritual development stage by stage, from the very beginning of practice to the post-enlightenment practices.


One problem encountered in comparing texts was that not all of the texts describe the stages of meditation in the same way. Some texts adopt an outline method of presentation (sa bcad), but these outlines do not necessarily follow the progression in actual experience as meditation unfolds. Other texts utilize a stages method of presentation (rim pa), wherein each stage represents a discrete set of practice instructions along with a description of resultant meditation experience. Still other texts divide meditation into practice modules (thun), in which the set of instructions is given with the expectation that it be mastered before going on to the next practice module. Practice modules may be given for part of a single meditation stage or may span several meditation stages.


Despite these different forms of presentation, a careful comparison of texts nevertheless reveals a deep structure to the mahāmudrā meditation-stages that cuts across all these styles. Based on this comparative approach, this book maps the deep structure for the sūtra mahāmudrā tradition with the following progression.


I. Motivational practices


A. Generating interest


B. Causing faith to arise


II. Preparatory practices


A. Preliminary practices


1. Ordinary preliminaries


2. Extraordinary preliminaries


3. Advanced preliminaries


B. The isolations


1. Body


2. Speech


3. Mind


III. Essential or ordinary meditation practice


A. Concentration with support


B. Concentration without support


C. Special Insight


1. Emptiness of self


2. Emptiness of phenomena


3. Nonelaboration of time


IV. Extraordinary practice


A. One-taste yoga


B. Nonmeditation yoga


V. Enlightenment and post-enlightenment practices


Gampopa’s four-yoga model includes the main ordinary and extraordinary insight practices—concentration, nonelaboration, one taste, and nonmeditation—but fails to elaborate on the beginning motivational and preliminary practices and also on the enlightenment and post-enlightenment practices. The complete map includes seven main stages, each of which has three substages (three substages to the preliminaries, three substages to the isolations, three substages to concentration with support, three to concentration without support, three to special insight, three to one-taste yoga, and three substages to nonmeditation yoga), making a total of twenty-one stages. In addition, these twenty-one stages are prefaced and concluded with two practices—two preparatory motivational practices, and two enlightenment/post-enlightenment practices—bringing the total number of stages to twenty-five. This book will describe the practices and resultant experiences for each of the twenty-five stages in step-by-step detail.


Using this comparative method it was also possible to identify the essential elements for each stage of sūtra mahāmudrā meditation practice. The traditional Indo-Tibetan Buddhist way to present meditation-stage practice is in terms of four dimensions: (1) the view of the mind adopted (lta ba), (2) the way to practice (tshul), i.e., the specific meditation instructions given, (3) the resultant meditation experience or desired outcome (yon tan; dngos ba) described with often very precise technical terms, and (4) the technical description of the mistakes, errors, and other problems that prevent the outcome. This book will follow the traditional Indo-Tibetan method in that each of the twenty-five stages include a description of the underlying assumptions about or view of the mind, the most commonly used meditation methods, a detailed technical description of the resultant meditation experience, and a review of the problems and mistakes that typically occur and how to correct them. Comparing a number of widely cited texts allowed me to extract the specific meditation methods at each stage of practice and reconstruct the resultant state in technically precise detail. The creation of a synthetic text, rather than translating an existing text, was intended to open up the entire world of meditation experience and give the reader the opportunity to enter that world with all its richness and complexity.


One problem encountered in working with these texts is that some texts present meditation experience in a stage-by-stage model (rim gyis). Some even elaborate or expand upon (chug zad spros ba) the description of experience for each stage of meditation. Other texts, especially root texts and practical manuals, present the practice in a highly condensed form (bsdu ba), wherein a number of stages or substages of meditation are covered by the strategic juxtaposition of a small number of technical terms. Yet other texts take a series of meditation-stages practices and mix them (’dres ba) into a single practice. To effectively handle this common style of presentation in this book, the reader is first introduced to an expanded version of each stage of meditation through a detailed account of the meditation instructions and technical terms describing the resultant experience. Along with an elaborate description of this internal landscape for each stage, condensed passages are cited from the root texts, practical manuals, or commentaries to illustrate how this material is actually used by the practitioner. After the reader has become familiar with a detailed description of a particular stage, a mixed practice is presented to give the reader an appreciation of the condensed and rapid way that skilled practitioners review stages of meditation.



SEMANTIC FIELD ANALYSIS



The primary approach used to analyze these meditation texts is the ethno-semantic or semiotic approach in cognitive anthropology, specifically a method called semantic field analysis.61 This method developed as a way to understand how indigenous groups conceptualize culture-specific experiences and express them in technical language. Every technical term used in each of the selected mahāmudrā meditation texts was recorded along with its specific contexts of usage. After seeing how a given technical term was used many times at different points within a given text and across a number of texts, it was possible to construct a semantic field for that term. A semantic field defines the primary meaning and cluster of associated meanings for any given term and also defines or delimits its specific context or contexts of usage. Studying patterns of usage leads to mapping the interrelationship or degree of association between different technical terms.


One result of this approach for this book is that each major meditation stage has its own unique fabric of technical terms. The terms used to describe the motivational practices are distinct from those used to describe the preliminary practices, as are those to describe concentration meditation, ordinary special insight meditation, and the extraordinary one-taste and nonmeditation practices. The semantic field approach thus yields the reader a linguistic cartography or map for the entire landscape of each stage of meditation practice, with a richness and precision of technical detail not generally found in the available Western literature.


The semantic field method assists the reader in understanding the inner experiences of meditation for all twenty-five stages of the sūtra mahāmudrā meditation-stages according to how they are understood by practitioners within Tibetan Buddhism. As this book is strictly about how mahāmudrā meditation is conceived by indigenous Tibetan practitioners, no attempt has been made to use Sanskrit terms to control for translation. Nor has any attempt been made to make the translations fluid or poetic; such translations, while easily readable, discard a good deal of the technical precision necessary to describe inner meditation experiences accurately. The translations in this book are highly technical, and at times may seem awkward in English, yet they preserve the original technical terms and their structure of presentation in a manner that challenges the reader to enter the world of mahāmudrā meditation as it is actually practiced.



THE SELECTION OF TEXTS



The primary texts used in this book come from the Dagpo lineage of sūtra mahāmudrā. Jamgön Kongtrül’s Treasury of Instructions served as the source for many of the primary root texts, oral advice, and practical manuals consulted.62 The texts are drawn from both the Karma Kagyü and Drugpa Kagyü lineages.


According to Jamgön Kongtrül the most important Kagyü mahāmudrā root text was written by Dagpo Tashi Namgyel (1513–87), the fourth Drugchen, who wrote his famous work nearly four centuries after Gampopa at a time when the meditation-stages approach was highly developed. The text is called The Natural Condition of Thatness and Clarity: A Practical Manual on Mahāmudrā and Its Explanation.63 Tashi Namgyel’s own massive commentary to his root text is called The Moon’s Clear Light: A Detailed Explanation that Makes Clear the Mahāmudrā Meditation-Stages and Certain Truth.64 The Moonlight is by far the most influential single text in the mahāmudrā tradition.


I’ve also used several important mahāmudrā texts written by the Karmapas. The Third Karmapa, Rangjung Dorjé (1284–1339), wrote A Practical Manual for the Simultaneous School of Mahāmudrā65 as well the Devotional Prayer mentioned earlier. Rangjung Dorjé is said to have originated the intensive practice instruction lineage, which plays an important role in the three-year meditation retreat later popularized by Jamgön Kongtrül.66 From the Ninth Karmapa, Wangchug Dorjé (1556–1603), I use two related root texts, the first a brief practical manual and the second an expanded version of that manual. Wangchug Dorjé also composed a liturgical text related to these two67 and a larger text for meditation retreat masters.68


The famous reformist of the Drugpa Kagyü sect, Pema Karpo (1597–92), composed a short but significant root text called Practice Guidelines of the Simultaneous School of Mahāmudrā of the Drugpa Kagyü Sect.69 Jampel Pawo (1720–80) wrote an expanded commentary on Pema Karpo’s root text called The Certainty of the Diamond Mind.70


Many of the above texts greatly condense their coverage of the beginning, preliminary practices and the ending, post-enlightenment path-walking practices because these have been described elsewhere. Therefore, this book draws upon several important works devoted to the mahāmudrā preliminary practices, such as Jamgön Kongtrül’s Torch of Certainty.71 The most encyclopedic commentary on the preliminary practices is Künga Tendzin’s (1680–1728) Jewel of Essential Wisdom.72 Together, these two works provide the basis for the detailed explanations of the preliminary practices described in this book. This book also uses two popular post-enlightenment path-walking texts, The Oral Transmission of the Six Cycles of Same Taste by Pema Karpo and The Oral Advice on Path-Walking in Five-Parts Mahāmudrā by the Eighth Situ.73


The primary texts used as source material for this book are summarized in the table at the end of this introduction. Abbreviations will be used throughout the book when citing passages from these texts.



TECHNICAL NOTES



To help the reader identify and appreciate the technical terms for meditation experience used throughout the book, I have adopted certain conventions for marking technical terms. Transliteration of the Tibetan terms follows the Wylie system of transliteration.74 Whenever a technical term is first introduced, I give the English rendering followed by the Tibetan term in parentheses. Whenever a technical term appears subsequently, it is not highlighted. Since the root texts and practical meditation manuals are characterized by a profuse juxtaposition of technical terms, their complexity is often missed in English translations. The astute reader will discern that juxtaposition of terms in the original Tibetan is meant to convey the structure of the meditation experience.


Because of their highly condensed syntax, many root texts are unintelligible without supplemental words. I have added such clarifying words in brackets after consulting other sources so that the reader may have a more complete understanding of the meaning in its full context.


The location of terms and cited passages are marked by an abbreviation of the author’s frequently cited works, followed by the blockprint folio where it is found. For example “JP, f. 32a” means that the passage cited is found on folio 32, side a, of Jampel Pawo’s commentary on Pema Karpo’s root text.





SOURCE TEXT ABBREVIATIONS










	BCA


	Bodhicaryāvatāra of Śāntideva (my own translation from the Sanskrit). The classical guide to the path of the bodhisattva.







	JK


	Jamgön Kongtrül. The Torch of Certainty (Phyag chen sngon ’dro bzhi sbyor dang dngos gzhi’i khrid rim mdor bsdus nges don sgron me). An important work on the preliminary practices.







	JP


	Jampel Pawo. The Certainty of the Diamond Mind (Phyag rgya chen po lhan cig skyes sbyor dngos gzhi’i khrid yig cung zad spros pa sems kyi rdo rje’i nges gnas gsal bar byed pa). A detailed commentary on Pema Karpo’s root text.







	KT


	Künga Tendzin. The Jewel of Essential Wisdom (Phyag rgya chen po lhan cig skyes sbyor gyi sngon ’gro’i khrid yig zab rgyas chos kyi rgya mtsho chen po nas snying po ye shes kyi nor bu ’dren par byed pa’i gru chen). An extensive commentary on the preliminary stages of mahāmudrā practice.







	PK


	Pema Karpo. Practice Guidelines of the Simultaneous School of Mahāmudrā. (Phyag chen gyi zin bris bzhyes). A popular root text from the Drugpa Kagyü lineage.







	PK-S


	Pema Karpo. The Oral Transmission of the Six Cycles of Same Taste: Rolled into a Ball [Path-Walking] Instructions (Ro snyoms skor drug gi nyams len sgong du dril ba). Instructions on post-enlightenment practices.







	RD


	Rangjung Dorjé, the Third Karmapa. A Practical Manual for the Simultaneous School of Mahāmudrā (Phyag rgya chen po lhan cig skyes sbyor gyi khrid yig). A popular root text.







	
TN




	Tashi Namgyel. The Moonlight Mahāmudrā (Nges don phyag rgya chen po’i sgom rim sgal bar byed pa’i legs bsad zla ba’i od zer). The main commentary on the sūtra mahāmudrā meditation-stages.







	TN (root)


	Tashi Namgyel. The Natural Condition of Thatness and Clarity (Phyag rgya chen po’i khrid yig chen mo gnyug ma’i de nyid gsal ba). The root text that serves as the basis of the commentary.







	Si


	Eighth Situpa, Chökyi Jungné. The Oral Advice on Path-Walking in Five-Parts Mahāmudrā (Phyag chen lnga ldan gyi khrid yig). Instructions on post-enlightenment practices.







	WD


	Wangchug Dorjé, the Ninth Karmapa. An Introductory Practical Manual on Simultaneous Mahāmudrā (Phyag rgya chen po lhan cig skyes sbyor gyi khrid kyi spyi sdom rtsa tshig) and An Expanded Practical Manual on Simultaneous Mahāmudrā (Phyag rgya chen po lhan cig skye sbyor gyi khrid yig zin bris snying po gsal ba’i sgron me sdud rtsi nying khu chos sku mdzub tshugs su ngo sprod pa). A short root text followed by an expanded set of practical instructions.











1. CULTIVATING THE MOTIVATION







I. GENERATING INTEREST75




A. INTEREST



ORDINARY LIFE IS FILLED with suffering, and this suffering is the result of attachments and passions. Such attachments obscure (sgrib pa) understanding. Our belief systems and view of reality are inevitably limited, so ordinary beings are not capable of judging which beliefs are false and which hold certain truth (nges don). The Buddha’s teachings, the Dharma (chos), are said to be valuable precisely because they directly (mngon du) pertain to the condition of everyday life. Yet, blinded by ignorance, sentient beings fail to realize even the first noble truth about their lives and the world around them; namely, that the condition of everyday life and of the entire phenomenal realm—saṃsāra (’khor ba)—is one of misery. Sentient beings are often so blind that they fail to grasp even the “smallest particle” of the world’s misery, let alone the extent of their own suffering.


How, then, are we to recognize the value of Buddhist teachings? How do we make the decision to begin a spiritual practice? Though all practice is, in part, motivated by an awareness of our own and others’ misery, what makes us aware of the extent of it? Though the hardships of a spiritual discipline are but a trifling compared to the endless suffering—past, present, and future—of sentient beings, how do we come to see this? Some profound reorientation in attitude and motivation is called for. The very critical question of how a person becomes reoriented toward spiritual practice is the fundamental one addressed by Künga Tendzin in his authoritative commentary on the mahāmudrā entitled The Jewel of Essential Wisdom.76 He begins his discussion of the preliminaries (sngon ’gro) with a section entitled “How to Generate Interest by Explaining the Benefit and Advising One to Listen” (’dor ba sgro bskyed; KT, pp. 8–11).


Künga Tendzin believes that most sentient beings, due to their ignorance (mi shes) and past karma (las), are not likely to believe in the Dharma teachings enough to undertake spiritual practice of their own accord. Whatever their individual reasons, very few people become genuinely interested in spiritual practice. Others who begin the hardships of monastic or meditative discipline eventually succumb to the cumulative effect of bad habits and laziness over many lifetimes; thus even such well-intentioned actions are not likely to get the novice practitioner very far. Except in very rare cases, Künga Tendzin says, most will lose interest in the discipline and revert to previous bad habits.77 Therefore in the Mahāyāna Buddhist tradition, where the role of a teacher as spiritual friend (dge bshes) is central,78 a sentient being is said to take up the Dharma in a lasting way mainly through direct intervention by a teacher. Such intervention is purely an act of kindness (drin) by a perfected teacher, or lama (bla ma), who is the embodiment of the Buddha’s realization:79


Each one of us, right now, must find the truth of the Dharma as transmitted through the compassion of the Conqueror [the Buddha]. Consider the many hardships of former [practitioners] when the Dharma was once [practiced and readily available] in India. Consider that the Dharma is now on the decline [here] in Tibet. Then seek the Dharma. Such secret Tantrayāna as this, and such profound advice, is [indeed] very difficult to find! (KT, p. 9)


A lama is said to have attained the perfection of giving (sbyin pa),80 which ripens (smin ba) into full compassion. As a manifestation of compassion, the lama sets up an occasion for sentient beings to hear (thos pa) and listen (nyan pa) to the Dharma. Except under very extraordinary circumstances, a sentient being does not actively seek the Dharma—the Dharma comes to him or her. Künga Tendzin calls such a preordained auspicious occasion “meeting with the holy Dharma” (dam pa’i chos dang ’phrad pa).


On such a meeting, advice (gdams pa) is given by the spiritual teacher. It is the same kind of advice that one might give a close friend when concerned about that friend’s welfare. The friend might be asked, for example, to reflect upon what he has done or is doing with his life, and whether that lifestyle enhances or diminishes the preciousness (dal ’byor) of human life (KT, p. 8).


The entire interest-generating event has three components: (1) meeting, (2) giving advice, and (3) hearing the advice. The advice is given by an extraordinarily realized, yet friendly being. It is heard by someone typically so blinded by ignorance as to fail even to realize the extent to which his or her own ordinary lifestyle serves to perpetuate everyday unhappiness. Just as someone is likely to listen to another’s friendly concern, likewise the practitioner-to-be is at least able to sense that the lama seems to be concerned for his or her welfare.


The entire event, though seemingly mundane, is in fact an extraordinary event (thun mong ma yin pa). Simple advice about the preciousness of life seems straightforward enough. It is always personally relevant. Why, then, is meeting a lama and hearing his advice so profoundly transformative? The answer resides in the person who gives the advice. He is a holy being (skyes bu dam pa; KT, p. 24). He is the embodiment of realized truth and is capable of directly transmitting this truth to others.


According to the Buddhist psychology exemplified in the Abhidharma literature, the continuum (rgyun) of conscious experience derives from a complex interrelationship between a number of mental factors (sems ’byung).81 The second noble truth states that one’s own mental continuum is the source of perpetual suffering. Suffering is caused by conflictual emotions (nyon mong; Skt., kleśa), erroneous conceptualization (rtog pa), and bad actions (las; Skt., karma). The ongoing continuum of negative emotional states, conceptualizations, and bad actions, in turn, is contingent upon the configuration of mental factors at any given moment.82


It is not possible to follow Künga Tendzin’s reasoning or, for that matter, to understand spiritual practice at all without reference to the doctrine of cause and effect, for it provides the rationale for why meditative practice works as a solution to suffering. According to this doctrine, all actions are believed to ripen (smin ba) into effects (byas) over time, and the repetition of certain actions further multiplies the effects. These effects become manifest in our experience in the form of signs (brtags) that appear first as mental events that arise in our stream of consciousness and then later in our observable behavior. The continuum of mental experience, once defiled by cumulative bad karmic actions, tends to perpetuate itself and deepen its defiled condition over time, and over many lifetimes. As a result, the ordinary mind at any given moment is characterized primarily by the unfolding of habitually negative mind-states.


According to Künga Tendzin, it is very difficult to reverse the negative momentum of the ordinary mind without very effective counteraction. Over and against the enormous weight (mthu) of negative past actions, current corrective actions have little likelihood of making any significant impact. Some external intervention is needed. This intervention is none other than the auspicious meeting with a spiritual being.


The entire aggregate of mental factors that constitutes the continuum of unfolding mental experience, and their link through the entire chain of being throughout time, is slightly but significantly altered upon hearing the advice of a spiritual person. Since all actions have an effect, the kind advice of a spiritual person also has its effect on the student’s mental continuum. Because the spiritual being has perfected his own mental continuum, his ability to affect another individual is said to carry very great weight. The lama is able to alter the mental continuum of the other person just enough to clear away some of the ignorance, momentarily, and thereby open a window of opportunity to hear (thos pa).83 As with any action, the effect of hearing advice is not immediately apparent, but it will ripen over time. Künga Tendzin emphasizes the profundity of this seemingly mundane meeting when he says, “[to hear] even one word of the Dharma properly is to set about the pursuit of truth” (KT, p. 16).
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