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The Library of Tibetan Classics is a special series being developed by the Institute of Tibetan Classics aimed at making key classical Tibetan texts part of the global literary and intellectual heritage. Eventually comprising thirty-two large volumes, the collection will contain over two hundred distinct texts by more than a hundred of the best-known authors. These texts have been selected in consultation with the preeminent lineage holders of all the schools and other senior Tibetan scholars to represent the Tibetan literary tradition as a whole. The works included in the series span more than a millennium and cover the vast expanse of classical Tibetan knowledge — from the core teachings of the specific schools to such diverse fields as ethics, philosophy, linguistics, medicine, astronomy and astrology, folklore, and historiography.


Stages of the Path and the Oral Transmission: Selected Teachings of the Geluk School


This volume contains works from two of the most important sets of teachings of the Geluk school, the stages of the path (lam rim) and the teachings of the oral transmission (snyan brgyud ), especially the teachings on mahāmudrā. The stages of the path present a systematic, step-by-step cultivation of the Buddhist path to enlightenment using key elements distilled from the scriptures and Indian treatises. Following Tsongkhapa’s (1357–1419) composition of his magnum opus, the Great Treatise of the Stages of the Path to Enlightenment, the stages of the path became an integral component of the teachings of the Geluk school. The teachings of the oral transmission originate in important oral instructions of Tsongkhapa, especially those that evolved from his visions of Mañjuśrī.


The present volume is divided into four parts. Part 1 contains some of the central texts of the stages of the path instructions, such as the two root verses by Tsongkhapa, Gomchen Ngawang Drakpa’s (fifteenth century) extensive stages of the path in verse, Panchen Losang Chökyi Gyaltsen’s (1570–1662) Easy Path, and the Fifth Dalai Lama’s (1617–82) Words of Mañjuśrī. Part 2 features the Seventh Dalai Lama’s guide to the Hundreds of Gods of Tuṣita Guru Yoga, Panchen Losang Chökyi Gyaltsen’s Offering to the Guru, and Gyalrong Tsultrim Nyima’s (nineteenth century) Letter of Final Testament Sent upon the Wind. Part 3 contains Panchen Losang Chökyi Gyaltsen’s mahāmudrā root text together with its commentary and important texts by Yongzin Yeshé Gyaltsen (1713–93) and Shar Kalden Gyatso (1607–77). The final part presents two concise works of essential oral teaching from Ngulchu Dharmabhadra (1772–1851).


The works in this volume were selected in consultation with the late His Eminence Khensur Lati Rinpoché.
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A major contribution to the literature on Buddhist practice according to the Geluk school of Tibetan Buddhism from its foremost interpreter





“Expertly curated and lucidly translated, Stages of the Path and the Oral Transmission is a magnificent collection. The instructions in this book are practiced to this day in Geluk institutions throughout the world. These pages contain some of the great pith instructions of Tsongkhapa; ‘stages of the path’ texts including the Fifth Dalai Lama’s Words of Manjuśrī, never before translated into a Western language; inspirational rituals like Offering to the Guru; and the most authoritative Geluk writings on mahāmudrā and the three essential points. A wonderful gift to scholars and practitioners alike.”


 — JOSÉ IGNACIO CABEZÓN, Dalai Lama Professor of Tibetan Buddhism and Cultural Studies, University of California Santa Barbara


“A treasure of vital instructions on the path to awakening translated by some of the best translators of our time. Who could ask for anything more?”


 — BHIKṢUṆĪ THUBTEN CHODRON, abbess of Sravasti Abbey and author of Buddhism for Beginners


“Once more, Thupten Jinpa has given us an excellent addition to the growing body of translations of the major works of Tibetan Buddhism.”


 — ALEXANDER BERZIN, author and founder, Berzin Archives


“The crucial texts are all here, skillfully chosen, beautifully rendered and annotated. If you read only one book of key Ganden Oral Tradition teachings, it should be this one!”


 — JAN WILLIS, author of Enlightened Beings: Life Stories from the Ganden Oral Tradition


“It is often assumed that the Geluk tradition is concerned above all with scholastic philosophy, but like all Tibetan traditions, the Geluk has a rich canon of devotional liturgies, meditation manuals, and practical instructions for the vision of reality. This remarkable volume collects such works by some of the greatest masters and saints of the Land of Snows.”


 — DONALD LOPEZ, Arthur E. Link Distinguished University Professor of Buddhist and Tibetan Studies, University of Michigan
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Message from the Dalai Lama


THE LAST TWO MILLENNIA witnessed a tremendous proliferation of cultural and literary development in Tibet, the Land of Snows. Moreover, owing to the inestimable contributions made by Tibet’s early spiritual kings, numerous Tibetan translators, and many great Indian paṇḍitas over a period of so many centuries, the teachings of the Buddha and the scholastic tradition of ancient India’s Nālandā monastic university became firmly rooted in Tibet. As evidenced from the historical writings, this flowering of Buddhist tradition in the country brought about the fulfillment of the deep spiritual aspirations of countless sentient beings. In particular, it contributed to the inner peace and tranquility of the peoples of Tibet, Outer Mongolia — a country historically suffused with Tibetan Buddhism and its culture — the Tuva and Kalmuk regions in present-day Russia, the outer regions of mainland China, and the entire trans-Himalayan areas on the southern side, including Bhutan, Sikkim, Ladakh, Kinnaur, and Spiti. Today this tradition of Buddhism has the potential to make significant contributions to the welfare of the entire human family. I have no doubt that, when combined with the methods and insights of modern science, the Tibetan Buddhist cultural heritage and knowledge will help foster a more enlightened and compassionate human society, a humanity that is at peace with itself, with fellow sentient beings, and with the natural world at large.


It is for this reason I am delighted that the Institute of Tibetan Classics in Montreal, Canada, is compiling a thirty-two-volume series containing the works of many great Tibetan teachers, philosophers, scholars, and practitioners representing all major Tibetan schools and traditions. These important writings will be critically edited and annotated and will then be published in modern book format in a reference collection called The Library of Tibetan Classics, with the translations into other major languages to follow later. While expressing my heartfelt commendation for this noble project, I pray and hope that The Library of Tibetan Classics will not only make these important Tibetan treatises accessible to scholars of Tibetan studies but will also create a new opportunity for younger Tibetans to study and take interest in their own rich and profound culture. It is my sincere hope that through the series’ translations into other languages, millions of fellow citizens of the wider human family will also be able to share in the joy of engaging with Tibet’s classical literary heritage, textual riches that have been such a great source of joy and inspiration to me personally for so long.
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The Dalai Lama
 The Buddhist monk Tenzin Gyatso
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Foreword
His Eminence Ganden Tri Rinpoche



THE LIBRARY OF TIBETAN CLASSICS (Bod kyi tsug lag gces btus) series is a singular collection featuring unique instructions of all the major Tibetan spiritual traditions and their shared Mahayana heritage, especially the bodhisattva ideal and the Vajrayana. The collection spans the domains of classical Tibetan knowledge — Buddhist philosophy, logic and epistemology, Abhidharma psychology, and ethics, as well as grammar, linguistics, poetics, medicine, astro-sciences, history, and the performing arts. This comprehensive library of thirty-two volumes of key Tibetan texts has been developed by Thupten Jinpa, the longtime principal English translator to His Holiness the Dalai Lama. Many of the original Tibetan volumes feature introductory essays by Dr. Jinpa, who is versed not only in both sutra and tantra but in the full spectrum of Tibetan literature, and these essays have become invaluable resources for students and scholars of classical Tibetan texts.


To date, English translations of sixteen volumes from the series have been published, including Dr. Jinpa’s own translations Mind Training: The Great Collection, The Book of Kadam, and Illuminating the Intent by the illustrious Tsongkhapa. By creating this special series, and by widely disseminating the texts featured in the series to an international readership through high-quality translations, Dr. Jinpa has set a clear standard for the preservation and revitalization of classical Tibetan knowledge and traditions, and through this he has made a lasting contribution to the long-term continuity of the Buddha’s doctrine, which is a source of benefit and happiness for all beings. So I take this opportunity to express my admiration for Dr. Jinpa and for the practical contributions he has made, and it gives me great pleasure to write a foreword for this volume in particular.


For his translations in the present volume, Dr. Jinpa’s rich introduction provides illuminating background for seminal works of the Geluk school. Featured here are instructions on the lamrim, or stages of the path, guru yoga, Geluk mahāmudrā, guide to the view, and the three essential points. With respect to stages of the path, the master Dromtönpa said:




The wondrous sacred words are the three baskets of scripture,


which are enriched by the instruction on the path of the three capacities.


This precious Kadam tradition is a golden rosary,


and whoever tells its beads makes their lives meaningful.


The precious Kadam tradition was initiated by the master Atiśa, established by the precious Dromtönpa, disseminated by the three Kadam brothers, and spread widely by Langri Thangpa, Sharawa, and Jayulwa. Later, Guru Mañjuśrī — the great Tsongkhapa — composed his extensive, intermediate, and short treatises on the stages of the path to enlightenment. Keeping in mind especially those of more modest intellect, Jé Tsongkhapa has said in his Great Treatise, “Since those who know how to put everything that is taught into practice seem barely to exist, one should also offer practical instructions in condensed form.” Based on this advice texts such as the Fifth Dalai Lama’s Words of Mañjuśrī and Dakpo Gomchen’s Essence of All Excellent Discourses came to be composed, both featured in this volume. With respect to the unique features of this instruction on the stages of the path, Jé Tsongkhapa states:


This concise instruction that distills the essence of all scriptures — 


through reciting it or listening to it for even a single session,


you will definitely receive powerful waves of merit of


teaching and hearing the Dharma; so contemplate its meaning.


If, as stated above, reciting or listening to even a single discourse on the stages of the path based on embracing guru yoga as the life force of one’s personal practice brings such extensive benefit, what need is there to speak of disseminating this instruction through translation into English, a language spoken across the world today.


This translation has been made possible through the power of past aspirational prayers, and the volume will surely become a vital educational and spiritual resource for many people and regions of the world where the precious Buddhadharma has not historically been part of their spiritual heritage. I express my deep gratitude to everyone whose efforts have made the publication of this volume possible. May it be a source of benefit to the flourishing of the Buddha’s doctrine and the welfare of all beings.


Lobsang Tenzin


The 104th Ganden Tripa
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Preface


IT IS A profound source of joy for me to be able to offer in English this special anthology of teachings of the Geluk school of Tibetan Buddhism, founded near Lhasa by the celebrated master Tsongkhapa in the early fifteenth century. This volume, number 6 in The Library of Tibetan Classics, contains fifteen texts on four key areas of practice: (1) the lamrim, or stages of the path, based on instructions of the masters Atiśa and Tsongkhapa, (2) guru yoga based on Tsongkhapa’s oral transmissions, (3) mahāmudra and guide to the view, drawn on and inspired by Tsongkhapa’s oral teachings, and (4) the three essential points, stemming from a unique instruction of the Indian mystic Mitrayogi.


Beginning with two short works in verse by Tsongkhapa himself, the texts in this volume enjoy deep affection by members of this Tibetan tradition, and some of them are published here for the first time in English translation. These texts serve as important guides for fundamental spiritual transformation, from the initial stage of turning one’s mind to the Dharma up to the liberating stage of gaining insight into the ultimate nature of reality. Whether it is cultivating deep appreciation of the transient nature of life, overcoming attachment to objects of senses, experiencing deep devotional fusion of one’s mind with that of the guru and meditation deity, developing universal compassion and the altruistic mind intent on enlightenment for the benefit of all beings, cultivating stillness of mind in the form of tranquil abiding, generating insight into no-self and emptiness, or actualizing mind’s essential nature in the form of pure luminosity, this volume offers a truly rich resource. Most Geluk practitioners today use the two guru-yoga texts featured in this volume, Dulnakpa’s Hundreds of Gods of Tuṣita and Panchen Losang Chögyen’s Offering to the Guru, as essential parts of their daily practice. Panchen’s text in particular is used by many, myself included, as an all-encompassing daily meditation manual covering the entire domain of Dharma practice, including even a daily dose of mind training, or lojong.




I wish foremost to express my deep personal gratitude to His Holiness the Dalai Lama for consistently being such a profound inspiration and an exemplary embodiment of the best of the Tibetan tradition, including that of Tsongkhapa. It is from His Holiness and his two tutors — Kyabjé Ling Rinpoché and Kyabjé Trijang Rinpoché — that I received the transmissions of Geluk lamrim, the two guru yogas, and Geluk mahāmudra. I also acknowledge Kyabjé Zong Rinpoché, from whom I received the transmission of Ngulchu’s manual on Mitrayogi’s instruction on the three essential points, and my own personal teacher at Ganden Monastery, Kyabjé Zemey Rinpoché, at whose feet I studied for eleven years, receiving from him also numerous practice transmissions.


I thank Rosemary Patton and her teacher Dagpo Rinpoché for translating for this volume Gomchen Ngawang Drakpa’s Essence of All Excellent Discourses and the Fifth Dalai Lama’s Words of Mañjuśrī. The care and devotion that they brought to their engagement with the two texts is evident from the clear and accurate translations they have produced. To the following individuals and organizations, I owe my sincere thanks: to David Kittelstrom at Wisdom for his incisive editing; to my fellow Tibetan editor Geshé Lobsang Choedar for assisting me sourcing all citations; to the Buddhist Digital Resource Center for providing me access to its immense digital library of Tibetan texts, without which I can’t imagine how I could have penned my lengthy introduction to this volume; and to my wife Sophie Boyer-Langri for taking on the numerous administrative chores that are part of a collaborative project such as this.


Finally, for its long-term patronage of the Institute of Tibetan Classics, I would like to express my deep gratitude to the Ing Foundation, whose generosity made this volume possible.


May the experience of engaging with these precious Tibetan texts be meaningful and transformational to all readers, as it has been for so many Tibetans over centuries.


Thupten Jinpa


Montreal, 2022
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Introduction


THE GELUK SCHOOL of Tibetan Buddhism emerged from the teachings of the great fourteenth-century Tibetan master Jé Tsongkhapa (1357–1419), arguably the most influential figure in the history of Tibetan Buddhism. Geluk literally means “the Geden tradition” and derives its name from Geden (or Ganden) Monastery, founded by Tsongkhapa in 1409 on Wangkur Mountain, which lies toward the east of the holy city of Lhasa and offers, from its summit, a spectacular view of the wide Lhasa valley. Ever since the founding of Ganden on the slopes of this mountain, the mountain itself came to be known also as Geden Mountain and Tsongkhapa’s followers “those of Geden Mountain” (Riwo Gedenpa).


Tsongkhapa appeared at a watershed moment in the history of Buddhism in Tibet. The long process of translating the canons of Indian Buddhism — the sutras, tantras, and commentarial treatises — was largely complete after several centuries of painstaking labor by generations of Tibetan translators often working in partnership with Indian pandits. By then, the entire Tibetan heritage of Indian Buddhist texts had been compiled into the two canonical collections, the Kangyur (translations of scriptures) and Tengyur (translations of treatises), with Butön Rinchen Drup (1290–1364) having prepared what became the standard classification system for these texts. It was therefore a time when Tibetans could read, digest, and reflect upon these vast canons in their entirety. Tsongkhapa was among the first of the Tibetan masters to do this. Through deep engagement with these Indian texts — which included even a four-year reading retreat at Tsal Gungthang Monastery, where the full sets of the Kangyur finalized by Butön were housed — extensive meditative cultivation, prolonged periods of critical reflection on personal understanding, and profound meditative experience, as well as mystical visionary encounters with the meditation deity Mañjuśrī, Tsongkhapa came to synthesize the vast Indian Buddhist heritage into a unique and remarkable system of Buddhist thought and practice. In a collection of works running into nineteen large volumes, Tsongkhapa shared his vision of this new synthesis.


Briefly, Tsongkhapa’s synthesis involved creating a coherent integrated system based on taking the best from existing Tibetan traditions as well as the best from the Indian Buddhist sources themselves. Within this synthesis, fidelity to basic norms of morality, cultivation of the bodhisattva’s universal compassion and its altruistic ideals, the profound view of emptiness, and deep nondual meditative experience of the Vajrayāna path of innate bliss are all envisioned to reside seamlessly within the mind of a single practitioner. Before his passing in 1419, and especially after the founding of Ganden Monastery in 1409, Tsongkhapa’s students came to identify themselves as members of the master’s unique system, referred to as “the sacred tradition of Jé Tsongkhapa,”1 with Ganden as its “mother monastery.” By the time Tsongkhapa passed away, the master had left an indelible legacy, with a vast body of writing on every topic of Buddhist thought and practice, as well as a spectrum of students — from erudite scholars to altruistic bodhisattvas, from prolific authors to hermits and mystics, from ordinary monks to high abbots of monasteries, and from simple nomads to ruling elite, including none other than Miwang himself, the king of central and western Tibet.2 So deeply revered was Tsongkhapa that he came to be referred to, especially by his devout followers, with such elevated epithets as “Mañjuśrī Lord and Second Buddha Tsongkhapa the Great,” “Great Tsongkhapa, the Second Buddha from the East,” “Great Tsongkhapa, the Dharma King of the Three Realms,” “Supreme Master Tsongkhapa,” and simply “Supreme Guru.”3 In fact, after the master’s passing in 1419, Tsongkhapa increasingly came to be deified to the point of being turned, as we will see below, into a transhistorical figure that could be an object of devotion, a focus of daily guru-yoga meditation, and a presence in mystical visionary experience.4


From a broader Tibetan Buddhist historical perspective, Tsongkhapa is recognized especially for his key contributions in the following areas. First and foremost is his original contribution to Madhyamaka philosophy in Tibet, especially through his extensive writing on the subject. Second, his two great syntheses — one on the Sutra Vehicle and the other on the Tantra Vehicle, known respectively as the Great Treatise on the Stages of the Path and the Great Treatise on Mantra — are admired for their masterful and structured presentation of the entire Buddhist path. Third, more specifically in relation to tantra, Tsongkhapa is revered for (1) his extensive expositions of the Guhyasamāja tantra, drawing particularly on the lineages of two important Tibetan translators of the tantra, Gö Lotsāwa Khukpa Lhetsé (eleventh century) and Marpa Lotsāwa (1012–1100),5 (2) his authoritative works on the Cakrasaṃvara tantra, especially of the traditions of Indian mystics Lūipa, Kṛṣṇācārya, and Ghaṇṭāpa, (3) his systematic writings on the Yamāntaka family of tantras, especially Vajrabhairava, and (4) his influential exposition of the uniqueness of the Kālacakra tantra. Fourth, Tsongkhapa is universally accredited with the spread of monastic tradition rooted in strict adherence to Vinaya discipline across the Tibetan cultural sphere. Highlighting some of these key aspects of Tsongkhapa’s contribution, the Eighth Karmapa Mikyö Dorjé (1507–54) calls Tsongkhapa “the reformer of Buddha’s doctrine,” “the great trailblazer of Madhyamaka philosophy in Tibet,” “supreme among those who propound emptiness,” and “one who helped spread robed monastics across Tibet and from China to Kashmir.”6


Many of Tsongkhapa’s immediate disciples brought the master’s new tradition to different parts of the Tibetan plateau. From western Tibetan regions to the eastern and northeastern part of Tibet in Kham and Amdo, from central Tibet to the southern and southeastern regions of Ölkha and Dakpo valleys, Tsongkhapa’s disciples founded new monasteries, converted older ones to the new tradition, and established hermitages for those aspiring to dedicate their entire life in hermit-style practice. By the end of the fifteenth century, the new tradition had become widespread across the entire Tibetan plateau. In particular, in Ganden, Drepung, and Sera (the latter two founded, respectively, by Jamyang Chöjé in 1416 and Jamchen Chöjé in 1419), the tradition produced three of the largest monasteries in the history of the world. Collectively known as “the three great centers of learning” (Densa Chenpo Sum), these mega monasteries served as major scholastic universities providing formal advanced study of “five disciplines” — Logic and Epistemology, Perfection of Wisdom studies, Madhyamaka philosophy, Abhidharma, and Vinaya. To this list of great centers of learning would be added Chamdo Jampa Ling in Kham (founded by Sherab Sangpo in 1437), Tashi Lhunpo in Tsang (founded by the First Dalai Lama in 1447), and Labrang Tashi Khyil in Amdo (founded by Jamyang Shepa in 1709).


An important pedagogical method embraced in these monastic universities was the Tibetan tradition of dialectical debate instituted by the famed logician Chapa Chökyi Sengé (1109–69). This emphasis on debate as a key medium gave rise to a vibrant intellectual culture of debate as well as the creation of formal curricula and textbooks ( yig cha), with those by Jetsun Chökyi Gyaltsen (1469–1544/46), Panchen Sönam Drakpa (1478–1554), Khedrup Tenpa Dargyé (1493–1568), and Jamyang Shepa (1648–1722) adopted as official textbooks by the main monastic colleges. These great monastic universities attracted students from the entire Tibetan plateau as well as from Mongol regions of Inner Asia and the trans-Himalayan Buddhist regions of Bhutan, Nepal, and India. Over time, the formal mastery of the five disciplines came to be officially recognized with the title of geshé lharampa, conferred at the end of a public examination in the form of a series of debates held at the annual Great Prayer Festival in the Jokhang Temple in Lhasa.


With formalization of the reincarnation systems of the Dalai Lamas and Panchen Lamas, the Geluk tradition also produced the two most well-known lama institutions of Tibetan Buddhism, revered across the Tibetan Buddhist cultural sphere. In particular, following the Fifth Dalai Lama’s assumption of political leadership in 1642, the Geluk effectively became Tibet’s state church, and the Dalai Lama’s rule lasted until the historic tragedy that struck the Tibetan nation in the mid-twentieth century.


Beyond the Tibetan plateau, thanks to two of Tsongkhapa’s disciples — Jamchen Chöjé and Jang Dharma — the Geluk had already reached mainland China during Tsongkhapa’s own life, becoming an important presence at the Chinese imperial court. This connection with the Chinese imperial family was renewed during the life of the Fifth Dalai Lama, following his visit to Beijing in 1652, with the strongest connection emerging during the Qing dynasty with China’s Manchu rulers. A key figure in dissemination of the Geluk at the Qing court was the famed master Changkya Rölpai Dorjé (1717–86), who had a close personal relationship with the Qianlong emperor and made Mount Wutai his winter retreat for nearly two decades.


Thanks to the Third Dalai Lama Sönam Gyatso’s (1543–88) meeting with the powerful Mongol chieftain Altan Khan in 1578 — the latter bestowed the title Dalai Lama on Sönam Gyatso — Tsongkhapa’s tradition began to spread widely in the Mongol regions, eventually becoming the dominant Buddhist tradition there, with the emergence of major monasteries, such as Balden Beeyen Monastery (established 1654) and Ganden Monastery (founded in 1838), and great Buddhist scholars, like Khalkha Dzaya Paṇḍita (1642–1715), Ngawang Palden (1797–1864), and Losang Tamdrin (1867–1937).7


This volume features a special selection of texts from the Geluk tradition, structured around four important genres: (1) the stages of the path (lam rim) teachings, (2) the practice of guru yoga, (3) Geden (or Geluk) mahāmudrā and guide to the view instruction, and (4) the “three essential points” instruction, the latter stemming from the Indian mystic Mitrayogi (twelfth century). Of these, the teachings in the second and third categories belong to what is known as the Geluk oral transmission. The following considerations have guided my choice of these four genres to represent the core teachings of the Geluk school specifically in this volume: (1) All four represent important practice lineages within the Geluk tradition, with the stages of the path considered a defining feature of the tradition’s approach, and guru yoga and Geden mahāmudrā representing its tradition of oral transmission. (2) These instructions tend to be among those most widely taught in the tradition. And (3) being practice lineages, the texts belonging to these four genres are designed as practice manuals. Of course, as I am the editor of the volume, the selection also reflects my own personal practice.


The Stages of the Path


The genre of lamrim, or stages of the path, traces its origin to the Indian Bengali master Atiśa (980–1054), who spent the final years of his life in Tibet and, more specifically, to a short text he composed at the express wish of the ruler of the Ngari region of western Tibet, Jangchup Ö. The ruler requested a teaching that would be comprehensive, easy to engage, and impactful on the practitioner’s mind. In response, Atiśa composed his famed Lamp on the Path to Enlightenment.8 The genius of this text lies in correlating specific elements of the Buddhist teaching as key methods for “three types of persons” to attain three distinct levels of spiritual goals.9 The levels of the three types of persons relate not to differences of intellect or mental acumen but to the scope of their spiritual goals. The goal of those of “lesser capacity” is to continue to enjoy happiness within cyclic existence, especially by obtaining a favorable rebirth. The primary goal of those of “intermediate capacity” is freedom from cyclic existence. Finally, the goal of the persons of “great capacity” is the cessation of suffering not just of oneself alone but of all sentient beings. These goals in turn propel the specific practices. Atiśa concluded the text with a brief section on tantra, and he later composed a lengthy commentary on his own verses.


Atiśa’s Lamp gave rise to an extensive literature on the stages of the path, first in the Kadam school and later in the Geluk. Sometimes this genre is divided into two subclasses, with the name lamrim reserved for the more “practice-oriented” teachings, while texts that were “more presentation-oriented” were referred to as the stages of the doctrine (bstan rim).10 The Kadam master Potowa’s (1027–1105) Blue Compendium is a typical example of the first category, while Drolungpa’s (eleventh century) Great Treatise on the Stages of Doctrine is a well-known example of the second.11 These subsequent elaborations introduced crucial preliminary components to Atiśa’s Lamp, aimed at establishing a stable foundation to one’s practice. These includes the topics of (1) proper reliance on a spiritual teacher as the foundation to one’s practice, (2) contemplation of the preciousness of human existence so that one seizes the rare opportunity it accords to practice Dharma, and (3) contemplation of death and impermanence to bring an urgency to one’s spiritual pursuit.


Tsongkhapa was deeply taken by the elegance and comprehensiveness of Atiśa’s Lamp.12 Not only did he see in this framework a complete map of the entire path to enlightenment, but he also more importantly found in it a unique way to bring all key elements of the Buddhist teachings into a single integrated path, leading from the initial stage of turning one’s mind to the Dharma up to the attainment of full awakening of buddhahood. Thus, instead of viewing the framework primarily as presenting the paths of three different types of persons, Tsongkhapa understood it as presenting a graduated course to enlightenment from the perspective of a single practitioner whose ultimate aim is to attain buddhahood for the sake of all beings. On this understanding, the practices associated with the first two levels essentially become preliminaries for the practitioner whose aim is buddhahood. To underline this point, Tsongkhapa refers to the practices of the first two levels as “training the mind in the stages of the path shared with persons of lesser capacity” and “shared with persons of intermediate capacity.” Tsongkhapa thus uses Atiśa’s framework to underline the crucial importance of embracing a path that is nonerroneous, comprehensive in scope, and well structured in its sequence, with instructions on all key elements presented and with buddhahood as the ultimate aim. He invokes the analogy of how, in the context of successful treatment of an illness, simply having the right kind of medicine is not enough. It must also be comprehensive in its efficacy against the given illness, and it must be administered at the right time.13 In speaking of the significance of the three persons’ framework, Tsongkhapa writes:


There are two great benefits for guiding [trainees] by differentiating [the path] in terms of the three types of persons: it counters the arrogance of thinking one is a person of highest capacity even though the paths shared with the initial and intermediate capacities have not yet arisen; and it is most helpful to all — those of advanced, intermediate, and lesser mentalities.14


Briefly, here is the psychology behind Tsongkhapa’s use of Atiśa’s framework as a graduated training for a single person. As beings in samsara, our mind is deluded by ignorance at a fundamental level — by our instinctual tendency to grasp at things, including our own existence, based on an assumption of objective intrinsic existence. This very basic tendency manifests in various ways, giving rise to distorted perceptions of our own existence and reality and to habitual attachment, aversion, anger, jealousy, and so on. The imprints of such conditioning are so deep that only a systematic and methodical “deconditioning” could lead us to true freedom. Such a systematic approach begins with turning our mind away from attachment to the world and turning it toward a higher spiritual pursuit. Having turned our mind from the mundane, we need to train our mind through contemplations on, for instance, impermanence, no-self, and emptiness so that our mind can be freed from ignorance and the afflictions it induces. To this end, we need to engage in the threefold training: morality to establish a firm foundation in the application of mindfulness and meta-awareness, concentration to help refine our attentional capacity so we can focus our mind in a sustained manner, and wisdom to deepen our insight into the nature of reality.


In tandem with countering our deeply ingrained grasping, especially at selfhood, we also need to challenge our naïve perceptions and attitudes vis-à-vis self and others. Crucially this entails challenging our assumptions about the boundary between self and other and expanding our empathic concern so that we can genuinely view others’ suffering and needs as if they were our own. In other words, as practitioners on the path of enlightenment, we need to cultivate universal compassion — a genuine spontaneous wish to see the suffering of all beings alleviated — to the point that we spontaneously experience bodhicitta, a deeply altruistic wish to become a buddha for the sake of all beings. Once such an aspiration has arisen in us, such that it is ever-present and spontaneous, we then enact this intention by engaging in the bodhisattva practices, especially the six perfections. And it is this path of the six perfections, including especially the union of compassion and the wisdom realizing emptiness — the ultimate nature of reality — that leads to full awakening.


Throughout all these stages, especially on the paths of the intermediate and great capacities, the process of engaging in the path entails not just formal sitting meditation but also profound transformation of our very outlook (“mindsets” in contemporary psychology) through insights gained from ascertainment engendered through inquiry. To use scientific language, ascertainment and its continual reinforcement underlie the mechanism by which enduring change takes place in our mind. As such, the Buddhist path to enlightenment, especially as envisioned in Tsongkhapa’s lamrim, consists of both a “deconstructive process” of undoing various levels of attachment, grasping, and conditioning and a “constructive process” of cultivating qualities of compassion, altruistic intent, concentration, and wisdom. Even within undoing, the process is not confined to nonengagement, such as stopping certain thoughts; it involves active ascertainment of the truth, which then directly opposes the grasping mind. For example, in the context of selflessness, we cannot simply suspend grasping at selfhood; we need to actively ascertain the absence of selfhood.


This said, Tsongkhapa is not saying that everyone must start with the path of the lesser capacity; the point is that the realizations of the advanced levels presuppose that one has gained the realizations of the lower levels. For example, if you have already taken refuge in the Three Jewels and have laid a firm foundation of living a moral life, you can jump straight to the paths shared with the intermediate capacity and focus on such practices as developing genuine renunciation based on contemplation of the general and specific sufferings of cyclic existence. Similarly, if you have already developed genuine renunciation, you can jump directly to the path of the advanced capacity and focus on cultivating universal compassion and the awakening mind. For Tsongkhapa, what is important is that you engage in your practice on the basis of “having an understanding of the overall framework of the Buddha’s teaching” and “seeing the entire body of the path.”15 The image here is one of a spiritual traveler embarking on a journey with a clear map of where he is going; Tsongkhapa sees the lamrim framework of the paths of the three types of persons as offering exactly such a map.


Tsongkhapa’s most well-known lamrim text is, of course, his Great Treatise on the Stages of the Path to Enlightenment.16 Completed in 1402, the Great Treatise is best described as a grand synthesis of the sutra path, written primarily from the perspective of how to bring the essence of the entire path to buddhahood into the practice of a single trainee. Tsongkhapa identifies two key sources for the instructions presented in detail in his Great Treatise. He writes, “This instruction [of stages of the path] is, in general, that of the Ornament of Realizations composed by the revered Maitreya. In particular, the source text for this work is Atiśa’s Lamp on the Path to Enlightenment.”17




The Great Treatise is broadly divided into four parts, with a lengthy introductory section that grounds the instruction in Atiśa’s Lamp and then presents such preliminary topics as the importance of relying on a spiritual teacher and the need to appreciate the rare opportunity afforded by one’s human existence. The main part of the work is then divided into the paths of the three types of persons — those of the lesser capacity, intermediate capacity, and advanced capacity. In his Great Treatise, Tsongkhapa (1) brings the best of the oral teachings of the Tibetan Kadam tradition founded by Atiśa and his chief Tibetan disciple Dromtönpa, especially in the preliminary section to inspire immersion in Dharma practice, such as through appreciating the value of human existence and contemplation of death; (2) grounds the key practices in the great works of Indian Buddhist masters such as Śāntideva; (3) offers ways to engage with key topics through critical inquiry; and (4) presents clear instructions on how to bring contemplation of the key topics into your personal practice. In essence, Tsongkhapa fused all major transmission lineages of Tibetan lamrim teachings into a single integrated tradition, including composing the official supplication prayers to the lineage masters of the specific transmission strands of lamrim teaching.18


In 1415 Tsongkhapa prepared another more practice-oriented version of lamrim that came to be known as the Middle-Length Treatise on the Stages of the Path.19 Later, a short, forty-five verse text he had composed few years earlier, A Song of Experience (the first work featured in our volume), came to be referred to as the shortest in a collection of three lamrim texts by Tsongkhapa: the extensive, the middle-length, and the short. In addition, there is his Three Principal Elements of the Path (a fourteen-stanza work featured in our volume), which Tsongkhapa composed as a letter to Tsakho Ngawang Drakpa, one of his earliest students. Mention should also be made of three other short lamrim texts by Tsongkhapa: Foundations of All Excellences (in thirteen stanzas), Brief Presentation of the Stages of the Path (an instruction written at the request of one Könchok Tsultrim), and A Few Words on the Structure of the Path, an instruction for one Sherab Sangpo.


Numerous masters within Tsongkhapa’s Geluk tradition also composed works on lamrim, including especially producing “guidebooks,” structured as step-by-step practical instructions, on how to implement Tsongkhapa’s lamrim teachings within the context of a life’s practice. The tradition came to revere five such texts in particular, and adding these to Tsongkhapa’s extensive, middle-length, and short lamrims, the custom emerged to group these collectively as “the eight great guides on lamrim.” Those five are: (1) Gomchen Ngawang Drakpa’s (fifteenth century) Essence of All Excellent Discourses (chapter 3 in our volume), (2) Panchen Losang Chökyi Gyaltsen’s (1570–1662) Easy Path (chapter 4), (3) the Third Dalai Lama’s (1543–88) Essence of Refined Gold,20 (4) the Fifth Dalai Lama’s (1617–82) Words of Mañjuśrī (chapter 5), and (5) Panchen Losang Yeshé’s (1663–1737) Swift Path.


The first, Gomchen’s guide, is composed entirely in verse, and as explicitly stated in its subtitle, a key purpose of the text is to help “ascertain the ways to practice taught in [Tsongkhapa’s] Stages of the Path.”21 The text follows the structure of Tsongkhapa’s two lengthy lamrim works, especially the Middle-Length version, such that the seventeenth-century Geluk master Jamyang Shepa remarked that Gomchen’s verse text constitutes a condensed versified version of Tsongkhapa’s Middle-Length Stages of the Path.22 Composed in a lucid and fluid verse, the text lends itself to easy memorization, and a custom evolved of serious practitioners memorizing the text so they can chant the specific sections to themselves as they meditate on them. The author is most known as the second abbot of Dakpo Shedrup Ling Monastery, and as his title Gomchen (literally “great meditator”) suggests, he came to be revered as a great practitioner who devoted much of his later life to solitary retreat.23


The author of our next text, Panchen Losang Chökyi Gyaltsen (known also in its slightly abbreviated form Panchen Losang Chögyen) was a renowned figure in the history of Tibetan Buddhism, well beyond his role as tutor to the Fifth Dalai Lama. A great teacher, practitioner, and author, Panchen had so many remarkable disciples capable of stewarding the vast transmissions of teaching and practice he both inherited as well as engendered, he left a powerful legacy. Recognizing Panchen’s enduring contribution, the eighteenth-century author of Biographies of the Lineage Gurus of Lamrim, Yongzin Yeshé Gyaltsen writes:


Therefore, with respect to all aspects of Tsongkhapa’s tradition — whether in the domain of sutra or tantra — when it came to upholding and propagating the excellent tradition of precious Jé Tsongkhapa, this master, the most revered Losang Chökyi Gyaltsen, became equivalent to precious Jé Tsongkhapa himself, as if he had appeared once more.24


Panchen’s Easy Path shows how to meditate on specific topics in the lamrim, especially in formal sessions. Its title Easy Path (Bde lam) is meant to conjure the image of a road that has been engineered to make travel easy. Written in fluid language, the main substance of the text is the “contents of the specific contemplations” — guided meditations — the author wishes his reader to engage in. To bring out the immediacy of the text’s tone and voice, I have cast these contemplations as direct speech. From the text’s colophon, it is clear that the work was based on notes taken by a disciple at a teaching Panchen conducted and later edited by the master himself.25 An important feature of Panchen’s Easy Path is the explicit tantric elements it brings into lamrim practice. These include viewing the guru as Munīndra Vajradhara and visualizing the descent of nectars and light rays from the guru at specific points of the practice, especially following supplications. According to one source, this unique tantric-flavored lamrim instruction stemmed from an oral teaching Tokden received from Tsongkhapa.26 Panchen’s Easy Path gave rise to an entire subgenre of lamrim texts, such as his immediate successor Panchen Losang Yeshé’s Swift Path, Gungthang Tenpai Drönmé’s (1762–1823) Essence of the Supreme Path: Presentation of All the Meditation Topics of the Easy Path in Verse, Akhu Sherab Gyatso’s (1803–75) Oral Teachings on the Easy Path, and Shamar Gendun Tenzin’s (1852–1912) How to Engage in Guided Meditation on the Topics in the Easy Path.27


Our next text is the Fifth Dalai Lama’s (1617–82) Words of Mañjuśrī. Completed in 1658, the author states that he wrote the text in response to a request from a student, one Jampa Trinlé, who having received guided instruction on the lamrim from the author for a month and half, asked to have the practices written down. The author notes how, apart from a tradition that takes the Third Dalai Lama’s Essence of Refined Gold as the basis and supplementing it with selected passages from Tsongkhapa’s Great and the Middle-Length treatises, there did not appear to be a step-by-step guidebook on lamrim.28 This said, he does not appear to view his own Words as representing such a step-by-step guide; he sees it rather as a guide that also combines explanations of important sections, especially on the later part, the sections on tranquil abiding and insight. The Fifth Dalai Lama describes his work as “a treatise guiding the reader through the stages of the path to enlightenment.”


A notable feature of this text is its distinctive format. The Fifth Dalai Lama opens each topic with a general introduction, then offers a lucid presentation of the topic, followed sometimes with a brief analysis, and ends with a brief conclusion followed by “stanzas between sections” in the style of an interlude, what are called in the Indo-Tibetan tradition intermediary verses.29 These verses summarize the key points of the topic. In addition, the text is powerful in its use of vivid metaphors. The text is also unique in its identification of Jetsun Sherab Sengé, the founder of Segyü and Gyümé, as the source of its particular transmission of Tsongkhapa’s lamrim instruction.


I would like to draw special attention to three parts of the text. In the section on generating the awakening mind, the author offers one of the most succinct explanations I have come across of the psychology behind the steps in the traditional Tibetan training in universal compassion and its culmination in the arising of awakening mind. Next, the text’s presentation on the six perfections is also a gem on the topic, offering in few pages a clear understanding of each of these perfections. Finally, in the section on the perfection of wisdom, presented within the framework of cultivating insight into emptiness, the author addresses two critical questions: the authenticity or lack thereof of the approach of so-called nonmentation and how to maintain the right balance between discursive analysis and single-pointed resting, or placement, of the mind during formal sitting practice aimed at cultivating insight.30


Other notable lamrim texts by Geluk masters include:31


1.Chenga Lodrö Gyaltsen’s (1402–71) Summary Outlines of the Stages of the Path and Essence of Altruism: A Guide Text on the Stages of the Path, possibly the two earliest lamrim texts within the Geluk school after Tsongkhapa’s own texts


2.Ensa Losang Döndrup’s (1505–66) How to Practice the Essence of the Stages of the Path


3.Khedrup Sangyé Yeshé’s (1525–90) Source of All Attainments: Guidance on the Paths of the Three Types of Persons on the Basis of a Common Mahayana Guru Yoga


4.Panchen Losang Chökyi Gyaltsen’s Guide to the Stages of the Path in Verse and his commentary on Atiśa’s Lamp on the Path to Enlightenment entitled A Celebration Unlocking All Excellences


5.The Fifth Dalai Lama’s commentary on the Three Principal Elements of the Path entitled Treasury of Scripture and Reasoning


6.Changkya Ngawang Chöden’s (1642–1714) Instructions on the Stages of the Path in Verse: An Easy Path to Omniscience, a lengthy work of over two hundred folios


7.Jamyang Shepa Ngawang Tsöndrü’s (1648–1721) Oral Teachings of the Guru: How to Practice within an Easy Approach the Essence of Words of Mañjuśrī32




8.Panchen Losang Yeshé’s commentary on Tsongkhapa’s Three Principal Elements of the Path


9.Phurchok Ngawang Jampa’s (1682–1762) An Easy Approach to the Stages of the Path Revealing All Key Points


10.The so-called Southern Transmission of the Words of Mañjuśrī, a practical guide to the lamrim compiled by Gendun Jamyang (eighteenth century)33


11.Panchen Palden Yeshé’s (1738–80) Ambrosial Vase of Altruism: A Direct Guide to the Stages of the Path


12.Yeshé Tsöndrü’s (1761–1816) Essence of Dharma Nectar: How to Practice the Profound Instructions of the Stages of the Path by Relying on Verses


13.Chusang Yeshé Gyatso’s (1789–1856) Lamp Illuminating the Distilled Points of Lamrim Instruction Based on the Topical Outlines of the Great Treatise on the Stages of the Path


14.Shamar Gendun Tenzin’s How to Engage in Guided Meditation on the Topics in the Easy Path


15.Kalsang Tenzin Khedrup’s (nineteenth century) Summation of Precious Qualities: A Combined Explanation of the Easy Path, the Swift Path, and Words of Mañjuśrī


16.Drakar Losang Palden’s (1866–1928) Stages on the Path to Enlightenment: A Stream of Nectar Beneficial to All


17.Phabongkha Dechen Nyingpo’s (1878–1941) Liberation in the Palm of Your Hand34


18.Jikmé Damchö Gyatso’s (1898–1946) Nectar Essence of Excellent Discourses: Verse Instructions on Key Points of the Stages of the Path


In addition, three other texts deserve special recognition as important aids to studying Tsongkhapa’s Great Treatise. They are (1) the voluminous Four Interwoven Annotations on the Great Treatise on the Stages of the Path,35 (2) Yangchen Gawai Lodrö’s (1740–1827) Essential Glossary on Elucidating Key Terms of the Great Treatise on the Stages of the Path,36 and (3) Shamar Gendun Tenzin’s Memorandum on the Difficult Points of the Insight Section of the Great Treatise on the Stages of the Path.37 Although the practice of reading Tsongkhapa’s Great Treatise with annotations by later masters may have begun earlier, an established tradition of teaching Tsongkhapa’s text on the basis of the Four Interwoven Annotations appears to have begun with the great eighteenth-century master Yongzin Yeshé Gyaltsen.38 The text by Yangchen Gawai Lodrö is a highly useful aid to help elucidate the meaning of terms, especially the more archaic terms embedded in the sayings of the early Kadam masters that Tsongkhapa cites extensively in the first part of his Great Treatise. The third, Shamar’s text, is a much-cherished work that came to be embraced as a crucial aid to unlocking the difficult passages from the emptiness section.


The Practice of Guru Yoga


Guru yoga refers to a practice in Tibetan Buddhism that involves viewing one’s guru as indivisible in nature from one’s meditation deity — an enlightened being — honoring the guru with praises, offerings, and supplications, and seeking their blessings. In general, the topic of the guru, or lama, and how a trainee should relate to the guru is not confined to Vajrayāna practice. One finds legendary examples in the Mahayana sutras as well, including those of the bodhisattva Sadāprarudita and the bodhisattva Maṇibhadra, who, in their efforts to first search for their destined guru and then honor them with single-pointed dedication, incur great personal sacrifice. One finds also in works such as Maitreya’s Ornament of Mahayana Sutras specific qualifications for a teacher on the Mahayana path. This said, guru yoga in the Vajrayāna context entails deep devotion rooted in viewing the guru as a buddha that goes way beyond relating to him or her as the doorway to cultivating the buddhas’ enlightened deeds. Guru yoga requires the establishment of a special bond based on initiation in an empowerment ceremony, during which the guru is visualized as inseparable from the meditation deity whose mandala the trainee is being initiated into. The well-known explanatory tantra of Guhyasamāja tantra, Vajra Garland, contains an entire chapter on the relationship between the guru and the disciple, while Aśvaghoṣa’s Fifty Verses on the Guru outlines the key points pertaining to this important relationship.39 The devotional aspect of this relationship comes into particularly stark relief in the writings and hagiographies of the great adepts, or mahāsiddhas, such as Saraha, Lūipa, and Tilopa.


Although the term guru yoga does appear in the writings of some later Indian Buddhist authors (just barely),40 the more established term within the Indian Vajrayāna tradition appears to be guru cultivation ( guru sādhana, or bla bsgrub in Tibetan), with specific practices for cultivating the “outer,” “inner,” and “secret” aspects of the guru.41 In particular, Nāropa’s Cultivating the Guru contains most of the key elements one finds in a typical Tibetan guru-yoga practice, including outer, inner, and secret offerings and viewing the guru as indivisible from Vajradhara. Thus there is no doubt that the Tibetan tradition of guru yoga as a self-standing practice does have an Indian origin. However, the practice as an all-encompassing daily meditation, especially inviting the guru to enter one’s heart and fusing one’s mind with that of the guru, appears to be unique to Tibet. The flavor of this approach is beautifully captured in the following:


When alive, at the point of death, or in the intermediate state,


contemplating the guru within one’s heart


and fusing one’s mind indivisibly with that of the guru:


[to practice] this is the pith instruction.42


Guru yoga is popular in all Tibetan traditions, and one finds distinct guru yogas focused on deeply revered figures within specific lineages, such as for Jé Tsongkhapa in the Geluk tradition. In such a guru yoga, you as the trainee would view your root guru in the form of Tsongkhapa and as being, in nature, indivisible from the meditation deity. At the conclusion of the practice, you would draw the guru into your heart and request him or her to be constantly present and to grant blessings, as the following stanza succinctly captures:


O precious root guru, most glorious,


reside upon a lotus within my heart.


Sustain me with your great kindness, and grant me


the siddhis of your body, speech, and mind.43


Among the numerous guru yogas that emerged in the Geluk tradition, two acquired special status. They are the Hundreds of Gods of Tuṣita (Ganden Lhagyama) guru yoga composed by Dulnakpa Palden Sangpo (b. 1402) and Panchen Losang Chögyen’s Offering to the Guru (Lama Chöpa), both featured in our volume. Both guru yogas are recognized as oral transmissions stemming from Jé Tsongkhapa himself. The first comes from the Segyü (srad rgyud ) tradition, Segyü Monastery being the tantric college founded by Jetsun Sherab Sengé (1382–1445) in Tsang province in 1432 to uphold Tsongkhapa’s tantric traditions.44 The author of the Hundreds of Gods of Tuṣita guru yoga, Dulnakpa, was the second abbot of Segyü Monastery. Panchen’s Offering to the Guru belongs to the Ensa Oral Transmission (Ensa Nyengyü) tradition, closely associated with masters of an important Geluk hermitage called Ensa (also spelled Wensa, literally, “place of solitude”) established by Sönam Chokkyi Langpo (1439–1505) in Tsang province in the fifteenth century. Masters associated with this hermitage, especially three — Ensapa Losang Döndrup, Khedrup Sangyé Yeshé (1525–91), and Panchen Losang Chökyi Gyaltsen — played a crucial role in thematizing many of the oral traditions traced to Tsongkhapa through a special lineage that also includes Tokden Jampal Gyatso (1356–1428), Khedrup Jé, and Baso Chökyi Gyaltsen. This key oral transmission is taken up again below.


THE MIKTSEMA PRAYER


Though distinct, the Segyü and Ensa guru yogas share two key features: (1) they both take Tsongkhapa as their focus of meditation, and (2) they both employ recitation of the Miktsema prayer in the manner of a mantra to evoke blessings from Tsongkhapa. The Miktsema prayer derives its name from two key syllables — mik (from dmigs me, “objectless”) and tse (from rtse ba’i, “of compassion”) — from the first line of the following prayer:


You are Avalokiteśvara, great treasury of objectless compassion,


you are Mañjuśrī, embodiment of stainless wisdom,


you are Vajrapāṇi, destroyer of all dark forces,


you are the crown jewel among the learned of the Land of Snows.




I supplicate at your feet, O Tsongkhapa Losang Drakpa.45


This original version of Miktsema is known as the “five-lined Miktsema,” which is the standard version recited by every member of the Geluk tradition. When “You are Vajradhara, source of all attainments,” is added before the first line, it is known as the “six-lined Miktsema.” In addition, two more versions, both in nine lines, are known, respectively, as “the nine-lined Miktsema of the Segyü tradition” and “the nine-lined Miktsema of the Ensa tradition.” In that order, they are:


You are the blessed Teacher, the lord of the doctrine,


you are Vajradhara, lord of the sixth, pervading lord of all buddha families,


you are Avalokiteśvara, great treasury of objectless compassion,


you are Mañjuśrī, embodiment of stainless wisdom,


you are Vajrapāṇi, destroyer of all dark forces,


you are the crown jewel among the learned of the Land of Snows.


I supplicate at your feet, O Tsongkhapa Losang Drakpa.


May your body, speech, and mind enter into mine, and bless me.


O my guru, may I become just like you.


And:


You are sovereign sage Vajradhara, source of all attainments,


you are Avalokiteśvara, great treasury of objectless compassion,


you are Mañjuśrī, embodiment of stainless wisdom,


you are Vajrapāṇi, destroyer of all dark forces.


Losang Drakpa, you are the crown jewel among the learned of the Land of Snows.


To you, O guru buddha, embodiment of all refuge,


I respectfully supplicate with my three doors.


Bless me that I and others may become tamed and free,


and grant us attainments, both supreme and ordinary.46


These two guru yogas postdate Tsongkhapa, but the core practice of using the Miktsema prayer is found in two short guru-yoga instructions in Tsongkhapa’s collected works: one transmitted to Tokden Jampal Gyatso by the master on a one-to-one basis, and a second transmitted similarly to Khedrup Jé. There is also a third compiled by Baso Chökyi Gyaltsen on the basis of an oral teaching from his elder brother Khedrup Jé. The first text does not explicitly focus on Tsongkhapa but presents a visualization of the guru in the form of Mañjuśrī and then guides the practitioner through a detailed instruction on receiving the four empowerments (vase, secret, wisdom-gnosis, and word) in the form of a blessing.47 The two latter instructions take Tsongkhapa as their focus, viewing him as indivisible from Mañjuśrī, and use the Miktsema recitation as their primary medium for supplicating the master. In the instruction transmitted to Khedrup Jé, following recitation of the Miktsema in the manner of mantra repetition, these supplications are made:


O precious guru, bless me that my mind is turned to Dharma,


bless me that my Dharma practice meets with success,


bless me that no obstacles appear on my path,


bless me that all my distorted states of mind cease, and


bless me that all undistorted states of mind arise in my mind.48




The heart of the practice involves four sets of repetition of Miktsema correlated with receiving the four empowerments in the form of a blessing. To conclude this process, you imagine the master joyfully accepts your supplications, and then the guru enters your heart, which is in the shape of an eight-petaled lotus, and its petals close up and are wrapped around by golden letters of the Miktsema.49 In another text, an instruction on a Mañjuśrī meditation that combines his peaceful and wrathful aspects, Tsongkhapa presents explicit visualization practices aimed at specific objectives, such as enhancing intelligence associated with exposition, debate, and composition, cultivating deeper comprehension of the meaning of the scriptures, cultivating the perfect view of emptiness, cultivating great compassion, generating the awakening mind, and pursuing the practices of the completion stage.50 It is these instructions of Tsongkhapa that later Geluk masters such as Dulnakpa, Ensapa, and Panchen see as the source of their Miktsema-based guru yogas.


Miktsema can of course be chanted on its own, or in conjunction with chanting the Hundreds of Gods of Tuṣita guru yoga — which is what most Geluk practitioners do as part of their daily practice. Repetition of the Miktsema a hundred thousand times on the basis of guru-yoga practice within a retreat is also considered an important preliminary for serious meditators in the Geluk tradition.51 However, as can be seen in both Seventh Dalai Lama’s guide to the Hundreds of Gods of Tuṣita (chapter 6) as well as Gyalrong Tsultrim Nyima’s Letter of Final Testament Sent upon the Wind (chapter 8), a practice developed of correlating repeated recitation of the Miktsema with specific aspects of Mañjuśrī — outer, inner, and secret — as well as with threefold forms of intelligence, such as the triad of clear, swift, and penetrating intelligence and the intelligence associated with teaching, debate, and composition. Over time, Miktsema recitation came to be used also for rites of healing, longevity, dispelling obstacles, and even protecting crops.52 By the beginning of the eighteenth century, so much Miktsema literature had evolved that a large anthology entitled the Miktsema Cycle of Teachings (Dmigs brtse ma’i chos skor) was compiled by Jamyang Dewai Dorjé (a.k.a. Drupwang Jampal Gyatso, 1682–1741), a master associated with the famed Gephel Hermitage.53 This cycle was expanded by the noted Mongolian master Yeshé Döndrup Tenpai Gyaltsen (a.k.a. Thöyön Yeshé Döndrup, 1792–1855).54 In the second half of the nineteenth century, Yeshé Döndrup’s main disciple, Thöyön Jamyang Trinlé, expanded the cycle further, the resulting collection running to three volumes. Since then, the three-volume anthology has come to be known as the Miktsema Compendium (Dmigs brtse ma’i be’u bum). The standard version, as it stands today, was finalized by the Gomang abbot Khyenrab Tenpa Chöphel (1840–1907) toward the end of the nineteenth century.55


THE SEGYÜ TRANSMISSION LINEAGE


As noted above, Segyü Monastery and its counterpart in Central Tibet, Gyümé Monastery, were founded by Sherab Sengé to uphold Tsongkhapa’s tantric teachings. These monasteries, later joined by Gyütö, established formal studies of tantra, based on Tsongkhapa’s expositions of the root tantras of Guhyasamāja, Cakrasaṃvara, and Vajrabhairava and maintained many of the important rites associated with these and other meditation deities and protector deities. With respect to Tsongkhapa’s practice lineages, the Segyü tradition of transmission came to be known for its role as the custodian of what are called “the eight great instructional guides of Tsongkhapa.”56 They are the practical guides on:


1.The completion stage of Guhyasamāja (Five Stages on a Single Cushion)


2.The completion stage of Cakrasaṃvara according to Lūipa tradition (Sheaves of Attainments)


3.The completion stage of Cakrasaṃvara according to Ghaṇṭāpa tradition (Opening the Eyes to See the Hidden Meaning)


4.The yoga of Vajrabhairava (Stages of the Four Yogas)


5.Great Wheel Vajrapāṇi (Realization of the Great Wheel )


6.The completion stage of Kālacakra (Vajra Verses on the Six Yogas)


7.The Six Yogas of Nāropa (Endowed with Three Convictions)


8.The transference of consciousness (Opening the Golden Door)57


According to Thuken Chökyi Nyima, the Segyü lineage appears to also contain “many special instructions on the principal mantras on the generation and completion stages of the trio of Guhyasamāja, Cakrasaṃvara, and Vajrabhairava as well as a multitude of very profound sutra and mantra teachings, such as guidelines on the stages of the path to enlightenment.”58 Thuken also reports that three masters — Jamyang Shepa,59 Changkya Ngawang Chöden, and Thangsakpa Ngödrup Gyatso — made special concerted efforts to seek out the aging master at Segyü Monastery, Gyüchen Könchok Yarphel (b. 1602), and the latter conferred upon them the instructions of the Segyü tradition as if “pouring the entire content of one vase into another.”60 Clearly there are aspects of the Segyü tradition that are oral in nature; however, insofar as the tradition’s transmission of Tsongkhapa’s advanced tantric teachings is concerned, it appears that almost all the transmissions of the lineage are text based rather than drawn on oral teachings. In any case, thanks to the huge popularity of Dulnakpa’s Hundreds of Gods of Tuṣita, known also as “the guru yoga of the Segyü tradition,” the name Segyü became an indelible part of the Geluk practice lineage.


THE ENSA ORAL TRANSMISSION


Unlike its counterpart, the Segyü, the primary source for the Ensa Oral Transmission is, as indicated by its name, oral tradition. Oral transmission (nyengyü),61 as referring to a distinct genre of pith instruction, is not unique to the Geluk tradition. Interestingly, although Baso Chökyi Gyaltsen and Chenga Lodrö Gyaltsen do use the phrase in the sense we understand today, Tsongkhapa and Khedrup’s own preferred phrase seems to be shalshé (zhal shes, literally “learned from the mouth”).62 Also, while the Ensa Oral Transmission is part of the Ganden (or Geluk) Oral Transmission, the two are not identical.


Many of the instructions in the Ensa Oral Transmission trace their source not just to Tsongkhapa himself but to the revelations he received in his visions of Mañjuśrī. One such source is the Mañjuśrī Cycle of Teachings, an anthology of oral instructions Tsongkhapa received from Mañjuśrī with the mystic Umapa Pawo Dorjé acting as the medium.63 Beyond this anthology are several shorter pieces Tsongkhapa inscribed based on Mañjuśrī’s instructions, such as his (1) Guide to the View Equalizing Samsara and Nirvana, (2) Mañjuśrī’s Advice on Practice, an eighteen-line instruction Tsongkhapa received when he experienced a grand vision of Mañjuśrī at Gyasok Phu cave, and (3) a remarkable short teaching from Mañjuśrī on how to bring together all key elements of the path in a format that optimizes the impact on one’s practice in this lifetime.64 A further source of the transmission is the special guru-yoga teachings Tsongkhapa conferred upon Tokden Jampal Gyatso and Khedrup Jé on a one-to-one basis. Finally, there is the mysterious “emanated scripture,” which includes, in addition to pith instructions, a prophecy text that Ensapa refers to as the Secret Mirror of Prophecies.65 According to Ensapa, the prophecies contained in this text were revealed by Tsongkhapa and Mañjuśrī at the request of Tokden and “several celestial beings of good fortune” at Ganden.66


In any case, the Ensa Oral Transmission, at its core, is an unbroken lineage of mouth-to-ear transmission traced to Mañjuśrī via Tsongkhapa and passed on through a chain of teachers with special destiny: from Tsongkhapa to the mystic Tokden Jampal Gyatso and Tsongkhapa’s “singular heart disciple” Khedrup Jé; and from those two, especially the latter, to Baso Chökyi Gyaltsen. A key attribute of all these masters of the lineage is their perceived possession of the mysterious “emanated scripture,” with Baso passing it on to Mahāsiddha Dharmavajra (Chökyi Dorjé), and the latter to Ensapa. The last reports that when he received the transmission in its entirety, Dharmavajra instructed him not to share it with just anyone and emphasized the strictly sealed nature of the transmission.67


There is no doubt that it was thanks to Ensapa — the most famous master connected with the Ensa Hermitage — that the designation Ensa Oral Transmission, or Ensa Nyengyü, came to be coined.68 Ensapa is deeply revered in the Geluk tradition as someone who had attained buddhahood in his lifetime and is often referred to as Gyalwa Ensapa, “Conqueror Ensapa.”69 Living mostly at Ensa Hermitage, Ensapa devoted most of his time to meditative practice based on Tsongkhapa’s numerous oral teachings. At the heart of Tsongkhapa’s teaching, according to Ensapa, is the meditative practice rooted in guru yoga and focused on the threefold great bliss — great bliss of the ground (the nature of reality), great bliss of the path, and great bliss of the result.70 In addition to numerous guru-yoga texts, Ensapa’s writings contain experiential songs,71 a self-exhortation entitled Great Bliss Treasury, and instructional texts covering important themes from Tsongkhapa’s oral tradition like cutting off ( gcod ), guide to the view (lta khri), fourfold mindfulness guidance on tranquil abiding and insight, as well as a collection of sealed texts (bka’ rgya ma) containing material of highly esoteric nature, including extensive discourse from a mysterious prophecy text. That the master was self-consciously focused on Tsongkhapa’s oral transmission is evident from his own words. He writes:


Supreme son of Mañjuśrī, guru,


you who are hailed as Losang Drakpa — 


upholding the heart of your teaching, your oral transmission,


these days, it seems to be me alone.72


From Ensapa, the lineage of the Ensa Oral Transmission passed on in its entirety to Khedrup Sangyé Yeshé (1570–1662), who in turn was succeeded by Panchen Losang Chögyen as the principal custodian of the transmission.




Among the various transmissions of teaching belonging to the Ensa lineage, the following distinct genres of teachings are the most well known:


•Guru yoga as formalized in Panchen’s Offering to the Guru (chapter 7)


•Guide to the view


•Geden mahāmudrā, formalized in Panchen’s Highway of the Conquerors (chapter 9) and its autocommentary, A Lamp So Bright (chapter 11)


•Cutting Off teaching, especially in the form of the rite of offering one’s illusory body


•A transference of consciousness (’pho ba) practice based on Amitābha entitled Hero Embarking on a Campaign73


GURU YOGA OF THE ENSA TRADITION


Several features of the Ensa tradition of guru yoga command special attention. First, unlike its counterpart, the Hundreds of Gods of Tuṣita, the Ensa guru yoga, exemplified by Offering to the Guru, involves aspects of practice that belong to highest yoga tantra, especially generating yourself into an enlightened form and evoking, at least at the imaginative level, the gnosis of innate bliss and emptiness. Second, the practice includes a unique deity-yoga wherein three principal meditation deities — Cakrasaṃvara, Guhyasamāja, and Vajrabhairava — are practiced “in an integrated manner and not in isolation from each other.” Third, the guru is visualized as indivisible from the meditation deity in an approach known as the triple being — the commitment being, your guru in the form of Tsongkhapa; the gnosis being, Vajradhara at the heart of Guru Tsongkhapa; and the concentration being, a hūṃ syllable at the heart of that Vajradhara. Fourth, the guru yoga includes receiving the four empowerments in the form of a blessing preceded by fervent single-pointed supplication to the guru declaring him or her to be the embodiment of all refuges. Finally, in the Ensa guru yoga is found the method to practice the entirety of the paths of sutra and tantra on a single cushion by embracing guru yoga as the life force of one’s path. The practice of this kind of enhanced guru yoga became so extolled that embracing guru yoga as “the foundation of one’s path,” as “one’s heart practice,” and as “the life force of one’s path” became catchphrases in the Geluk tradition.74


Although several masters in the Ensa lineage composed guru yoga texts, especially Panchen’s two immediate predecessors — Ensapa himself and Khedrup Sangyé Yeshé75 — it is Panchen’s Offering to the Guru that became the standard guru yoga of the lineage. Part of the popularity of Panchen’s text is certainly owing to his gifts as a writer; however, the main reason lies in the text’s success at offering a practice manual that is comprehensive yet short, that is profound yet lucid, and that powerfully evokes the devotional spirit essential for guru yoga. For many practitioners in the Geluk tradition, Panchen’s text serves as the basic framework — à la sādhana (literally “method of cultivation”) — for one’s daily practice, including even a daily dose of mind training, or lojong. Given that the main features of the deity yoga embedded in the text were based on the Guhyasamāja sādhana, Phabongkha Dechen Nyingpo in the early twentieth century composed two adapted versions of Panchen text, relating the guru yoga formally to two other important meditation deities: Cakrasaṃvara and Vajrabhairava.76


Among the numerous guides on Panchen’s root text, Yongzin Yeshé Gyaltsen’s extensive commentary, A Treasure House of Instructions on the Oral Transmission — popularly known as the Great Guidebook on Offering to the Guru — came to enjoy the status of the standard guidebook.77 In addition, A Letter of Final Testament Sent upon the Wind (chapter 8) by Gyalrong Tsultrim Nyima — a jadrelwa (bya bral ba), literally a “do-nothing” hermit — came to attract much affection among Geluk practitioners of the Ensa Oral Transmission. The present Dalai Lama, for instance, states that he holds the text very dear to his heart.78 As will be discussed below, a unique feature of Gyalrong’s text is its formal presentation of how to use Panchen’s guru yoga as the “uncommon preliminary practice” for the “main practice” of mahāmudrā. Thus Gyalrong’s Letter of Final Testament is a guide to Geden mahāmudrā as well.


KEEPING THE GURU AT THE HEART


From the perspective of the individual practitioner, guru yoga in the Geluk tradition serves several powerful functions. It helps establish and sustain a deeply personal connection to Jé Tsongkhapa, by maintaining daily meditation on him and chanting the Miktsema prayer. By maintaining the awareness of one’s guru in the form of Tsongkhapa “ever present” within one’s heart, the practice offers a powerful method to sustain mindfulness so that one can bring both awareness and intention into everyday activities.79 Finally, it offers a structured practice that can transport one, through the force of devotion, to an inspired plane where one’s identity becomes fused with one’s guru, Jé Tsongkhapa, and the meditation deity. The following selected verses capture the devotional spirit, the personal and intimate nature of the relationship, the practitioner’s fervent yearning for connection, and what I have called “identity fusion”:


By the force of conqueror Tsongkhapa


being my supreme vehicle teacher through all my lives,


may I never be separated even for an instant


from the excellent path praised by the conquerors.80


And:


May the gnosis of innate great bliss arise in me,


may the stain of grasping at things as real be cleared away,


may the network of doubts in my mind be cut away, and


swiftly, may I come to be just like you.81


And:


Your divine body and my body, O Father,


your divine speech and my speech, O father,


your divine mind and my mind, O Father — 


bless me so they become indivisibly one in truth.82


Before I conclude this section on guru yoga, allow me to address briefly what might seem like a strange paradox at the heart of Tibetan guru-yoga practice. There is no denying that guru yoga (as well as lamrim) emphasizes the need to view one’s guru as a buddha, a fully enlightened being, and discourages the student from perceiving any faults in the guru. Yet insofar as the guru himself or herself is concerned, if they are just a human like any other, no amount of devotion on the part of the student is going to make the guru an actual buddha. In fact, if he or she starts to believe in the literal truth of the student’s perspective, this could lead to a tragic delusion, with potentially harmful consequences on both sides of the relationship. So what is going on here? Is there a way to retain the inspirational power, the intimacy of connection, and the identity fusion the practice offers without the danger of sliding into blind devotion and loss of rationality?


Here, we can take cues from the tradition itself. On the part of the trainee, as the tradition recommends, it would be helpful to be cognizant of at least the essentials of the qualifications recommended for a guru, especially in the Vajrayāna context. A well-known text even recommends a twelve-year period to examine whether the guru and the student are a fit for each other!83 At minimum, the student needs to perceive in the potential guru certain basic qualifications: a degree of inner peace, humility acquired through Dharma practice, personal integrity rooted in sound moral discipline, loving concern for the student, and a good command of the content to be transmitted. With respect to the first, Tsongkhapa remarks, “It has been said that those with no inner peace themselves have no basis for bringing inner peace to others.”84 As for humility, the Tibetan tradition explicitly adopts specific practices, such as the guru prostrating in front of the throne before he or she sits on it and immediately reciting a verse reminding oneself of the law of impermanence. Furthermore, the teacher is urged to contemplate, when his or her students prostrate to him, that they are paying homage not to his or her person but to what they represent — the teaching. And without loving concern for the student, frankly, someone shouldn’t even be in the business of teaching Dharma. The trainee may also want to keep in mind an insight from the tradition on what the definitive guru is that one is supposed to rely on ultimately: “Initially you rely on the human teacher as your guru; as you progress, you rely more on scripture as your guru; and finally, you rely on your own realization as your guru.”85 Even when relying on the human guru at the initial stage, if, as suggested by Tsongkhapa, one is able to do so on the basis of having an overview of the essence of the entire Buddhist teaching, the progressive levels of trust in the guru will come to unfold in an organic manner, leading to a rich relationship that will form the bedrock of one’s path. In the end, as the tradition instructs us, the definitive guru is found not outside but within. Thuken Chökyi Nyima captures this point:


Clear-light vajra mind, indivisible sphere and awareness,


you, the pervading lord, are my definitive guru.


With your kindness alone I hope to become free, so do not let me down.


Pray smile upon me and grant the feast of attainments.86


Geden Mahāmudrā


We now arrive at part 3 of our volume. Panchen’s root text on mahāmudrā, Highway of the Conquerors, along with its autocommentary, A Lamp So Bright, has been singularly responsible for the wide dissemination of a Geluk version of mahāmudrā practice. Thanks to Panchen being recognized as the main custodian of the Ensa Oral Transmission, Geden mahāmudrā, as formalized in Panchen’s text, also came to be embraced from its inception as belonging to the Ensa lineage.


In general, the term mahāmudrā, literally “the great seal,” is found extensively in Indian Buddhist tantric writings, often listed as one of four seals — the pledge seal (samayamudrā), action seal (karmamudrā), reality seal (dharmamudrā, alternatively listed as gnosis seal, jñānamudrā), and great seal (mahāmudrā) — with different meanings in varied contexts.87 This said, it is in the writings of the mahāsiddhas such as Saraha, Padmavajra, and Tilopa that we find special use of the term mahāmudrā and its close association with a host of other important terms: “the innate” (sahaja), “primordial nature,” “innate gnosis of bliss and emptiness,” realization of “the unborn, selfless nature of the mind,” and “union.” In these sources, the attainment of mahāmudrā is encouraged through a nonconceptual approach, through nonmentation (amanasikāra).


On the surface, the rhetoric in these writings, with their advocacy of abandonment of thought or any form of “contrived” meditation and their embracing of a nondual approach of relaxing into the luminous and blissful nature of the mind, seems dismissive of the “mainstream” Buddhist path, including tantric practices. The question arises of whether the mahāmudrā approach should be viewed as separate from Buddhist tantra. On this point, Sakya Paṇḍita (1182–1251) famously asserted:


For me, mahāmudrā is the self-arisen gnosis


that comes about through the gnosis


ensuing from the empowerments and


from the concentrations of the two stages.


Its realization, if one is skilled in tantric method,


can be attained in this very life.


Apart from such realization,


the Buddha taught no other mahāmudrā.


Those interested in mahāmudrā should cultivate it


in accord with the treatises on tantra.88


The Kagyü tradition, on the other hand, singles out mahāmudrā as a signature practice of the tradition alongside the Six Yogas of Nāropa. In Gampopa’s white panacea or “single-remedy” teaching, explicit especially in Lama Shang’s works,89 there are indeed passages that could be read as indicating that mahāmudrā alone is a complete path, that a nonconceptual approach alone could give rise to such an attainment, and that mahāmudrā could be taught and practiced outside the context of tantra.90


This brief background should suffice here as historical context for the emergence of Geden mahāmudrā. An excellent recent study has traced in depth the complex history of mahāmudrā in Tibet, especially its early history in the Kagyü tradition and Sakya Paṇḍita’s critiques, while at the same time providing a magisterial explanation of the place of Geluk mahāmudrā in this historical context.91 This study also offers a clear account of Geluk mahāmudrā’s similarities and differences with the Kagyü version. On the whole, the Geluk tradition resolves the debate by differentiating two kinds of mahāmudrā: sutra mahāmudrā and tantra mahāmudrā. Briefly, the first refers to realization of the nature of mind — its conventional nature in terms of vacuity, luminosity, and awareness and its ultimate nature, emptiness — within the cultivation of tranquil abiding and insight. In contrast, tantra mahāmudrā is the clear light of innate great-bliss mind that has arisen through the entry, abiding, and absorption of the winds inside the central channel.92 With respect to tantra mahāmudrā, Tsongkhapa writes that “the doha songs of the Great Brahman [Saraha] also present how, on the advanced levels of the path as described above, one takes to heart innate gnosis alone, shunning all other elaborations and sustaining it.”93


Once two types of mahāmudrā are distinguished, it then becomes possible to engage in mahāmudrā practice with no formal tantric empowerment. The Geluk tradition introduces an important nuance to the approach of nonmentation and nondiscursiveness in the context of sutra mahāmudrā. Various techniques offered in mahāmudrā instructions to calm our thoughts, our habitual and constant rumination, are deeply appreciated for their efficacy, such as the “six methods of resting the mind” (p. 662). Such techniques are especially germane to the cultivation of tranquil abiding. When cultivating insight into the nature of the mind, however, Gelukpa masters say that even in the context of sutra mahāmudrā, we must rely on inquiry, which is by nature discursive, for it is through analysis that we gain insight into emptiness of the mind. So while the ultimate aim is to arrive at a state totally free of thought — a truly nondual and nonconceptual realization of mind’s ultimate nature — disciplined application of thought in the form of analytical meditation remains essential, at least on the beginner’s stage. For masters of Geden mahāmudrā, lumping all thoughts together — habitual rumination on the one hand and disciplined applications of the mind on the other — and dismissing them equally belies a coarse understanding. Hence Changkya’s reassurance:


Since the innate nature can dawn through even contrived meditation,


you elder meditators need not be persistent.94


According to Geluk masters, what is required when it comes to insight is a balanced approach, where discursive analysis alternates with settled meditation that rests single-pointedly on the conclusion arrived at, namely the emptiness of the mind. In the tantric context, the emphasis on nonmentation and nondiscursivity are for advanced levels of realization, especially the arising of an innate gnosis wherein bliss and emptiness are fused indivisibly in a nondual way such that even the subtlest dualistic appearance has ceased. That state, given the subtle level of the mind employed, has no need for any discursive analysis; the mind’s absorption into emptiness itself gives rise to successful attainment of the union of tranquil abiding and insight.


The absence of any text by Tsongkhapa himself that explicitly differentiates sutra and tantra mahāmudrā does not mean there is no basis in his writing for such a distinction. We know from his biography that Tsongkhapa received Kagyü mahāmudrā teachings from Drakpa Jangchup (1356–85), the Phakdru Kagyü master, as well as Drigung Chökyi Gyalpo (1335–1407), the then Drigung Kagyü patriarch. And judging by Khedrup Jé’s Record of Teachings Received, Tsongkhapa appeared to have also taught what is known as the Fivefold Mahāmudrā to at least some disciples.95 Gungthang Tenpai Drönmé speaks also of Tsongkhapa teaching Gungru Gyaltsen Sangpo (1384–1450) both mahāmudrā and the standard “guide to the view” approach, leading to the emergence of the phrase “new” and “old” styles of meditation.96


One possible missing link in connecting Geden mahāmudrā to Tsongkhapa is the role of Tokden Jampal Gyatso (1356–1428), a senior disciple a year older than Tsongkhapa. Tokden served as an occasional medium for communication between his guru and Mañjuśrī. According to his biography written by Chenga Lodrö Gyaltsen (1402–72), Tokden appeared to have composed “a text on mahāmudrā, the innate union,” in which he had presented a guide that harmonizes the lamrim with the approach of all types of mahāmudrā instruction.97 Tokden maintained that, if one were to take the mind itself as the focus, then the practice of “resting one’s mind in the luminous and vivid mind itself and so forth is similar to the intention of the early mahāmudrā masters.”98 Lodrö Gyaltsen reports that Tokden would teach two distinct styles of cultivating tranquil abiding, one focused on the “object aspect” and another focused on the “subject aspect,” and had in fact composed an instructional text presenting these two styles of meditation. The second involves primarily the practice of resting one’s mind in a nondiscursive state simply aware of the mind’s luminous and awareness nature, along the lines typical of many Kagyü mahāmudrā instructions. Lodrö Gyaltsen then goes on to conclude that “this is a way to cultivate tranquil abiding that is easy to understand, easy to maintain, easy to engage with, and easy to practice; it also represents the great way of cultivating concentration taught in all the lineages.”99 Despite Tokden’s enthusiasm for and advocacy of this particular style of meditation, he too is clear that this practice of tranquil abiding focused on the subject aspect should not be confused with insight into the mind’s ultimate nature, emptiness, although when it is combined with analysis, it could lead to such a realization.


Chenga Lodrö Gyaltsen himself, a student of both Tsongkhapa and Tokden, authored a verse text entitled Mahāmudrā Illuminating the Essence. In this work, the author defends nonmentation or nondiscursive meditation on several grounds: (1) It is not that there is no meditative focus; it’s that it is defined by its approach of nondiscursive single-pointed resting.100 (2) Though devoid of discursivity, there is still alert mindfulness. (3) In nondiscursive meditation, there is indeed no exertion nor any form of ritual. (4) The scriptures state that it’s from nondiscursive and undistracted states of mind that all higher qualities of the mind flow. The author concludes with the following exhortation:


As nondiscursive concentration


has been hailed by all, both sutras and tantras,


and as it has been praised with a single voice


and embraced by the teachers of all practice lineages,


I would appeal to you thus:


“Pray, strive in this practice.”101


Two other prominent Geluk teachers prior to Panchen Losang Chögyen who wrote explicitly on mahāmudrā were Khedrup Norsang Gyatso (1423–1513), a famed authority on the Kālacakra tantra and Tibetan astro-science, and Panchen Sönam Drakpa, a student of the Second Dalai Lama and a tutor to the Third Dalai Lama. Panchen Losang Chögyen’s contemporary Khöntön Paljor Lhundrup (1561–1637), a tutor to the Fifth Dalai Lama, also wrote a work with mahāmudrā as an important focus. The works by the first two aim primarily to defend the mahāmudrā of the early Kagyü masters against critiques from Sakya Paṇḍita and others by demonstrating how the teaching accords with both sutra and especially tantra.102 Khöntön’s, on the other hand, seeks to demonstrate the convergence of the essential import of the three distinct Tibetan instructions — Middle Way View, Mahāmudrā, and the Great Perfection.103 But all three masters share three key points vis-à-vis mahāmudrā: (1) Nonmentation and nondiscursive meditation focused on the nature of mind is an excellent way to cultivate tranquil abiding. (2) Such a nondiscursive approach alone does not lead to the realization of mind’s ultimate nature — its emptiness — and attainment of insight; for this, discursive analysis is indispensable. (3) In the completion stage of tantra, when the entry of the winds into the central channel gives rise to innate bliss and the gnosis that is the union of bliss and emptiness has arisen, then the nondiscursive approach alone can lead to the attainment of insight on emptiness.


In tracing the source of Geluk mahāmudrā to Tsongkhapa more directly, Yongzin Yeshé Gyaltsen states that the master gave only indications of the presence of such a teaching. He points to two statements from Tsongkhapa that suggest the time was not right to compose a special instruction.104 Also, in the eighteen-lined instruction Tsongkhapa scribed after experiencing a vision of Mañjuśrī at Gyasok Phu cave, the key focus of mahāmudrā — meditating on the nature of the mind — is explicit right in its opening verse: “Without abiding anywhere, contemplate your mind as space-like.”105 Whatever the case, there was clearly a recognition by Ensapa’s time of a unique Geluk mahāmudrā traceable to Tsongkhapa, especially to his oral teaching. Thus Ensapa declares:


Not included in the path I have just outlined,


and not known at present in this Land of Snows,


there is the definitive instruction on mahāmudrā.


At this point though, I dare not commit it to writing.106


Shar Kalden Gyatso (1607–77), a disciple of Panchen, tells us that Panchen taught his mahāmudrā text liberally to his numerous meditator disciples, and speaks of how once, when the master taught mahāmudrā at Ganden Monastery, several among the attendees attained unique mental abiding and, as a result, later became great yogis.107 Speaking of the unique approach entailed in Geden mahāmudrā, especially as formalized in Panchen’s text, the Geluk master Changkya Rölpai Dorjé writes in the eighteenth century:


The instruction on mahāmudrā meditation presented in [Panchen’s] guide is neither common with the sutra system nor with any of the first three classes of tantra. This can be discerned from the fact that its preliminary is an uncommon guru yoga. In view of this, both the meditating subject and the method for cultivating tranquil abiding and insight diverge on important points from other guides to the Middle Way view.108


Thus, even though Geluk tradition accepts a sutra mahāmudrā that does not require tantric empowerment, full-fledged practice of mahāmudrā is understood to require such an empowerment, especially as its preliminary is the practice of guru yoga according to highest yoga tantra. Panchen himself recommends using his own Offering to the Guru as an uncommon preliminary.109 It appears that the tradition to teach Panchen’s mahāmudrā text with his guru yoga, Offering to the Guru, in a combined way began quite early, possibly during Panchen’s own time. Changkya Ngawang Chöden’s (1642–1714) short guide on Geden mahāmudrā, based on the instructions of his guru Gyüchen Könchok Gyaltsen (1612–87), presents the formal structure of how to combine the practices of mahāmudrā and Panchen’s guru yoga.110 This tradition was later widely disseminated by Yongzin Yeshé Gyaltsen. Gyalrong Tsultrim Nyima’s (nineteenth century) text in our volume presents the combined practice of these two instructions in detail.


Panchen’s mahāmudrā attracted an extensive secondary literature within the Geluk tradition in the form of formal expositions, summary points, notes from live teachings, and so on. The most well known among them include, in chronological order: Shar Kalden Gyatso’s Guidebook on Mahāmudrā, his Experiential Guide (chapter 12 in this volume), and his Quotations from Kalden Gyatso’s Ocean of Instructions on the Profound Teaching on Geden Mahāmudrā; Changkya Ngawang Chöden’s Guidebook on Mahāmudrā; Yongzin Yeshé Gyaltsen’s Bright Lamp of the Excellent Path of Oral Transmission; Gugé Yongzin Losang Tenzin’s (1748–1813) Storehouse of Attainments Both Common and Supreme; Gungthang’s Garland of Nectar Drops; Keutsang Jamyang Mönlam’s (1750–1814) Excellent and Completely Virtuous Path to Freedom; Ngulchu Dharmabhadra’s (1772–1851) Clearing Away All Delusion; Gyalrong’s Letter of Final Testament (chapter 8 in this volume); and Akhu Sherab Gyatso’s two texts on how to engage in a combined practice of Offering to the Guru and mahāmudrā.111 Of these, Yongzin Yeshé Gyaltsen’s extensive Bright Lamp guidebook on mahāmudrā came to be the standard exposition of Panchen’s mahāmudrā texts, and Yongzin also composed the Geden mahāmudrā dedication prayer.112


Guide to the View


As noted above, one of the key teachings from Tsongkhapa’s oral transmission is the “guide to the view” (lta khri, pronounced “tatri”). The instruction guides the trainee to the view of emptiness via a concise but structured approach. In one way, “guide to the view” can be understood broadly, with Geden mahāmudrā considered a subset within it. Alternately, the guide to the view instruction, especially as presented from the perspective of a beginner seeking an experiential understanding of view, can be considered a distinct approach of “seeking meditation on the basis of the view,” with Geden mahāmudrā the approach of “seeking the view on the basis of meditation” (Highway of the Conquerors, verse 13). This beginner’s approach is sometimes described also as “the way of sustaining the ascertainment” or as “the way to cultivate experience through study and reflection.”113 This beginner’s approach needs to be appreciated within the context of five distinct styles of emptiness meditation Tsongkhapa describes in his Vajra Lines on the View: (1) when cultivating experiential understanding of the view at the beginner’s stage, (2) when cultivating insight on emptiness based on a similitude tranquil abiding, (3) when cultivating insight on the basis of genuine tranquil abiding, (4) when one has gained direct realization of emptiness, and (5) when meditating on emptiness with the unique subject of Vajrayāna completion stage — namely, the gnosis of innate bliss and emptiness.114


Although the genre of guide to the view itself predates Tsongkhapa, his Geluk tradition is where it became most widespread. In general, Tsongkhapa’s approach to cultivating the view of emptiness is to emphasize study and practice based on the great Madhyamaka treatises — especially those by Nāgārjuna, Āryadeva, Buddhapālita, and Candrakīrti — rather than reliance on a pith practical instruction. That said, his collected works do contain several short guide to the view texts. To represent this aspect of Tsongkhapa’s oral transmission, our volume features a short text from Yongzin Yeshé Gyaltsen (chapter 13).115


The Geluk guide to the view instruction presupposes the practitioner has developed at least some intellectual understanding of emptiness according to Prāsaṅgika Madhyamaka. Most of the texts on the instruction trace their origin to Tsongkhapa through a unique lineage that includes three key disciples: Tokden, Khedrup, and Baso (as in the case of Ensa oral transmission). They all emphasize the need to engage in formal preliminary practice of guru yoga followed by main meditation framed in terms of the selflessness of the person and that of phenomena, each composed of space-like meditative equipoise and illusion-like post-equipoise. Some texts also recommend, as a preliminary, chanting the Supplicating the Lineage Gurus of the Near Transmission composed by Tsongkhapa.116 An alternative lineage, passing through Sherab Sengé, frames the instruction within a fourfold mindfulness — mindfulness of all beings as mothers, mindfulness of one’s gurus as buddhas, mindfulness of one’s body as a deity body, and mindfulness of appearances as devoid of intrinsic existence.117 Whichever of the two approaches one adopts, the actual meditation must be preceded by setting one’s intention and settling the mind, as instructed in the following: “Next, set a forceful intention that ‘I will observe how self appears to my innate sense of self.’ After this, relax your mind and rest it for a little while without focusing on anything specific. As you proceed in this way, your mind will come to settle down, allowing it to abide clear and vivid.”118


Geluk guide to the view is, first and foremost, a practice of self-inquiry where a refined attention allows the main part of your mind to experience the natural arising of a sense of self — even imagining, if necessary, a scenario where the thought “I am” arises in a pronounced manner, such as when you are unjustly accused or afraid — while a small part of your mind incisively observes how that sense of self arises. The crucial point here is that this observation of how you experience the sense of self is simultaneous with the arising of the sense of self itself, not a subsequent reflection after the fact. What is demanded here is a refined meta-awareness that, while having the power to observe, does not disturb your attention on the focal object, which is your sense of self.


Tsongkhapa tells us that when we meditate in this way, inquiring ever more deeply into how sense of self arises in us, we will come to appreciate that it is a challenging task indeed. The sense of self arises in us in all sorts of ways. Sometimes it feels as if the self is fused with our body and mind, and at other times the self seems to be distinct from our body and mind, underpinned by an assumption that something enduring has been part of our existence from the start. It takes time to get a good sense of how our innate sense of self appears to us; and even when we initially succeed in catching a glimpse, it is only fleeting. We need to ascertain, in a sustained manner through focused attention, how self appears to our innate sense of self — that is, our ordinary everyday experience of being a sentient creature. “If you have excellently realized the way your innate sense of ‘I am’ perceives self,” writes Tsongkhapa, “you have ascertained the object of negation. Then examine how such self is perceived and conceived in relation to mine — your aggregates and so on.”119


Once we have identified the self as perceived by our innate sense of “I am” and have examined its existence in terms of whether such a self is identical with or distinct from the aggregates, we then need to sustain the force of our ascertainment that no such self exists in reality. At that point, three factors converge: we have recognized the mode of perception of our innate sense of self, we have identified its mode of apprehension, and we have gained the ascertainment that there is no such self at all.120 Here, the important thing is that we ensure that in our meditation our mind rests single-pointedly on pure absence in the form of a categorical negation — that the self as perceived and conceived does not exist at all — as if the contemplating mind itself has assumed the form of this absence. Stressing this point about meditating on emptiness as if the mind is fused with it, Tsongkhapa on another occasion writes, “If you meditate on emptiness as something external, it would lead to a contemplation of something truly existing; therefore meditate by fusing it inseparably with your mind.”121


On the beginner’s stage, before you have attained stable and sustained attention, you need constant reinforcement to maintain the force of your ascertainment. At that time, your efforts should be focused on constantly renewing the ascertainment of that pure absence. However, as your capacity for sustained attention increases through the practice of tranquil abiding, you will be able to extend the periods of resting in the ascertainment, and thanks to the increased power of your mental stability, you will be able to apply subtle analysis in a sustained way. Finally, when you attain tranquil abiding, analysis itself will lead to stability, and stability will in turn support analysis, such that the two culminate into a union.


An important part of the practice is seizing the occasions offered by everyday life. First observing how your innate sense of self arises, especially in emotionally charged situations, you then view everything as illusion-like through the force of the ascertainment of emptiness you developed during formal meditation. Tsongkhapa speaks of bringing the awareness of this illusion-like character of phenomena through the power of experience gained in formal sitting and through the power of mindfulness and meta-awareness. Together, these reinforce the ascertainment that although self appears to possess intrinsic existence to your naïve sense of “I am,” not even an iota of such objective intrinsic status exists.122


To sum up, here is the ideal approach to cultivating the view of emptiness as proposed in Geluk “guide to the view” instructions. First, develop a basic intellectual understanding of emptiness according to the Prāsaṅgika Madhyamaka through personal study, teachings received from your guru, or a combination of both. Then, having received a transmission of a chosen text on guide to the view, engage in formal meditation. This meditation has the following elements: (1) preliminary guru yoga, especially supplicating the lineage gurus for blessing, (2) the main practice, and (3) the concluding practice of dedication. The main practice has two parts — space-like emptiness meditation in equipoise and cultivation of the illusion-like perspective in post-equipoise. In the first you ensure your meditation has four key points — identifying the object of negation, ascertaining the entailment, ascertaining the absence of identity, and ascertaining the absence of difference. In the second — the periods between formal sitting sessions — you take that awareness of emptiness and extend the perspective, viewing everything as illusion-like and continuing to reinforce the impact of the formal meditation by, for example, reading or chanting verses from songs on the view, such as these words of Seventh Dalai Lama, which evoke the experience of beginning to taste the view:


Just as clouds clear in the autumn sky,


all dualistic perceptions and experiences come to cease


in the sphere of the union of space and mind.


I, a yogi of unborn space, see this nature does not exist in any way;


its deception of appearances and existence — 


I see it all as a spectacle of grand illusion.


Through the joy of the union of appearance and emptiness,


I find certainty in the undeceiving truth of dependent arising.123


The Three Essential Points


The instruction known as the “three essential points” is, as noted above, associated with the Indian mystic Mitrayogi, who came to Tibet at the invitation of Trophu Lotsāwa Jampa Pal (1173–1236) at the end of the twelfth century. As such, it is neither part of the oral transmission stemming from Tsongkhapa nor unique to his Geluk tradition. This said, its dissemination within the Geluk lineage does pass through Tsongkhapa, with his student Khedrup receiving the transmission directly from the master.124 Khedrup also composed a lineage prayer tracing the transmission back to its origin in Mitrayogi. Several among Tsongkhapa’s immediate students composed texts on this instruction, including Baso Chökyi Gyaltsen and Bodhisattva Kunsang (1366–1444).125 As can be discerned from the two texts by Ngulchu Dharmabhadra featured in our volume, the instruction, a practice of Avalokiteśvara according to highest yoga tantra, correlates three distinct practices to the three stages of our existence: (1) for the present life, meditation on emptiness based on deity yoga, preceded by contemplating impermanence and suffering and cultivating the awakening mind, (2) for the moment of death, transference of consciousness, and (3) for the intermediate state, the mixings.


The root text of the instruction in five stanzas, though attributed to Mitrayogi, an Indian master, does not appear to have made its way into any of the editions of Tengyur. The Tengyur does contain, however, a short four-verse text possibly by the same Indian master bearing the title Heart Yoga (Yogasāra), which contains the second stanza with a slightly different fourth line.126 So, quite possibly, the earliest version of the root text we have is the one scribed by Trophu Lotsāwa and contained in the anthology known as Cycle of Pith Instructions of Dharma Master Trophu Lotsāwa Jampa Pal.127 This anthology contains, in addition to the root text, a summary outline of the text, a prose commentary, and an oral teaching on contemplating one’s mind as unborn. There appears to be some divergence of opinion as to whether the five-verse root text is entirely by Mitrayogi or whether some part of it is an addition by Trophu Lotsāwa. Changkya Ngawang Chöden states that Baso considers the entire text to be by the mystic himself, the Second Dalai Lama says the final stanza is by Trophu Lotsāwa, while Changkya’s own guru, the Fifth Dalai Lama, considers only the first stanza to be by the Indian mystic with the remainder added by Trophu Lotsāwa.128 Changkya’s text, in fact, offers a highly useful comparison of several key texts on the instruction, providing the reader a rich textured appreciation of it. By and large, Geluk masters, in their wish to ground the instruction within the framework of the overall path, subsume the Indian mystic’s instruction — especially the part pertaining to this life — within four main themes: (1) instruction on inspiring motivation, the condition; (2) instruction on cultivating the awakening mind, the cause; (3) instruction on supplicating the guru and meditation deity, the method; and (4) instruction on contemplating one’s mind as unborn, the actual practice.129


Among the texts on this special instruction authored by masters in the Geluk tradition, the most well-known ones are those by Baso Chökyi Gyaltsen, the Second Dalai Lama, the Third Dalai Lama, Panchen Losang Chögyen, the Fifth Dalai Lama, Changkya Ngawang Chöden, Panchen Losang Yeshé, Phurchok Ngawang Jampa, Yongzin Yeshé Gyaltsen, Könchok Jikmé Wangpo (1728–91), Trichen Tenpa Rabgyé (1759–1815), Ngulchu Dharmabhadra, and Kirti Losang Trinlé (1849–1904). As noted earlier, Khedrup Jé composed a prayer to the lineage gurus of this instruction, and this was later supplemented by Phurchok Ngawang Jampa and Yongzin Yeshé Gyaltsen, tracing the transmission lineage up to the mid-eighteenth century.


Undoubtedly, the huge popularity of the instruction in the Geluk tradition has to do with its being cast as a revelation conferred on Mitrayogi by none other than Avalokiteśvara, Tibet’s favorite meditation deity. Also the brevity of the root text and the simplicity of its framework offers a comprehensive way to practice the essence of what the Tibetan tradition calls the union of sutra and tantra. In fact, at least two of the well-known texts on the instruction — one by Ngulchu in eighteen verses (chapter 14 in this volume) and the other by Kirti Losang Trinlé — were composed in the style of a daily practice, in that they could be meditated on or chanted on a daily basis. In my introduction to the Tibetan edition of the volume, I observed that this instruction could be particularly appropriate for today’s Tibetan Buddhists, who feel that they just don’t have enough time for serious Dharma practice.


The eighth-century Indian Buddhist master Śāntarakṣita, who was instrumental in establishing Buddhism in Tibet, speaks of two distinct ways in which trainees might engage with Dharma practice. One is to enter the Dharma primarily by the force of faith and devotion, and the other is by way of the nature of reality (dharma).130 For the latter, understanding derived from study and critical reflection becomes key. Assuming that many contemporary readers of this volume in English will belong to the second category, I have labored in my introduction to offer extensive background on the four genres of instruction presented in this volume. My hope is that this appetizer of an introduction essay will whet the reader’s appetite for the real feast: direct engagement with the texts of the great masters of the tradition.
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Technical Note


THE TIBETAN TITLE of the volume translated here is Dpal dge ldan pa’i lam rim dang snyan brgyud kyi chos skor, which means The Glorious Gandenpas’ Dharma Teachings on the Stages of the Path and the Oral Transmission. This edition was prepared specifically for The Library of Tibetan Classics and its Tibetan equivalent, the Bod kyi gtsug lag gces btus. Bracketed numbers embedded in the text refer to page numbers in the critical and annotated Tibetan edition published in New Delhi in modern book format by the Institute of Tibetan Classics (2005, ISBN 978-81-89165-06-2) as volume 6 of the Bod kyi gtsug lag gces btus series. In preparing this translation, the Institute of Tibetan Classics edition served as the primary source, with reference also to other editions. The Tibetan titles of the texts translated in the present volume (followed by their page range in the Tibetan edition) are:


Lam rim gyi chos skor


1.Lam rim nyams mgur (3–7)


2.Lam gyi gtso bo rnam gsum (9–10)


3.Lam rim legs gsungs nying khu (11–74)


4.Lam rim bde lam (75–121)


5.Lam rim ’jam dpal zhal lung (123–273)


Zab lam bla ma’i rnal ’byor


6.Dga’ ldan lha brgya ma’i khrid yig (277–300)


7.Bla ma mchod pa’i cho ga (301–13)


8.Bla ma mchod pa’i khrid yig kha chems rlung bskur ma (315–494)


(Note: In the Tibetan volume two texts, the root text of mahāmudrā and the lineage guru prayer, have been listed under a single entry as Phyag chen rtsa ba dang brgyud ’debs. Here, however, we have listed the two texts separately as 9 and 10.)




Dge ldan phyag rgya chen po dang dbu ma’i lta khrid


9–10. Phyag chen rtsa ba dang brgyud ’debs (497–503)


11.Dge ldan bka’ srol phyag rgya chen po’i rtsa ba rgyas par bshad pa yang gsal sgron me (505–47)


12.Dge ldan bka’ brgyud phyag rgya chen po’i nyams ’khrid (549–62)


13.Lta ba’i gnad ston pa’i yig chung shin tu gsang ba dngos grub kun ’byung (563–70)


Snying po don gsum gyi nyams len


14.Snying po don gsum gyi ngag ’don (573–75)


15.Snying po don gsum gyi zin bris grub chen zhal lung gsal ba’i me long (577–94)


The titles of all texts referred to in the translation are rendered in English, regardless of whether translations of those texts have been published in English. Original Tibetan titles can be found in the bibliography. The conventions for phonetic transcription of Tibetan words are those developed by the Institute of Tibetan Classics and Wisdom Publications. These reflect approximately the pronunciation of words by a modern Central Tibetan; Tibetan speakers from Ladakh, Kham, or Amdo, not to mention Mongolians, might pronounce the words quite differently. A table of transliterated spellings of the Tibetan terms and names used in the book can be found after the translations. Sanskrit diacritics are used throughout, except for certain terms that have entered the English language — namely, Mahayana, mandala, sutra, samsara, and nirvana.


Pronunciation of Tibetan phonetics


ph and th are aspirated p and t, as in pet and tip.


ö is similar to the eu in the French seul.


ü is similar to the ü in the German füllen.


ai is similar to the e in bet.


é is similar to the e in prey.


Pronunciation of Sanskrit


Palatal ś and retroflex ṣ are similar to the English unvoiced sh.


c is an unaspirated ch similar to the ch in chill.


The vowel ṛ is similar to the American r in pretty.


ñ is somewhat similar to the nasalized ny in canyon.


ṅ is similar to the ng in sing or anger.
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1. A Song of Spiritual Experience


Essential Points of the Stages of the Path


TSONGKHAPA LOSANG DRAKPA


1


Your body is created from a billion perfect factors of goodness,


your speech fulfills the yearnings of countless sentient beings,


your mind perceives all objects of knowledge exactly as they are.


O chief of Śākya clan, I bow my head to you.


2


You’re the most excellent sons of such a peerless teacher,


you carry the burden of the enlightened activities of all conquerors,


and in countless realms you engage in ecstatic display of emanations.


O Maitreya and Mañjuśrī, I pay homage to you.


3


So difficult to fathom is the Mother of Conquerors;131


you who unravel its content as it is are the jewels of the world,


hailed with renown throughout the three realms.


O Nāgārjuna and Asaṅga, I pay homage to you.


4


Excellently stemming from these two great trailblazers


are the two paths of profound view and vast practice.


The custodian of this treasury of instructions, preserving all key points


of these paths without error, O Dīpaṃkara [Atiśa], I pay homage to you.


5


You are the eyes for seeing the myriad collections of scripture,


you are the supreme gateway for fortunate ones voyaging to liberation,




stirred by compassion you illuminate the most skillful approaches.


O spiritual teachers, respectfully, I pay homage to you.


6


This [instruction on the] stages of the path to enlightenment


flowed excellently in succession from Nāgārjuna and Asaṅga,


crown jewels of all the learned ones of this world.


Your banners of fame flutter vibrantly among sentient beings.


7


Among instructions, it is the most precious of all gems,


fulfilling all the wishes of beings without exception.


It is also the ocean of the most glorious well-uttered insights,


the confluence of a thousand rivers of excellent treatises.


8


It helps you see all teachings as free of contradiction,


it helps all scriptures dawn on you as personal instructions,


it helps you easily discover the enlightened intention of the conquerors,


and it helps protect you from the abyss of grave negative deeds.


9


Therefore this most excellent instruction, relied upon


by countless fortunate ones like the learned ones of India and Tibet,


this teaching on the stages of the path of persons of three capacities: [4]


what intelligent person would not be captivated by it?


10


This concise instruction that distills the essence of all scriptures — 


through reciting it or listening to it for even a single session,


you will definitely receive powerful waves of merit of


teaching and hearing the Dharma; so contemplate its meaning.


11–12


The root of creating well the auspicious conditions


for all the good things of this and future lives


is to rely properly, with effort in both thought and action,


on the sublime spiritual teacher who reveals the path.




Seeing this, never forsake him, even at the cost of your life,


and please him with the offering of following his advice.


I, a yogi, practiced in this manner;


you who aspire to liberation should do likewise.132


13–14


This life of leisure is far more precious than a wish-granting jewel;


finding such an existence happens just once.


Hard to find, and yet, like a flash of lightning, it easily vanishes.


Contemplating this, you must see all mundane pursuits


like empty grain husks floating on the wind,


and you must extract the essence of your human life.


I, a yogi, practiced in this manner;


you who aspire to liberation should do likewise.


15–16


There is no certainty you will elude birth in the lower realms after death;


protection from such terror lies in the Three Jewels alone.


Make firm therefore the practice of going for refuge,


and ensure that its precepts are never eroded.


This depends in turn on fully contemplating white and black karma


and their effects and on perfectly observing the ethical ideal.


I, a yogi, practiced in this manner;


you who aspire to liberation should do likewise.


17–18


Until you’ve obtained the form best suited to


the excellent path, you’ll fail to make great strides in your journey.


Strive therefore to create all the causes for such a form.


Your three doors, so sullied with negative karma and transgressions — 


it is especially vital to purify your karmic obscurations,


so prioritize constant application of the four powers.133


I, a yogi, practiced in this manner;


you who aspire to liberation should do likewise. [5]


19–20


Without striving to contemplate the ailment, the truth of suffering,


a genuine aspiration for liberation does not arise;




without contemplating the causal process of suffering’s origin,


the way to uproot cyclic existence is not understood.


Thus it’s vital to prioritize seeking renunciation through disenchantment


with cyclic existence and to recognize the links that chain you to samsara.


I, a yogi, practiced in this manner;


you who aspire to liberation should do likewise.


21–22


The awakening mind is the central beam of the supreme vehicle;


it’s the foundation and the support of all expansive deeds;


for the two accumulations,134 it is like a philosopher’s stone;


it’s a treasure mine of merit holding myriad virtues.


Recognizing these truths, heroic bodhisattvas uphold


the precious supreme mind as the heart of their life’s commitment.


I, a yogi, practiced in this manner;


you who aspire to liberation should do likewise.


23–24


Generosity is the wish-granting jewel that satisfies the wishes of beings;


it’s the best weapon to cut the knots of miserliness;


it’s a deed of the bodhisattva dauntless and giving birth to courage


and is the basis to proclaim renown throughout the ten directions.


Knowing this, learned ones seek the excellent path


of giving away entirely their body, wealth, and virtues.


I, a yogi, practiced in this manner;


you who aspire to liberation should do likewise.


25–26


Morality is the water that cleanses the stains of ill deeds,


the cooling moonlight soothing the burning agony of the afflictions.


It dignifies you amid people like the majestic Mount Meru;


it draws all beings to you with no display of power.


Knowing this, sublime ones guard, as they would their own eyes,


the perfect discipline they have adopted.


I, a yogi, practiced in this manner;


you who aspire to liberation should do likewise.




27–28


Forbearance is the supreme adornment of the powerful;


it’s the greatest bulwark against the torments of the afflictions.


Against its enemy, the serpent of hatred, it is the sky-cruising garuḍa;


against the weapon of harsh words, it’s the mightiest armor.


Knowing this, acquaint yourself with


the armor of excellent forbearance by every possible means.




I, a yogi, practiced in this manner;


you who aspire to liberation should do likewise.


29–30


When you don the armor of dauntless diligence,


knowledge of scripture and realization increases like the waxing moon. [6]


Your conduct comes to be imbued with noble purpose,


and whatever initiative you undertake succeeds.


Knowing this, bodhisattvas expend great waves of effort,


which helps to dispel all forms of laziness.


I, a yogi, practiced in this manner;


you who aspire to liberation should do likewise.


31–32


Meditative absorption is the king that reigns over the mind.


When at rest, it stands unwavering as the king of mountains;


when engaged it takes up all objects of virtue.


It induces the great bliss of a serviceable body and mind.


Knowing this, great accomplished yogis


ceaselessly apply concentrations, destroying the enemy distraction.


I, a yogi, practiced in this manner;


you who aspire to liberation should do likewise.


33–34


Wisdom is the eye that sees profound suchness,


the path destroying cyclic existence at its root.


It’s a treasury of higher qualities praised in all scriptures,


hailed as the supreme lamp for dispelling the darkness of delusion.


Knowing this, those who aspire to liberation strive


with myriad endeavors to cultivate this path of the wise.


I, a yogi, practiced in this manner;


you who aspire to liberation should do likewise.


35–37


The power to cut the root of cyclic existence is not found


in one-pointed meditative absorption alone,


and no amount of probing with wisdom divorced


from the path of tranquil abiding will stop the afflictions.


So saddling this wisdom decisively penetrating the true mode of being


astride the horse of unwavering tranquil abiding, and with


the sharp weapon of reasoning of the Middle Way free of extremes,


tear down all sites of objectification of the mind grasping at extremes.


With such expansive wisdom probing with precision,


enhance your intellect so it realizes true suchness.


I, a yogi, practiced in this manner;


you who aspire to liberation should do likewise.


38–39


What need is there to say that concentration is attained


through one-pointedness? But discriminative awareness


probing with precision can engender concentration too,


abiding utterly stable and unwavering in the true mode of being.


Wondrous are those who see this and strive


to unite tranquil abiding and insight.


I, a yogi, practiced in this manner;


you who aspire to liberation should do likewise.


40–41


The space-like emptiness of meditative equipoise


and the illusion-like emptiness of subsequent realization — 


praised are those who cultivate method and wisdom


by binding them together, journeying beyond the bodhisattva deeds.


Realizing this and not content with partial paths — 


this is indeed the way of the fortunate ones. [7]


I, a yogi, practiced in this manner;


you who aspire to liberation should do likewise.




42–43


Having thus correctly cultivated the shared paths


essential for the supreme paths of causal and resultant vehicles,


enter the great ocean of tantras


by relying on the counsel of learned guides.


Through applying their quintessential instructions,


make this human life you have obtained meaningful.


I, a yogi, practiced in this manner;


you who aspire to liberation should do likewise.


44–45


To cultivate familiarity in my own mind


and to also benefit fortunate others,


I’ve explained here in words easily understood


the complete path that pleases the conquerors.


Thus I pray: “Through this virtue may all beings


never be parted from the perfectly pure and excellent path.”


I, a yogi, prayed in this manner;


you who aspire to liberation should pray likewise.


This brief presentation of the practices of the stages of the path to enlightenment, written in the form of a memorandum, was composed by the well-read monk the renunciant Losang Drakpai Pal at the great mountain retreat of Geden Nampar Gyalwai Ling. [8]
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2. Three Principal Elements of the Path


TSONGKHAPA LOSANG DRAKPA


Homage to the most venerable gurus!


1


I shall explain here to the best of my ability


the essential points of all the scriptures of the Conqueror,


the path acclaimed by all excellent bodhisattvas,


the gateway for fortunate ones aspiring to liberation.


2


You who are not attached to the joys of cyclic existence,


who strive to make meaningful this life of leisure and opportunity,


and who place your trust in the path that pleases the conquerors — 


O fortunate ones, open your hearts and listen.


3


Without perfect renunciation you cannot pacify


your yearning for the pleasures and fruits of samsara’s ocean.


And the craving for existence keeps you thoroughly enchained,


so you should first seek true renunciation.


4


By contemplating often that such a human life is rarely found


and that you have no time to spare, preoccupation with this life will cease.


By contemplating over and over the truth of karma and samsaric suffering,


preoccupation with the next life will cease.




5


Having familiarized yourself in this way, when not even an instant


of admiration arises for the treasures of cyclic existence,


and when the thought that aspires to liberation arises both night and day,


at this point true renunciation has arisen.


6


Furthermore, if such renunciation is not sustained


by the perfect awakening mind, it will not become a condition


for the perfect bliss of unsurpassed enlightenment.


Therefore, intelligent ones, generate the supreme awakening mind.


7–8


Swept ever away by four powerful rivers,


bound tightly with fetters of karma most secure,


trapped in the iron mesh of self-grasping,


enveloped by the thick mists of ignorance:


they endlessly take birth within cyclic existence,


ceaselessly tormented by the three kinds of suffering.


Contemplating this condition of all your mothers,


you must generate the supreme awakening mind.


9


Without the wisdom realizing the ultimate nature,


though you gain familiarity with renunciation and the awakening mind, [10]


you will be unable to cut the root of cyclic existence.


So strive in the methods for realizing dependent origination.


10


When, with respect to all phenomena of samsara and nirvana,


you see that the laws of cause and effect never deceive,


and when you have dismantled every basis of objectification,


then you have entered the path that pleases the buddhas.




11


As long as the two understandings — 


of appearance, undeceiving dependent origination,


and of emptiness, the absence of all positions — remain separate,


then you have not realized the intent of the Sage.


12


However, if at some point, not in alternation but at once,


the instant you see that dependent origination is undeceiving,


this dismantles the entirety of the object of grasping at certitude,135


then your analysis of the view is complete.


13


Furthermore, when appearance dispels the extreme of existence


and when emptiness dispels the extreme of nonexistence,


and you understand how emptiness arises as cause and effect,


you will never be swayed by views grasping at extremes.


14


Once you have thus understood as they are


the key points of the three principal elements of the path,


O child, seek solitude and, enhancing your power of diligence,


swiftly accomplish your ultimate aim.


This advice was given by the monk Losang Drakpai Pal to Ngawang Drakpa, a member of the ruling family of the Tsakho region.136 [13]
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3. Essence of Excellent Discourses137



Well Ascertaining the Way to Practice Taught in the Stages of the Path to Enlightenment


GOMCHEN NGAWANG DRAKPA Translated by Rosemary Patton with Venerable Dagpo Rinpoché


Homage to the perfect gurus!138


1His excellent practice of the three trainings — [the teaching] both as scripture and realization — 


has given him the capacity to uphold the Buddha’s thought unerringly.


Relying on this great spiritual teacher,


I will practice the stages of the paths of sutra and tantra.


This explanation of the stages of the path to enlightenment has four sections:139 the greatness of the author, the greatness of the [lamrim] teaching, how to listen to and explain the teaching, and how students are progressively guided by the actual teaching. For the first, refer to other works.


THE GREATNESS OF THE [LAMRIM] TEACHING


This has four parts.


THE GREATNESS OF ALLOWING YOU TO REALIZE THAT ALL THE TEACHINGS ARE FREE OF CONTRADICTIONS


2	Understanding that everything taught in the three vehicles about what is to be rejected and realized


is a method for any given individual to achieve buddhahood,


either as a primary path or an auxiliary one,


is realizing that all the teachings are free of contradictions.




THE GREATNESS OF ALLOWING YOU TO RECOGNIZE ALL DISCOURSES AS PRACTICAL INSTRUCTIONS


3	By relying on precious personal instructions,


once you have ascertained the content of all the Buddha’s discourses


and become skilled in knowing which practices require analytical meditation and which require placement meditation,


you cease to reject the teaching, and the discourses dawn as practical instructions.


THE GREATNESS OF ALLOWING YOU TO EASILY MASTER THE BUDDHA’S PRINCIPLES


4	Although the great treatises are the finest instructions,


it is difficult for an untrained mind relying on them to master the Buddha’s intent,


or doing it requires much time and great effort,


while with this instruction you can easily realize it. [14]


THE GREATNESS OF AUTOMATICALLY AVOIDING VERY SERIOUS MISDEEDS


5	Thus, thanks to this instruction, you cease to forsake the excellent discourses — 


imagining some of the Buddha’s words to be obstacles


to attaining buddhahood and others to be methods conducive to it — 


and thereby automatically avoid grave misdeeds.


HOW TO LISTEN TO AND EXPLAIN THE TEACHING


This has three parts: how to listen to the teaching, how to explain the teaching, and the way to conclude common to both [teacher and student].


HOW TO LISTEN TO THE TEACHING


This has three parts: contemplating the benefits of listening to the teaching, serving and honoring the teaching and spiritual teachers, and how to actually listen.




CONTEMPLATING THE BENEFITS OF LISTENING TO THE TEACHING


6	“The mind of all those who hear it is filled with faith.


You delight [in spiritual practice] and are constant in it.


Your wisdom grows and your ignorance ceases.


Thus it is worth buying even with your own flesh.”140


SERVING AND HONORING THE TEACHING AND SPIRITUAL TEACHERS


7	“Listen to the teaching with complete faith and reverence,


free of pride and scorn for the teaching and the teachers;


cultivate respect for them — serving and honoring them and so on — 


and consider the spiritual teachers as you do the Buddha.”141


HOW TO ACTUALLY LISTEN


This has two parts: cultivating the six recognitions and removing three faults like a vessel’s.


CULTIVATING THE SIX RECOGNITIONS


8	Generate the recognitions: yourself as a patient, the spiritual teachers as physicians,


the Dharma as medicine, its steady practice as a treatment,


the tathāgatas as superior beings,


and [the wish for] the teaching to remain a long time.


REMOVING THREE FAULTS LIKE A VESSEL’S


9	Dispel the faults like a vessel that is overturned, pierced, or soiled.


Listen very well, and remember what you hear.


In brief, while mindful of all the causes of buddhahood’s attainment


and the benefits of hearing, take delight in listening.




HOW TO EXPLAIN THE TEACHING


This has four parts: contemplating the benefits of explaining the teaching, serving and honoring the Teacher and the teaching, [15] the attitude and behavior with which to teach, and differentiating whom to teach from whom not to teach.


CONTEMPLATING THE BENEFITS OF EXPLAINING THE TEACHING


10	While rejecting consideration for gain, honor, and the like, as well as afflictive thoughts142


and incorrect explanations, teach [as the Buddha] taught the sutras and so on,


and you will gain the countless benefits


disclosed in Invoking the Altruistic Resolve and Questions of the Householder Ugra.143


SERVING AND HONORING THE TEACHER AND THE TEACHING


11	When he taught the Mother of Conquerors, the Teacher prepared his own seat,


since for the buddhas the teaching is to be cherished.144


Recall therefore the good qualities and the kindness


of the teaching and the Teacher and generate reverence for them.


THE ATTITUDE AND BEHAVIOR WITH WHICH TO TEACH


This has two parts: attitude and behavior.


ATTITUDE


12Abstain from withholding information, bragging, weariness with teaching,


criticizing others, procrastination, and jealousy.


Cultivate love for your followers and maintain the five recognitions.145


See the virtue of teaching correctly as the means for your happiness.




BEHAVIOR


13Once you have prepared yourself well, washed, and so on,


sit on a throne and pronounce the profound dhāraṇī.


With a friendly demeanor, confident of the meanings and illustrations,


expound the excellent teaching using ample citations and reasoning.


DIFFERENTIATING WHOM TO TEACH FROM WHOM NOT TO TEACH


14	Having been so requested, teach those whose behavior, when they listen,


accords with the Vinaya; when you know that they are worthy recipients,


it is taught that exceptionally you may teach when unsolicited.


THE WAY TO CONCLUDE COMMON TO BOTH [TEACHER AND STUDENT]


Next, dedicate the virtue of teaching and listening to consummate enlightenment.


15	In this way, every time you teach or listen,


you will gain the innumerable benefits that are taught.


Cherish this important advice that ensures successful teaching and listening,


for it is the foremost instruction on the preliminaries. [16]


Relying on Spiritual Teachers


HOW STUDENTS ARE PROGRESSIVELY GUIDED BY THE ACTUAL TEACHING


This has two parts: how to rely on spiritual teachers, the root of the path, and while relying on them, how to progressively train your mind.


HOW TO RELY ON SPIRITUAL TEACHERS, THE ROOT OF THE PATH


This has two parts: a detailed explanation to ascertain [the topic] and a brief explanation for meditational purposes.




A DETAILED EXPLANATION TO ASCERTAIN [THE TOPIC]


This has six parts: the defining characteristics of the spiritual teachers on whom to rely, the defining characteristics of the students who rely on them, the way to rely on them, the benefits of relying on them, the disadvantages of not relying on them, and a summary of the above.


THE DEFINING CHARACTERISTICS OF THE SPIRITUAL TEACHERS ON WHOM TO RELY


16	Next, since practice of the actual teaching


and every single good quality in a student’s mind


depend on pleasing the excellent spiritual teachers,


knowing how to rely upon them is crucial from the start.


17	[Rely on those who] have broken in the mount of their mind by training in ethical discipline;


on those who through meditative concentration have made it serviceable with the reins of mindfulness and meta-awareness;146


on those who perceive profound suchness with the eye of wisdom,


have studied much, and whose good qualities surpass their students’.


18	Understanding suchness by citations and reasonings alone is also acceptable.


[Rely on those] who are proficient teachers skilled in guiding others in steps,


on those who have loving natures because their teachings are inspired by compassion,


and on those who have surmounted discouragement by teaching with diligence147 and constant delight.


19	Although the five — the three trainings, understanding suchness, and compassion — 


are key qualities, if they are difficult to find [in others] given the times,


follow those whose good qualities exceed their bad qualities.


Students are to rely on those possessing all these good qualities.




THE DEFINING CHARACTERISTICS OF THE STUDENTS WHO RELY ON THEM


20Rejecting bias, possessing intense aspiration,


having the intelligence to distinguish a path that is spiritual from one that is not,


paying close attention when listening to the teaching — 


ensure that you have these, for they are what characterize a [good] student. [17]


THE WAY TO RELY ON THEM


This has two parts: how to rely on them in thought and how to rely on them in deed.


HOW TO RELY ON THEM IN THOUGHT


This has two parts: cultivating faith, the root; and cultivating reverence for them by recalling their kindness.


CULTIVATING FAITH, THE ROOT


21	With great faith, focus on the spiritual teachers’ good qualities.


Do not consider their faults for even an instant,


for it will hinder your achievement of spiritual realizations.


If, out of carelessness, you do impute faults to them, confess it immediately.


CULTIVATING REVERENCE FOR THEM BY RECALLING THEIR KINDNESS


22	At this point, recall their kindnesses


and contemplate them while reciting them with a melody,


as taught in the Ten Dharmas and Adornment of Trees sutras.148


These are the ways to rely on spiritual teachers in thought.


HOW TO RELY ON THEM IN DEED


23	Please them [by offering them] your life, children, spouse, wealth, and retinue,




by bathing, massaging, wiping, and nursing them,


by never disobeying them, whatever they instruct you to do,


and most importantly by offering them your practice.


THE BENEFITS OF RELYING ON THEM


24	The benefits are pleasing the buddhas, being close to spiritual teachers,


not falling into unfortunate realms, becoming immune to karma and afflictions,


and by enhancing your good qualities, achieving your temporary


and ultimate goals, and as such, they surpass those of making offerings to buddhas.


THE DISADVANTAGES OF NOT RELYING ON THEM


25	If through ignorance you commit a breach of reliance on your spiritual teacher,


you will roast in the Relentless hell149 after death.


Good qualities will not arise in you, and those you have will decline.


[Meeting] bad companions and false teachers also incurs these disadvantages.


A SUMMARY OF THE ABOVE


26	In sum, if you sincerely wish to practice the Dharma,


rely long on teachers who guide you infallibly.


By understanding the benefits and disadvantages as you do so,


value your commitment to the gurus more than you do your life. [18]


A BRIEF EXPLANATION FOR MEDITATIONAL PURPOSES


This has two parts: how to actually meditate and why it is necessary to meditate using both meditative approaches.


HOW TO ACTUALLY MEDITATE


This has two parts: what to do in the actual meditation sessions and what to do between meditation sessions.




WHAT TO DO IN THE ACTUAL MEDITATION SESSIONS


This has three parts: the preliminary practices, the actual meditation, and the concluding practice.


THE PRELIMINARY PRACTICES


27	Next, in a clean place set up symbols of [the buddhas’] body, speech, and mind.


Arrange faultless offerings in an attractive way.


On a seat in the posture with crossed legs and straight back,


take refuge and generate the awakening mind, taking care to be sincere.


28	Visualize the merit field, with the guru as the main figure.


Perform the seven-limb practice that includes the key elements for accumulation and purification.


Of these, by five — homage, offerings, request, supplication, and rejoicing — 


you gather the accumulations; confession purifies obscurations; and joy increases [virtue].


29	Dedication ensures that the virtues of accumulation, purification, and increase


are never depleted. To summarize,


there are three — accumulation, purification, and increase — along with rendering [virtue] inexhaustible [by dedication].


Then, after a mandala [offering], make requests for your desired goals:


30	that all kinds of unmistaken thoughts — reverence for the spiritual teachers and so on — 


may arise in your mind, that external and internal


obstacles may ease, and so on.150 With intense aspiration,


be sure to supplicate again and again.


THE ACTUAL MEDITATION


This has two parts: how to meditate in general and how to meditate in the present context.




HOW TO MEDITATE IN GENERAL


31	To make your mind receptive to virtue,


be certain of the order and number of meditation topics,


and with neither excess nor want, be intent upon them while applying mindfulness and meta-awareness;


otherwise, the virtuous practices of a lifetime will be flawed.


HOW TO MEDITATE IN THE PRESENT CONTEXT


32	In this context, reflect on the advantages of relying on spiritual teachers and


on the disadvantages of not relying on them, and refrain from considering faults.


With faith that is conscious only of their good qualities,


generate and sustain heartfelt reverence by reflecting on their kindness.


THE CONCLUDING PRACTICE


33	At the end dedicate the virtue. Following this routine,


divide the day and night into four sessions and expend every effort.


Initially, do many short sessions, ending them on a good note. [19]


Once you have mastered these, you may meditate as you see fit.


[WHAT TO DO BETWEEN MEDITATION SESSIONS]


34	Between sessions, do not put the topics you are meditating


out of your mind but recall them again and again.


For their sake accumulate merit and purify your obscurations.151


Furthermore, restrain the doors of your senses and eat with moderation.


35	Strive in the yoga of no-sleep,152 and when you do sleep,


apply proper posture, mindfulness, meta-awareness, and the like.


The practice of the preliminaries, actual meditation, conclusion, and between sessions


is the same up to insight with the exception of the actual meditations.




WHY IT IS NECESSARY TO MEDITATE USING BOTH MEDITATIVE APPROACHES


36	Just as gold becomes malleable when heated and washed,


the practice of focusing on disgust and delight [respectively, for example]


for black and white karmas and their effects


with firm apprehension of the object and prolonged analytical meditation,


37	also renders feasible tranquil abiding153 and insight, whichever you desire.


Accordingly, to realize nonconceptual cognition,154 analytical meditation is best.


When working to achieve tranquil abiding,


excessive analysis is inappropriate and placement meditation required.


38	Consequently, both scholars and meditators — 


to ensure achieving tranquil abiding, faith in teachers, and so on — 


should train using both analytical and placement meditations.


Moreover, as laxity and excitation hinder mental stability,


39	vigorous clarity is ideal for dispelling laxity


and vigorous disgust for dispelling excitation,


as taught in numerous excellent and authoritative treatises.


Since they remove adverse conditions, do not think it wrong to apply them.


Human Existence with Leisure and Opportunity


WHILE RELYING ON [SPIRITUAL TEACHERS], HOW TO PROGRESSIVELY TRAIN YOUR MIND


This has two parts: urging to take full advantage of a [human] rebirth with leisure and the way to take full advantage of one.


URGING TO TAKE FULL ADVANTAGE OF A [HUMAN] REBIRTH WITH LEISURE


This has three parts: identifying leisure and opportunity, contemplating their great potential, and contemplating how difficult they are to attain.




IDENTIFYING LEISURE AND OPPORTUNITY


This has two parts: leisure and opportunity.


LEISURE


40	Being born in a remote land, with incomplete senses, wrong views, [20]


and in a place where the Buddha’s teaching is not found are the four human non-liberties.


Adding [rebirth as] a long-life god or in the three unfortunate realms, there are eight.


It is taught that averting these constitutes “leisure.”


OPPORTUNITY


This has two parts: personal opportunities and general opportunities.


PERSONAL OPPORTUNITIES


41	These are being [born] a human, in a central land, with complete senses;


not having committed an act of immediate retribution; and having faith in the three scriptural collections.


GENERAL OPPORTUNITIES


These are that a buddha has appeared, he has taught the Dharma, his teaching remains,


there are those who follow it, and there are those with compassion for others.


CONTEMPLATING THE GREAT POTENTIAL OF LEISURE AND OPPORTUNITY


42	Once you have attained a life with the ten opportunities,


to strive after this life’s concerns is to behave like an animal.


Only a rebirth as a man or woman on three continents


is a suitable basis for taking vows, not one in Uttarakuru.155




43	In most rebirths as a god of the higher realms or the desire realm,


it is not possible to achieve an ārya path for the first time.156


Having attained a human life with a powerful mind,


if you use it meaninglessly, you are like someone stupefied by magic.


44	Not only is it the basis needed to travel the Tathāgata’s path,


it is also the basis for creating the causes of a fortunate rebirth,


and those of wealth and entourage caused by generosity and so forth, and not any other.


For these reasons persistently contemplate its great potential.


CONTEMPLATING HOW DIFFICULT THEY ARE TO ATTAIN


45	Tending entirely to nonvirtue is the door to unfortunate realms.


Anger is the thief who plunders your virtue.


You who fail to purify past misdeeds and refrain from future ones


yet take your ease, think what kind of life awaits you!


46	Since achieving happiness depends on the Dharma, you must practice it.


Because you have spiritual teachers as well as leisure and opportunity, you can practice it.


If you do not do it now, it will be difficult to find leisure and opportunity in the future.


As your time of death is not set, practice it from this day forward.


47	Compared to an unfortunate birth, a fortunate one is nearly impossible to attain.


If ordinary fortunate rebirths are rare, consider how exceptional leisure and opportunity are.


In brief, identify the nature of leisure and opportunity,


and contemplate the difficulty of attaining them from the perspective of karma and its effects. [21]


THE WAY TO TAKE FULL ADVANTAGE OF LEISURE AND OPPORTUNITY


This has two parts: ascertaining the system of the spiritual path in general, and actually taking full advantage of them.




ASCERTAINING THE SYSTEM OF THE SPIRITUAL PATH IN GENERAL


This has two parts: the way all discourses are included in the paths of persons of three capacities, and the reason you are guided in steps along the paths of persons of three capacities.


THE WAY ALL DISCOURSES ARE INCLUDED IN THE PATHS OF PERSONS OF THREE CAPACITIES


48	Every spiritual path — the topic of all the [Buddha’s] discourses — 


is without doubt included in the paths of persons of three capacities,


for no discourse was ever given for any reason


other than to ensure the achievement of fortunate rebirths and definite goodness.


49	As the [three] stages lead respectively to the three: excellent fortunate rebirths and definite goodness,


the latter being twofold [and the second of which is] foremost, they are exhaustive.157


THE REASON YOU ARE GUIDED IN STEPS ALONG THE PATHS OF PERSONS OF THREE CAPACITIES


This has two parts: what it means to be guided along the paths of persons of three capacities, and the reasons why you are to be guided like this in that order.


WHAT IT MEANS TO BE GUIDED ALONG THE PATHS OF PERSONS OF THREE CAPACITIES


As for how to be guided, with some paths shared with persons of lesser and intermediate capacity


as preparations, you are led to the path of persons of great capacity.


THE REASONS WHY YOU ARE TO BE GUIDED LIKE THIS IN THAT ORDER


This has two parts: the actual reasons and the purpose.




THE ACTUAL REASONS


50	“The awakening mind is the central beam of the supreme vehicle.


For completing the two accumulations, it is like a philosopher’s stone.”158


All temporary and ultimate objectives without exception


are undoubtedly achieved by this supreme aspiration.


51	To realize the state of mind that carries such advantages,


you need to take profound delight in its benefits.


Since it is achieved by reflecting on the paths shared with persons of lesser and intermediate capacity,


be sure you contemplate them, and your achievement will be assured.


52	Its prime causes are love and compassion.


If, when you reflect on the way you are personally deprived of happiness


and tormented by suffering, you are not horrified,


how could you possibly find the suffering of others unbearable?


53	Thus you should reflect on how you are subjected to the unfortunate realms’ miseries


and deprived of happiness even in fortunate births, relating it to yourself personally


according to the teachings for persons of lesser and intermediate capacity,


and love and compassion will emerge for sentient beings, your friends.


54	Furthermore, as the accumulations and purifications of persons of lesser and intermediate capacity


are the means to prepare your mind for the awakening mind,


contemplate how the topics of persons of lesser and intermediate capacity [22]


are prerequisites to the path of persons of great capacity, and treasure their practice.




55	Having trained in this way, stabilize the awakening mind


by performing the aspirational bodhicitta ceremony and studying the precepts.


Then, when you feel you can bear the load of bodhisattva practice,


take the vow of engaging bodhicitta and guard yourself against root transgressions even at the cost of your life.


56	Refrain from lesser and intermediate transgressions, and restore [your vow] if it declines.


Train in the six perfections in general and in tranquil abiding in particular


to attain clairvoyance and special insight.


Once you have a decisive understanding of suchness, engage in tantra.


57	Furthermore, having understood the profound and vast paths


along with their order, definitive number, and association,


cease contenting yourself with an incomplete path for achieving buddhahood.


THE PURPOSE


58	If you ask, since the paths of persons of lesser and intermediate capacity


are prerequisites for the great, why speak of three,


it is to overcome the pretense of being a bodhisattva without having trained in them


and to benefit those of great, intermediate, and lesser capacities.


59	The need to generate the attitudes of persons of the three capacities in steps


is explained in the sutras and by the great trailblazers.159


A person of lesser capacity is not a suitable recipient of the supreme path,


but there is no harm in teaching the shared paths to persons of intermediate and great capacity.











THE PATH SHARED WITH PERSONS OF LESSER CAPACITY


Mindfulness of Death


ACTUALLY TAKING FULL ADVANTAGE [OF A LIFE WITH] LEISURE AND OPPORTUNITY


This has three parts: training the mind on the stages of the path shared with persons of lesser capacity, training the mind on the stages of the path shared with persons of intermediate capacity, and training the mind on the stages of the path of persons of great capacity.


TRAINING THE MIND ON THE STAGES OF THE PATH SHARED WITH PERSONS OF LESSER CAPACITY


This has three parts: the actual training in a lesser-capacity person’s attitude, the measure of having generated that attitude, and the elimination of false ideas regarding it.


THE ACTUAL TRAINING IN A LESSER-CAPACITY PERSON’S ATTITUDE


This has two parts: generating concern for future lives and relying on the methods for happiness in future lives.


GENERATING CONCERN FOR FUTURE LIVES


This has two parts: while reflecting on life’s brevity, cultivating mindfulness of death; and reflecting on how future lives will be: the joys and sufferings of the two kinds of rebirths.


WHILE REFLECTING ON LIFE’S BREVITY, CULTIVATING MINDFULNESS OF DEATH


This has four parts: the disadvantages of not cultivating mindfulness of death, the advantages of cultivating it, [23] what kind of mindfulness of death to produce, and the way to cultivate mindfulness of death.




THE DISADVANTAGES OF NOT CULTIVATING MINDFULNESS OF DEATH


60	By telling yourself every single day “I’ll not die today”


and thinking about this life alone, the mind’s vision declines,


virtue weakens, and the three doors are sullied by sin.


What could be worse than turning your back on the Dharma this way?


61	Therefore, from deep within your heart, be mindful of death


and see the vanity of attributing great importance to this life.


THE ADVANTAGES OF CULTIVATING IT


Maintaining that you will not die is the source of all woe.


Mindfulness of death is a treasure trove of all excellence.


62	In brief, now that you have the means to fulfill beings’ aims,


understand the drawbacks of postponing Dharma practice, of sleep and lethargy,


of idle talk, food and drink, distractions, and so forth,


and embed in your heart the uncertainty of your time of death.


WHAT KIND OF MINDFULNESS OF DEATH TO PRODUCE


63	Then, although you cannot actually halt death,


you should fear a death linked with sin.


The way of the wise is to eradicate the causes of unfortunate births


and produce those of fortunate births and definite goodness before dying.


THE WAY TO CULTIVATE MINDFULNESS OF DEATH


This has three parts: being mindful of death’s certainty, contemplating the uncertainty of the time of death, and contemplating that at the time of death nothing but the Dharma is of any use.




BEING MINDFUL OF DEATH’S CERTAINTY


This has three parts: thinking that the lord of death is sure to come and that nothing can repel him, thinking that life span cannot be extended and that it shortens unceasingly, and thinking about having to die before finding the time to practice the Dharma in this life.


THINKING THAT THE LORD OF DEATH IS SURE TO COME AND THAT NOTHING CAN REPEL HIM


64	For now, it is difficult to be fearless in the face of death.


“The three worlds’ impermanence is like autumn clouds;


[observing] beings’ birth and death is like watching scenes from a play;


beings’ lives pass like flashes of lightning in the sky


65	and are swiftly spent like water down a steep mountainside.”160


When thoroughly trained in the fact of impermanence,


there is not a single external phenomenon that does not reveal it.


THINKING THAT LIFE SPAN CANNOT BE EXTENDED AND THAT IT SHORTENS UNCEASINGLY


[24] Although still alive, you draw nearer to death every day:


66	“Heroic being! From the very night


you were first conceived in this world,


you have henceforth, every single day,


raced without pause toward the lord of death.”161


THINKING ABOUT HAVING TO DIE BEFORE FINDING THE TIME TO PRACTICE THE DHARMA IN THIS LIFE


67	When very old and very young, you do not think of the Dharma.


In between, given the time spent on food, drink, illness, and such,


even were you to live to a hundred, there would barely be time for the Dharma.


68	Although it is not certain whether you will live today or die,


the way of the wise is to maintain the latter.




If you assume the former, you will feel remorse when the time to die comes.


Since you have to die anyway, is it not best to be prepared for it?


CONTEMPLATING THE UNCERTAINTY OF THE TIME OF DEATH


This has three parts: thinking that your time of death is uncertain as the life span in Jambudvīpa is indeterminate,162 thinking that your time of death is uncertain as the body is extremely fragile, and thinking about the abundance of factors of death and the scarcity of those of life.


THINKING THAT YOUR TIME OF DEATH IS UNCERTAIN AS THE LIFE SPAN IN JAMBUDVīPA IS INDETERMINATE


69	The life span in Jambudvīpa is extremely uncertain.


THINKING THAT YOUR TIME OF DEATH IS UNCERTAIN AS THE BODY IS EXTREMELY FRAGILE


This fragile body carries innumerable factors of death.


THINKING ABOUT THE ABUNDANCE OF CAUSES OF DEATH AND THE SCARCITY OF THOSE OF LIFE


Although there are a few life-sustaining conditions, when they become factors of death,


you are sure to die, so take advantage of the Dharma!


CONTEMPLATING THAT AT THE TIME OF DEATH NOTHING BUT THE DHARMA IS OF ANY USE


70	In brief, [think], “As I will have to give up the good things of this life,


and they will also doubtlessly let me down,


I refuse to get caught up with my body, loved ones, and belongings,


and I resolve to practice the Dharma.”


71	For these reasons, do not belittle this instruction,


ignoring it and instead reaching up to high teachings beyond your grasp.




If you feel disheartened, thinking you will achieve nothing even though you meditate, [25]


make supplications [to the merit field] and bolster your courage.


REFLECTING ON THE WAY FUTURE LIVES WILL BE: THE JOYS AND SUFFERINGS OF THE TWO KINDS OF REBIRTHS


This has three parts: contemplating the sufferings of hell beings and contemplating the sufferings of hungry ghosts and animals.


CONTEMPLATING THE SUFFERINGS OF HELL BEINGS


72	Thus you will soon die; you have no time to stay.


At the time, you will not cease to exist, but depending on how your karma


propels you, you will take birth in one of two kinds of lives [fortunate and unfortunate].


If you fall into an unfortunate birth, the torments of heat and cold,


CONTEMPLATING THE SUFFERINGS OF HUNGRY GHOSTS AND ANIMALS [AND THEIR DURATION]


73	of emaciation from hunger and thirst, or of stupidity will be countless


and unbearable for [in a hell birth] as long as an intermediate eon.163


A human month being equivalent to a single day,


a hungry ghost’s long life is ten thousand of its own years.


74	Animals too may be tormented by suffering for as long as an eon.


If you cannot even bear the prick of a thorn,


ask yourself what will happen when you are faced with the unfortunate realms’ torments.


Refuge: The Gateway to the Buddha’s Teaching


RELYING ON THE METHODS FOR HAPPINESS IN FUTURE LIVES


This has two parts: (1) training in taking refuge, the excellent gateway to the teaching, and (2) developing the faith of conviction [in karma and its effects], the root of all happiness and goodness.




TRAINING IN TAKING REFUGE, THE EXCELLENT GATEWAY TO THE TEACHING


This has four parts: identifying the objects of refuge, what makes them worthy of refuge, what makes a refuge practice effective, and the precepts to observe once you have taken refuge.


IDENTIFYING THE OBJECTS OF REFUGE


75	When relying on methods for securing happiness in future lives,


those who seek liberation take as refuges


those who are entirely free of all faults


and possess all the various good qualities


as well as the Dharma and the ārya Sangha.


WHAT MAKES THEM WORTHY OF REFUGE


76	Worthy of refuge are those who are entirely free of all personal fears,


who are skilled in the methods to free others from their fears,


and who have compassion that embraces all. [26]


The Buddha has already provided the external conditions for refuge;


you must provide the internal ones: trust and firm regard for them as your refuge.


WHAT MAKES A REFUGE PRACTICE EFFECTIVE


77	If you ask what makes a refuge practice effective:


a beautiful body, splendid with the glory of all the signs and marks,


[speech] that with a single utterance answers all queries at once,


wisdom and compassion that fully encompass the sphere of knowable entities,


78	and activity that is spontaneous and ceaseless — 


these are in brief the Buddha’s good qualities.


In addition, the Dharma’s quality is to generate the above when contemplated.


The Sangha’s quality is to practice the teaching well.


79	Those who achieve within themselves all of the following:


in-depth knowledge of the Three Jewels’ specific qualities,




the view of the Buddha as the Teacher, the Dharma as the actual refuge, and the Sangha as companions,


and of our Teacher, his Dharma, and his Sangha


80	as faultless while the others are the opposite,


are considered by that to have an effective refuge practice.


THE PRECEPTS TO OBSERVE ONCE YOU HAVE TAKEN REFUGE


The proscriptive precepts are refraining from taking refuge in other deities,


refraining from the intention to harm or kill, and not frequenting tīrthikas.


81	The prescriptive precepts are making offerings, paying homage, cultivating faith, and so on


in relation to any likeness of the Tathāgata, even those made of wood;


feeling the same reverence that you have for the actual teachings and sanghas


for just a single line of the Dharma or an inch’s worth of yellow robes;


82	also being your own witness to forsaking irreverence


and cultivating unconditional reverence in relation to the Three Jewels;


knowing the difference between Buddhist and non-Buddhist teachers, teachings, and students;


while recollecting the Jewels’ kindness, sincerely endeavoring to make them offerings;


83	guiding sentient beings to the virtue of taking refuge;


and doing whatever activity you undertake only after putting your trust in the Jewels.


This is how to enter the Buddha’s teaching


and establish the basis for generating all vows.


84	Previously accumulated karmic obscurations are attenuated and spent.


If the merit of it were to materialize, space could not contain it.


You do not fall into unfortunate realms, and you are invulnerable


to human and nonhuman hindrances; you achieve all your goals




85	and quickly realize buddhahood. Therefore, six times over a day and night,


take refuge while recalling these benefits.


Whatever befalls you, never forsake refuge.


When it is a matter of life or death, if you consider abandoning it [27]


86	or espouse two different refuges, you break your commitment.


With a fear of cyclic existence


and an understanding of the Jewels’ ability to protect you from it,


refuge common [to all vehicles] consists in the attitude of putting your trust in them,


without ever abandoning them even in jest.


Karma and Its Effects


DEVELOPING THE FAITH OF CONVICTION [IN KARMA AND ITS EFFECTS], THE ROOT OF ALL HAPPINESS AND GOODNESS


This has three parts: contemplating karma and its effects in general, contemplating them in particular, and having contemplated them, how to turn from [nonvirtue] and to practice [virtue].


CONTEMPLATING KARMA AND ITS EFFECTS IN GENERAL


This has two parts: the actual contemplation of karma and its effects in general and contemplating the different kinds individually.


THE ACTUAL CONTEMPLATION OF KARMA AND ITS EFFECTS IN GENERAL


This has four parts: karma is certain, karma increases greatly, karma not accomplished is not experienced, and karma once accomplished does not dissipate.


KARMA IS CERTAIN


87	From general virtuous and nonvirtuous karmas


arise general happiness and suffering; specific instances of happiness and suffering


arise from subtle specific instances of each kind of karma.




KARMA INCREASES GREATLY


88	Minor virtues and sins produce [respectively] great happiness and suffering.


KARMA NOT ACCOMPLISHED IS NOT EXPERIENCED


Without accomplishing virtue and sin, it is impossible to experience happiness and suffering.


KARMA ONCE ACCOMPLISHED DOES NOT DISSIPATE


Karma you have accomplished does not dissipate;


you do not experience effects of what you have not accomplished; and karma is not exchanged like the giving and receiving [of gifts].164


CONTEMPLATING THE DIFFERENT KINDS INDIVIDUALLY


This has two parts: explaining the importance of the ten paths and establishing karma and its effects.


EXPLAINING THE IMPORTANCE OF THE TEN PATHS


89	Although all actions of the three doors are not included in the ten,


classifying them broadly as ten karmic paths has been taught.165


If you do not adopt so much as a single virtuous practice such as ethical discipline


and yet portray yourself a Mahayanist,


90	it is taught that in the eyes of the buddhas you are deceiving the whole world.


Thus those who guard their speech, control their minds well,


and abstain from committing physical nonvirtues


are those who are endeavoring to follow the Great Sage’s path. [28]


ESTABLISHING KARMA AND ITS EFFECTS


This has three parts: black karmic paths, white karmic paths, and an explanation of other categories of karma.




BLACK KARMIC PATHS


This has three parts: actual black karmic paths, their difference in terms of seriousness, and explaining their effects.


ACTUAL BLACK KARMIC PATHS


91	Here is the way to analyze all ten nonvirtues, killing and so on,


from the point of view of the basis, attitude, action, and completion.


The basis [of killing] is a sentient being other than yourself; the attitude


consists of identification, an affliction, and a motivation.


92	Identification has four possibilities — recognizing a being to be so-and-so and the rest.166


The affliction is any of the three mental poisons; the motivation is the wish to kill.


When the motivation is nonspecific, it is a sin regardless of mistaking the object.167


The action is to stab, poison, use black magic, and so forth,


93	either doing it yourself or having it done for you.


For the conclusion, it is taught that owing to your action


the being to be killed must die before you do.168


The principle of the nonspecific motivation also applies to the remaining nine paths.


94	The basis of theft is property owned by another.


Within the attitude, identification and the affliction are analogous to killing.


The motivation is the wish to deprive the owner of property not given to you.


The action is accomplished by either force or stealth,


95	by doing it yourself or having it done for you.


Moreover, concerning things left in your care, debts, and so on,


deceiving someone is in most cases equivalent to theft.


It is taught that it is concluded by the component that is the thought of ownership.


96	The bases of sexual misconduct are unsuitable sexual partners such as your mother,




unsuitable orifices such as the mouth, anus, and so forth,


unsuitable locations such as near a stupa, your teacher, and so on,


and unsuitable times — during pregnancy, when one-day vows have been taken, and the like.


97	Within the attitude, while identification must be unmistaken for sexual misconduct,


for sexual relations it is taught that it is the same whether it is mistaken or not.


The Treasury however gives a different explanation.169


The affliction may be any of the three mental poisons; the motivation


98	is the wish for sexual relations that constitute sexual misconduct.


The action is striving to that end.


It is [most often] concluded by contact between the two [genitals].


The bases for lying are the eight — what you saw and so on170 — and the interlocutor hearing you.


99	Within the attitude, identification is alteration of what you have seen


into what you have not seen, and so forth; for the affliction, it is as before.


The motivation is the wish to express the altered identification.


The action is speaking or concurring without speech,


100	for it is the same if you express yourself with gestures or other signals.


Whether spoken for your sake or another’s, it is still lying. [29]


For all three — lying, divisive speech, and cruel speech — 


it is taught that it will also be a karmic path when you have someone do it for you,


101	but the Vinaya states that you must speak yourself.


It is concluded when the other person understands what you say.


The three, lying and the rest, become idle talk when what you say is not understood.


The bases of divisive speech are compatible or incompatible sentient beings.


102	Within the attitude, identification and the affliction are the same as for lying.


The motivation is the wish to divide those who are compatible or to prevent reconciliation of those who are incompatible.




The action can be to speak truthfully or untruthfully, pleasantly or unpleasantly.


You can speak either for your sake or someone else’s.


103	It is concluded when the divisive words spoken have been understood.


The basis for cruel speech is a sentient being toward whom


you feel hostile; the first two components of the attitude are as above.


The motivation is the wish to speak cruelly.


104	The action is to speak unpleasantly,


either truthfully or untruthfully, about any shortcomings in


family line, body, ethical discipline, and so on.


It is concluded when your interlocutor has understood what you said.


105	For idle talk the basis is a meaningless topic.


Within the attitude there is identification of the chosen topic,


the affliction can be any of the three mental poisons, and the motivation is


the wish to engage in senseless and futile talk.


106	The action is to begin to speak idly.


It is maintained that it is concluded once you have spoken idly.


The basis of covetousness is another person’s wealth or property.


Within the attitude, identification consists of recognizing it as such.


107	The affliction is one of the three poisons, and the motivation is the desire for ownership.


The action is to pursue that thought.


It is concluded when, in relation to whatever it is, the wealth and so on,


the thought “May it be mine!” occurs.


108	The basis of ill will and the first two components of the attitude


are the same as those of cruel speech; the motivation is the wish to strike someone and so on,


the wish that someone’s belongings deteriorate, and the like.


The action is to reinforce that thought.


109	It is concluded by the decision to strike someone and so forth.


It is asserted that the basis of wrong views is something that exists.


Identification is recognizing the denial as true.




The affliction is any of the three poisons; the motivation is the wish to deny its existence.


110	The action is to pursue that thought


and undertake denying the existence of the four: causes, effects, agents, and existents.171


It is concluded when you are certain of your denial.


Mental karmas,172 being intentions, are karmas but not karmic paths.


111	The seven physical and verbal karmas are both karmas and karmic paths.


The three, covetousness and so forth, are karmic paths but not karmas. [30]


An action that an intention instigates is necessarily a karmic path.


THEIR DIFFERENCE IN TERMS OF SERIOUSNESS


This has two parts: the seriousness of the ten karmic paths and, in addition, a brief explanation of powerful karma.


THE SERIOUSNESS OF THE TEN KARMIC PATHS


112	For the seven physical and verbal karmas, the preceding ones are more serious than the succeeding.


For the three mental ones, the succeeding ones are more serious than the preceding.


Moreover, it is said that karmas motivated by intense forms of any of the three poisons


or done over a long period of time, habitually, or frequently are more serious.


113	It is taught that five factors: karmas generated continually, intensely,173 with no antidotes,


or in relation to bases possessing major good qualities — 


the latter being twofold: the knowledgeable and the beneficent — 


strengthen any virtues or nonvirtues that you do.174


IN ADDITION, A BRIEF EXPLANATION OF POWERFUL KARMA


This has four parts: powerful with respect to the field [of action], powerful with respect to the basis, powerful with respect to the object, and powerful with respect to attitude.




POWERFUL WITH RESPECT TO THE FIELD [OF ACTION]


114	In relation to the Three Jewels, gurus, worthy recipients of offerings,


your parents, and so on, whatever good or harm you do,


the [respective] merit or wrongdoing will be more powerful.


Stealing the property of the first two Jewels is redressed by returning it.


115	Taking the Sangha’s property is not cleansed until you experience the result.


Robbing the Sangha of its food source leads to rebirth in a great hell.


Stealing anything else from it leads to a rebirth in the darkness surrounding the Relentless hell.


Compared to angrily throwing all sentient beings of the ten directions


116	into a dark prison, it is worse to say of a bodhisattva,


“He’s evil. I never want to see him again!” and turn your back on him.


Compared to destroying as many stupas as there are grains of sand175 in the Ganges River,


it is taught that it is a far greater sin to have angry or malevolent thoughts


117	toward a bodhisattva or to speak unkindly to one.176


Compared to lovingly restoring the sight


of all sentient beings in the ten directions who have been blinded,


or releasing all prisoners and establishing them in the joy of the Brahmā realm,


118	it is taught that aspiring to the Great Vehicle, wanting to meet bodhisattvas,


or singing their praises generates far greater merit.


Compared to killing all sentient beings of Jambudvīpa or stealing their belongings,


it is graver to prevent someone from offering a bodhisattva a handful of food.


POWERFUL WITH RESPECT TO THE BASIS


119	Regret your past sins, guard yourself against future ones, do not conceal them,




and as an antidote to them, accomplish virtue — the sins of the wise are lighter.


Disregarding your sins and priding yourself on your knowledge is particularly serious. [31]


Compared to a lay bodhisattva’s offering to the buddhas


120	of butter lamps [with wicks] as tall as Mount Meru and as numerous


as the three realms’ beings, an ordained bodhisattva’s offering


of a single oil lamp to the buddhas is superior.


Following this logic, the practice of the path by those who possess vows


121	is far more potent than that of those who do not.


Compared to the sinful deeds committed unceasingly


over a hundred years by a householder involved in the ten nonvirtues,


it is more serious for a bhikṣu with faulty morality, wearing the victory banner of yellow robes,


122	to partake of offerings made by the faithful for a single day.


Thus it is taught that sins also become powerful with respect to the basis.


With a basis endowed with vows, depending on whether they are threefold, twofold,


or one-day vows, whatever good or evil done will be [proportionally] greater.


123	It is worse than eating blazing lumps of molten iron


for those of faulty morality not to refrain completely from the above-mentioned sin.


It is taught that compared to sins committed in relation to the Dharma,


the sinfulness of the ten nonvirtues is insignificant.


POWERFUL WITH RESPECT TO THE OBJECT


124	Among the different kinds of generosity, giving the teaching,


and among the different kinds of offerings, offering your practice of instructions — these are superior.


There are many other kinds of powerful karma with respect to the object.




POWERFUL WITH RESPECT TO ATTITUDE


It is taught that all that is done intensely and over long periods — 


125	virtues imbued with the thought to achieve omniscience


and misdeeds akin to angry or malevolent thoughts — 


constitute powerful karmas with respect to attitude.


The virtue of the three fundamentals does not counterbalance the sin of ill will.177


EXPLAINING THE EFFECTS OF BLACK KARMIC PATHS


This has three parts: maturation effects, effects concordant with the causes, and environmental effects.


MATURATION EFFECTS


126	It is taught that from a very grave act of killing up to very grave wrong views,


the maturation effect is rebirth as a hell being; for the ten of average gravity,


as a hungry ghost; and for the ten of lesser gravity, as an animal.


The Ten Grounds Sutra inverts the effects of those of average and lesser gravity.178


EFFECTS CONCORDANT WITH THE CAUSES


127	It is taught that for killing, the effect concordant with the cause is to have a short life.


For theft, it is to lack resources.


For engaging in sexual misconduct, it is the inability to keep a spouse.


For lying, it is to be subject to much slander; for divisive speech,


128	it is to be separated from loved ones; for speaking cruelly, [32]


it is to be told unpleasant things; for idle talk,


it is to have your words ignored; for the three mental nonvirtues,


it is to be subject to attachment, aversion, and ignorance, respectively.




ENVIRONMENTAL EFFECTS


129	It is taught that the environmental effect of killing is that in a future life,


food, drink, medicine, and fruits will not be sustaining.


Theft leads to droughts, floods, and poor crops;


sexual misconduct to a swampy, filthy, or repulsive environment;


130	lying to unproductive labor, whether in fields or on boats;


divisive speech to uneven terrain that makes travel difficult;


cruel speech to an abundance of logs, thorns, and stones;


idle talk to inferior tree fruit and to it ripening unseasonably;


131	covetousness to the decline of excellences daily, monthly, and yearly;


ill will to epidemics, obstacles, diseases, conflicts, and wars;


wrong views to a decline of the world’s best resources.


WHITE KARMIC PATHS


This has two parts: white karma and its effects.


WHITE KARMA


132	Now I will explain the white karmic paths.


In the present context, of the four — basis, attitude, action, and completion — 


the basis [of not killing] is another sentient being; as for the attitude,


it is the wish to refrain from killing owing to seeing its drawbacks.


133	The action is the intention to completely refrain from killing.


The completion is the physical karma of thoroughly accomplished abstention.


This is the virtue of abstaining from killing; apply these to the rest.


ITS EFFECTS


134	Among the ten virtues, the maturation effects of the three — those of lesser, average, and great [weight] — 


are, respectively, rebirth as a human, a desire-realm god, and a higher-realm god.




Their concordant and environmental effects are the opposite of those of the nonvirtues; apply them here.


AN EXPLANATION OF OTHER CATEGORIES OF KARMA


Although it is certain that virtuous karmas propel you into a happy rebirth


135	and nonvirtuous karmas propel you into a bad rebirth, it is taught that


their completing karmas are not necessarily the same, and that four possibilities exist.179


What is both accomplished intentionally and accumulated is karma whose effects must be experienced.


The opposite is karma whose effects are not certain to be experienced.


136	[The former] is karma accomplished intentionally either physically or verbally.


Excepting ten instances — what is done in dreams and so forth — 


accumulated karma is identified as most of the rest.180 [33]


Nonaccumulated karmas are the ten of what is done in dreams and so forth.


137	Karmas whose effects must be experienced are labeled from the perspective of when that occurs:


they are called “visible phenomena” when experienced in the very same life,


“karmas whose effects are experienced after rebirth” when experienced in the next life,


and “karmas experienced at another time” when experienced in the life after that or later.


These are the three categories.


CONTEMPLATING KARMA AND ITS EFFECTS IN PARTICULAR


This has three parts: the advantages of full fruitions, their functions, and the causes of full fruitions.




THE ADVANTAGES OF FULL FRUITIONS


138	With the advantages of full fruitions, their functions, and their causes,


you attain an excellent life basis that engenders omniscience.


They concern life span, complexion, lineage, influence,


trusted speech, [renown for] great power, male birth, and strength.


THEIR FUNCTIONS


139	A long life span ensures the accumulation of virtue; complexion — the ability to attract disciples;


good lineage — the application of your instructions; influence — drawing sentient beings;


trusted speech — gathering them by the four means; [renown for] great power — 


having what you do acknowledged and your instructions quickly heeded;


140	male births permit vast wisdom and fewer obstacles;


strength brings great enthusiasm and the quick attainment of supernormal powers.


THE CAUSES OF FULL FRUITIONS


The causes of full fruitions are [for long life and so on, respectively,] not harming sentient beings;


giving light — butter lamps and so forth — and new clothes;


141	overcoming pride; giving food, clothing, and so forth when requested;


habitually abstaining from the four verbal nonvirtues;


making aspirational prayers and honoring the gurus and the Three Jewels;


reflecting on the disadvantages of being a female and saving others from castration;


142	and helping in whatever way is suitable and providing food and drink.


If the eight have the three, the full fruitions will be excellent.


The three are pure attitude, pure practice, and pure field.


For pure attitude, there are two in relation to you:




143	dedicating to supreme enlightenment whatever virtuous causes you produce


and producing these causes from the depths of your heart.


On seeing those who comply with the teaching, refraining from rivalry and [instead] rejoicing


and, if you cannot do these, daily making the wish that you can [34]


144	are the two in relation to others.


For [pure] practice, there are also two: those that relate to you and to others.


The first is longstanding, intense, and uninterrupted [practice];


the second is inciting those who have yet to engage [in virtue] to do so,


145	to praise those who do for the purpose of gladdening them,


and to ensure that they continue and do not give up.


As for pure field, since both the attitude and the practice


yield an abundant and excellent harvest, they are called fields.


HAVING CONTEMPLATED THEM, HOW TO TURN FROM [NONVIRTUE] AND TO PRACTICE [VIRTUE]


This has two parts: a general explanation and, in particular, the way to purify yourself by means of the four powers.


A GENERAL EXPLANATION


146	Having learned about black and white karmas and their effects,


if you do not achieve uncontrived ascertainment of this topic of meditation,


when you meditate on emptiness, you will reject karma and its effects,


and whatever your practice, it is certain it will not please the buddhas.


147	The King of Meditations Sutra states:


“The moon and the stars may fall from their places,


mountains, cities, and the rest may crumble,


the space element itself may take on another form,


148	but you [Buddha] will never speak falsely.


Like magical illusions, bubbles, mirages, and lightning,


all phenomena resemble the moon’s reflection in water.


Sentient beings, children of Manu,181


149	who after death move on to another life, do not exist [truly] either,




yet the karma they accomplish does not vanish.182


White or black, it bears fruit accordingly.


This way of reasoning is excellent indeed;


150	though subtle and difficult to comprehend, it is what the Buddha perceives.”183


Furthermore, the Satyaka Chapter says:


“O king, do not kill.


Their life is what all sentient beings hold dearest.


151	Therefore those who wish to live long


should not contemplate killing even in the back of their mind.”184


According to this instruction, as concerns nonvirtues such as the ten,


forswear even so much as the intention to commit them.


152	As this system is very subtle and hidden,185


you need to apply discriminating intelligence to establish it with certainty. [35]


In this regard, do not display bravado as in a contest;186


instead, I ask you to examine your three doors daily and strive to be conscientious,


for it is taught that all that befalls us is the consequence of our actions.


IN PARTICULAR, THE WAY TO PURIFY YOURSELF BY MEANS OF THE FOUR POWERS


153	Correct your transgressions with the procedures specific to each of the three vows.


It is taught that the four powers are the best means to purify yourself of sin.


Strong and repeated regret about nonvirtues committed is the power of eradication.


Memorizing sutras, believing in emptiness,


154	reciting profound dhāraṇīs, making images of buddhas,


striving to present offerings to the Three Jewels, and reciting [the buddhas’] names:


these six and others constitute the [power of] engaging the antidotes.


Abstaining from faults and transgressions henceforth is the power of turning away from them.


155	Generating the awakening mind and refuge form the power of the support.




Regarding how sins are purified, it is taught that the suffering to be experienced


is shortened, reduced in intensity, or discontinued definitively,


or what would otherwise have been experienced severely in an unfortunate rebirth


156	occurs instead in the present life as just a minor illness.


The four powers even purify karmas whose effects are certain to be experienced.


Confession [without all four] weakens their capacity to produce maturation effects.


Although restoration is possible, it is best to avoid contamination in the first place.


THE MEASURE OF HAVING PRODUCED THE ATTITUDE OF A PERSON OF LESSER CAPACITY


157	Turning from concern for this life and feeling concerned mainly about future lives


is the measure of having produced the attitude of a person of lesser capacity.


THE ELIMINATION OF FALSE IDEAS REGARDING IT


Since with a fortunate rebirth you can achieve the supreme resultant qualities,


aspiring to one does not necessarily produce causes for samsara.187


The explanation ascertaining well the way to practice the path shared with persons of lesser capacity is complete.











THE PATH SHARED WITH PERSONS OF INTERMEDIATE CAPACITY


TRAINING THE MIND ON THE STAGES OF THE PATH SHARED WITH PERSONS OF INTERMEDIATE CAPACITY


This has four parts: the actual training in this attitude, the measure of having generated the attitude, eliminating false ideas regarding it, and establishing the nature of the path leading to liberation.


THE ACTUAL TRAINING IN THIS ATTITUDE


[36] This has two parts: identifying the aspiration to liberation and the method to generate it.


IDENTIFYING THE ASPIRATION TO LIBERATION


158	As humans and gods have not transcended the suffering of conditioned existence


and are certain to fall again into unfortunate rebirths, their end can only be grim.


Given this, you must train in the attitude shared with persons of intermediate capacity.


Liberation is complete freedom from what binds you to cyclic existence.


The desire to attain it is the aspiration to liberation.


THE METHOD TO GENERATE IT


This has two parts: contemplating the truth of suffering — the drawbacks of cyclic existence — and contemplating the origins — the process that propels you into cyclic existence.


CONTEMPLATING THE TRUTH OF SUFFERING — THE DRAWBACKS OF CYCLIC EXISTENCE


This has two parts: demonstrating the need to explain the truth of suffering first among the four truths and the actual meditation on suffering.




The Varieties of Suffering


DEMONSTRATING THE NEED TO EXPLAIN THE TRUTH OF SUFFERING FIRST AMONG THE FOUR TRUTHS


159	When reflecting on sufferings — the flaws of the appropriated aggregates — 


you will see their faults, and the wish to discard them will arise of its own accord.


Once you have thoroughly understood how you are tormented by misfortune,


you will strive earnestly at the method to overcome its causes.


160	When you see that you can overcome them, you will be determined to attain cessation,


in which case, you will accomplish the paths leading to cessation.


For that reason, the sequence of suffering, its origins, its cessation, and the path


is essential for practice and should be highly valued.


161	Regarding the shared topics of meditation explained in the path of persons of lesser capacity


and the specific topics explained in the present context,


once you have properly ascertained which require analytical meditation and which placement meditation,


cultivate them in an intense and prolonged mental state.


162	The good qualities of the three vehicles188 are accomplished by actual tranquil abiding and insight


or by states resembling them.


THE ACTUAL MEDITATION ON SUFFERING


This has two parts: contemplating the general sufferings of cyclic existence and contemplating the sufferings of specific states.


CONTEMPLATING THE GENERAL SUFFERINGS OF CYCLIC EXISTENCE


This has two parts: contemplating the eight sufferings and contemplating the six sufferings.




CONTEMPLATING THE EIGHT SUFFERINGS [37]


163	The suffering of birth has five aspects:


Birth is associated with pain and associated with dysfunctional tendencies.


It is the basis of suffering and the basis of afflictions as well.


It is suffering as it induces unwanted separation [at death].


164	The suffering of aging also has five aspects:


A good physique declines, strength wanes, and senses deteriorate.


The ability to enjoy things decreases, and life span degenerates.


Reflect on these sufferings


165	and on the five sufferings of illness:


those of physical change, increasing mental anguish and so on,


a lack of desire for attractive things, the obligation to undergo


unpleasant treatments against your wishes, and the loss of your life.


166	The suffering of death also has five aspects:


the loss of your body, belongings, dear relatives, and entourage,


and the unmitigated suffering of anxiety. Reflecting well


on how you undergo these, foster disenchantment.


167	Suffering arises from the mere encounter with people disliked,


from the apprehension of being harmed by them, the dread of their criticism,


the fear of dying horribly,


and terror at the thought of falling into an unfortunate realm after death.


168	The loss of what you care for has five aspects as well:


When separated from your loved ones and so on, sorrow fills your mind.


You lament and inflict bodily harm on yourself.


Missing them and longing for them, you grieve.


No longer able to enjoy their company, you mourn.


169	The suffering of not getting what you want despite seeking it


resembles the suffering of the loss of what you care for.




Though you strive after and pursue your goals,


you fail and, filled with despair, are despondent.


170	Appropriated aggregates lead to future suffering.


They are also the basis for the sufferings of illness, aging, and so on.


As for manifest suffering and the suffering of change, [38]


both occur in relation to dysfunctional tendencies.


171	As from the very moment [the appropriated aggregates] arise they are in the nature


of the suffering of conditioned existence, they are [by nature] suffering.


CONTEMPLATING THE SIX SUFFERINGS


The six sufferings are those of lacking certainty, lacking satisfaction,


abandoning your body repeatedly, being conceived repeatedly,


172	repeatedly changing status, and lacking companions.


These are condensed into three: the fact that nothing in samsara is reliable,


that samsaric pleasures indulged in never fully satisfy you,


and that you have been propelled like this since beginningless time.


173	The first, unreliability, has four aspects: of the body attained,


of harms and benefits received, of excellent resources, and of companions.


The second [dissatisfaction] is easy to understand; know that the third means


that there is no beginning to your series of lives.


CONTEMPLATING THE SUFFERINGS OF SPECIFIC STATES


174	Humans also undergo sufferings like those of the unfortunate realms.


Demigods are plagued by envy for the gods.


Desire-realm gods also suffer at [the prospect of] falling after their death,


from being cowed,189 torn to pieces, killed, and expelled.


175	As they have obscurations, higher-realm gods enjoy no freedom.


Although their meditative states are good, they will fall in the end.




Thoroughly reflect on these sufferings and others to induce disenchantment.


The Origins of Suffering


CONTEMPLATING THE ORIGINS — THE PROCESS THAT PROPELS YOU INTO CYCLIC EXISTENCE


This has three parts: how afflictions arise, how with them you accumulate karma, and how you die and are reborn.


HOW AFFLICTIONS ARISE


This has three parts: identifying afflictions, the sequence in which they arise, and the drawbacks of the afflictions.


IDENTIFYING AFFLICTIONS


176	If you put an end to the afflictions,


like seeds deprived of moisture, the seedlings of suffering will not grow,


despite your numerous karmas.


So become expert in applying the afflictions’ antidotes. [39]


177	Attachment clings to attractive things.


Anger is a harsh state of mind, an attitude of hostility toward its objects.


Pride is an inflated state of mind that involves a sense of superiority.


Ignorance is an afflicted unawareness of the truth, and so on.


178	Doubt is a state of mind divided between what exists and does not, what a thing is and is not.


The personal identity view190 is an afflicted form of wisdom that observes the self and so on.


Extreme views consider the self as perceived by the personal identity view


and apprehend it as either eternal or subject to annihilation.


179	Holding to the superiority of views is an afflicted form of discernment that observes




wrong views and the rest, along with their bases — the view holder’s aggregates — 


and regards them as superior. The view of the supremacy of ethics and conduct


is an afflicted form of discernment that maintains that these are paths to liberation.


180	Wrong views are afflicted forms of discernment that fall into denying what exists and affirming what does not.


I have explained these according to the general system of tenets.


THE SEQUENCE IN WHICH THEY ARISE


Those who maintain that ignorance and the personal identity view are distinct


say that the personal identity view that mistakes the aggregates for the self


181	arises from ignorance that is unclear regarding the aggregates’ mode of existence


and that the other afflictions arise from these.


Those who maintain that the two are one assert that the personal identity view


is the root of the afflictions; there are two schools of thought.191


THE DRAWBACKS OF THE AFFLICTIONS


182	They destroy you, destroy other sentient beings, and destroy your ethical discipline.


You lose confidence and receive fewer offerings; teachers and protectors admonish you.


You quarrel, lose your reputation, and are reborn in states lacking leisure.


As you lose both [the virtue] gained and that which you have yet to gain, you are despondent.


183	Reflect extensively and keenly on these drawbacks,


and whenever any root or secondary affliction arises, be aware of it.


Think, “One has come!” and prize countering it with the antidotes.




HOW WITH THEM YOU ACCUMULATE KARMA


This has two parts: identifying the karma that is accumulated and the way it is accumulated.


IDENTIFYING THE KARMA THAT IS ACCUMULATED


184	Karma as intention — mental karma — is the mental factor


that moves the mind concomitant to it toward an object.


The physical and verbal karmas that are motivated


by karma as intention are called intended karmas.192


185	Nonvirtuous karmas are nonmeritorious karmas, [40]


Meritorious karmas are virtues of the desire realm.


Immoveable karmas are said to be contaminated virtues


of the form and formless realms.


THE WAY IT IS ACCUMULATED


186	As āryas do not accumulate new karmas for projection into samsara,


all those who do accumulate it are ordinary beings, up to and including


the supreme dharma level of the Mahayana path of preparation.


HOW YOU DIE AND ARE REBORN


This has five parts: the factors of death, attitudes at death, where heat withdraws from, how after death you reach the intermediate state, and how from there you take birth in a new life.


THE FACTORS OF DEATH


187	The factors of death are the depletion of life span, the depletion of merit,


and the failure to avoid danger, regarding which the sutra mentions nine factors.193


ATTITUDES AT DEATH


At death, either of the two, virtuous or nonvirtuous states of mind,


may arise in your mind while coarse consciousness persists.




188	If you die in an ethically neutral state of mind,


neither of the two states of mind mentioned above occurs.


The virtuous have the impression of moving from darkness toward light,


and their death throes are less intense; for the sinful it is the opposite.


189	When the nonvirtuous die, various unpleasant forms


appear to them, and they are subjected to acute suffering.


Those whose actions were neutral experience neither pain nor joy at death.


It is taught that, except in the case of a rebirth as a god or hell being,


190	death throes are experienced for all birth scenarios.


When you die, between virtuous and nonvirtuous states of mind,


those that are most habitual for you will manifest; if both are equally habitual,


whatever thought occurs first will remain, and you will think of nothing else.


191	However, when the subtle consciousness comes into play,


both kinds of mental states cease and thoughts becomes neutral.


When dying, as long as various appearances remain clear to you,


attachment to self occurs owing to longstanding habit.


192	By the power of attachment to self, you think, “I will cease to exist”;


a feeling of attachment to your body emerges that generates the intermediate state.


Stream enterers and once returners do not yield to attachment to self.


No attachment to self occurs in nonreturners.


WHERE HEAT WITHDRAWS FROM


193	For the virtuous and the sinful, respectively, heat withdraws first [41]


from the lower and upper body; consciousness leaves from the heart.


Initially, at birth, [consciousness] enters the blood and semen in [what becomes] the heart’s center,


from where it also departs in the end at death.




HOW AFTER DEATH YOU REACH THE INTERMEDIATE STATE


194	Like the tipping of a scale, you enter the intermediate state the moment you die.


You are born in it with complete senses, your body’s shape like that of your future rebirth,


which it is stated both may and may not be redirected.194


Fellow intermediate-state beings and those with pure divine sight


195	see intermediate-state beings, who perceive their next place of birth.


The virtuous and the sinful in the intermediate state


see light and darkness respectively.


The Entry into the Womb Sutra195 says that [their color] is like that of


a [burnt] log, smoke, water, and gold, respectively,


196	for [rebirth as a] hell being, animal, hungry ghost, and desire-realm god,196


and that the intermediate-state being is white for [future] form-realm beings.


There is no intermediate state in the case of rebirth in the formless realm.


In the intermediate state for a god rebirth you ascend, while for a human one you move forward.


197	In the intermediate state for rebirth as a wrongdoer, you advance with your head lowered.


As for life span, the maximum duration is seven days.


If you find your place of rebirth [in the interim], the duration is not certain; if not found after seven days,


you change bodies; it is possible to remain [in the intermediate state like this] up to seven weeks.


198	As an intermediate-state being’s seeds may be altered,


someone in the intermediate state of a god may be born in another state,



OEBPS/half.html






[image: images]








OEBPS/images/vi_img01.jpg
AQ@"J





OEBPS/images/title.jpg
THE LIBRARY OF TIBETAN CLASSICS o VOLUME 6
Thupten Jinpa, General Editor

STAGES OF THE PATH
dll(l/l?l’
ORAL TRANSMISSION

Selected Teachings of the Geluk School

Translated by Thupten Jinpa
and Rosemary Patcon with Dagpo Rinpoché

in association with the Institute of Tibetan Classics





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
HTHE LIBRARY OF TIBETAN CLASSleLLII

STAGES OF TIHIE PATIS

AND THE

ORAL TRANSMISSION

Selected Teachings of the Geluk School

Translated by Thupten Jinpa

[EhR1E"

g

5
AJ'D'—I%LJ







OEBPS/images/41_img01.jpg
PART 1
The Stages of the Path





OEBPS/images/img.jpg







