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Our true spiritual friends are the positive potentials in our mind, which will never never disappoint us and never desert us. Similarly, the generous and personal meditations offered in this book help us to develop these potentials and thus are true friends to whom we can always turn. Likewise, the Sangha, as the ordained followers of the Buddha upon whom the continuity of the Buddha’s teachings depend, are spiritual friends who encourage us and inspire us to transform our minds.


This unique book–the first from the International Mahayana Institute–contains meditations written by eighteen nuns and monks of the IMI Sangha as well as an autobiographical essay from each in which these nuns and monks share how they came to the ordained life.


“The contributors have not just copied words from the texts but have meditated extensively upon the topics about which they write. Furthermore, they have not only visualized these meditations but have also tried as hard as they can to integrate the meaning of the words into their lives. This meditation book will prove useful to many readers.”


–Lama Zopa Rinpoche, from the foreword
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Foreword


THIS MEDITATION BOOK has been compiled by eighteen monks and nuns of the International Mahayana Institute who have been living in ordination for many years, mostly in the Western supermarket of desire. It will prove useful to many readers, both old and new, because the contributors have not just copied the words from the texts, but have meditated extensively upon the topics about which they write. Furthermore, they have not only visualized these meditations but have also tried as hard as they can to integrate the meaning of the words into their lives. Therefore, what they say is neither dry nor empty.


I’m sure this book will inspire many people to turn their backs on the ocean of samsara — the continuity of their five aggregates, the contaminated seeds of disturbing thoughts that form the basis of future suffering — and direct their lives toward liberation and full enlightenment.


My message to readers is: make yourselves strong and be heroic in overcoming the negative emotional thoughts of self-cherishing and the delusions, and please take the opportunity afforded by this precious human life to achieve enlightenment.
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Thubten Zopa Rinpoche









Editor’s Preface





THIS IS THE FIRST BOOK produced by the International Mahayana Institute (IMI). It owes its origins to Moon Wong, a Chinese Malaysian living in Australia. As a longtime student of Lama Thubten Zopa Rinpoche, Moon wanted a book that would be a tribute to the vital contribution the IMI Sangha have made to the development of the Foundation for the Preservation of the Mahayana Tradition (FPMT). She hoped it would help people to appreciate the importance of establishing the Sangha in the West and the need to support it. For these reasons a short autobiography of each author has been included. All the senior members of the IMI were asked to contribute to the book, but unfortunately some of our most senior members were unable to, for the very reason that so much of their time is already taken up with their FPMT commitments.


Each of the eighteen contributors to this book was asked to write on any topic from the Graduated Path (Lamrim), presenting it from their own perspective, drawing from their own experience of what works in meditation. There has been some overlap in themes covered, but rather than being repetitive, this provides the reader with alternative perspectives for contemplation. The book is meant to be a practical meditation manual that can be taken anywhere and used on a daily basis. We have tried to make the meditations accessible both to beginners trying to find a meaningful system of meditation to practice, and to committed Buddhist practitioners.


Our true spiritual friends are our mind’s positive potentials, which will never disappoint us and never desert us. Similarly, the teachings and meditations that enable us to develop those potentials are true friends to whom we can always turn. Likewise, the Sangha, as the ordained followers of the Buddha upon whom the continued existence of the Buddha’s teachings depend, are spiritual friends who encourage us and inspire us to transform our minds. Their presence among us reminds us of the Buddha and of our own potential for enlightenment — our buddha nature.


The International Mahayana Institute is extremely grateful to Moon Wong for developing the idea for this book and sponsoring it. Moreover, we have appreciated her gentle and patient encouragement over the long period it has taken to produce this book. It simply would not have happened without her. The IMI would also like to thank the many individuals and centers who helped financially by offering free e-mail access, telephone calls, postage, and so forth.


I wish to thank all the monks and nuns who contributed to this book. The FPMT has a presence in twenty-five countries around the world. IMI Sangha are represented in fourteen of these countries. The eighteen authors in this book come from six of these countries. I also wish to thank the many people who helped bring this book to completion. I am especially grateful to Nick Ribush for various bits of advice and for kindly supplying some material from the Lama Yeshe Wisdom Archives books; Ven. Pende of Nalanda Monastery and Ven. Holly Ansett (Tenzin Chimme) for patiently e-mailing material; Ven. Bertrand Cayla (Jampa Legmoen) and Nick Dawson for scanning photos; Ven. Losang Dolma (S. Angela Bleackley) for keying-in and scanning some material; Ven. Ingrid (Thubten Norzin) for the line drawings of monks and nuns, for the decorative motifs, and for drawing the IMI logo based on a design by Lama Thubten Zopa Rinpoche; and Ven. Tenzin Chime (Barbara Gilman) for editing some of the material. Thanks also to Donath-Karl Pirs for taking photos of Ven. Angeles de la Torre and myself, to Pearl Bailey for her photo of Ven. Fedor, to Debbie Yazbek of The Star for the photo of Ven. Chantal, to Mark Gatter for his help with production, and to the staff of Wisdom Publications for their help in making this book a reality.


Most particularly I would like to thank Ven. Angeles de la Torre and members of Nagarjuna Centro–Alicante, Spain for allowing me to stay at their center for a month to complete the book and for helping out in many ways; and Ven. Losang Yeshe (Tom Szymanski) for checking and improving the whole text. I cannot thank all these people enough.


Whatever merit has been created or will be created in relation to this book, may it become the cause for all beings to quickly develop a peaceful mind free of any thought to harm. May we develop perfect refuge in the Three Jewels and the gurus who embody their sublime qualities.


Because of this may we quickly achieve liberation and complete enlightenment.


In particular, may this book inspire others to follow the ordained way of life and to do so purely without pride. In this way, may more and more people develop faith in the Buddha’s Sangha and support their practice so that the Buddha’s teachings spread and flourish everywhere.


By the merit of sponsoring this book, may Moon Wong have a long and healthy life and experience the fulfillment of all her Dharma wishes. May her deceased parents always find perfect conditions to practice the Dharma, be immediately freed from all suffering, and quickly achieve enlightenment.


May the dependent arising of this book please the holy minds of our gurus: His Holiness the Dalai Lama, Lama Thubten Zopa Rinpoche, Lama Thubten Yeshe, and his incarnation, Lama Tenzin Osel Rinpoche. May it be a cause for them to live long and healthy lives, effortlessly accomplishing all that they wish.


None of the monks and nuns in this book lay claim to any special status as spiritual guides, but simply by taking ordination vows a person is placed in the role of being a spiritual friend to all people. This is both humbling and inspiring. I think it is the wish of every member of the IMI to become a genuine spiritual friend to all who need one.


I hope you find in this book a true spiritual friend for these confused and troubled times in which we all live.


Thubten Dondrub
 Nalanda Monastery
 Lavaur, France
 March 2001









Introduction





WHETHER WE ARE AWARE of it or not, everything we do in life is motivated by the wish to experience happiness — however we define it — and to avoid discomfort, pain, and problems. Most of us, most of the time, try to achieve these results by relying on a whole range of things that are external to us — friends and family, wealth and possessions, reputation, power, influence, and so on. With a minimum of intelligence and time, however, it is possible to recognize that everything we depend on for happiness is not really dependable at all. Why? Simply because none of it can last. Is there anything that does last, that we can depend on to bring freedom from suffering and genuine, lasting peace? According to the Buddha, there is. He showed that we can rely on our own minds. To do that we need to discover the true nature of the mind and work with it in a skillful and compassionate way. This is learned through meditation.


One especially useful method of mental training was developed by Lama Atisha in the eleventh century and brought to perfection by Lama Tsongkhapa, the founder of the Gelug school of Tibetan Buddhism. This system, called the Graduated Path (Lamrim), is designed to lead the mind away from confusion, self-obsession, and suffering toward inner peace, perfect insight into one’s own true nature, and the compassionate ability to genuinely benefit others. The Graduated Path contains the essence of all the Buddha’s teachings arranged in a progressive, psychological way that ordinary people can readily understand and practice.


The purpose of the meditations in this book is not simply to bring about some temporary benefit in this life. If done correctly and regularly they will lead to a radical transformation of one’s mind away from thinking of just this life, just oneself, and just worldly pleasure and comfort. The final result of this training is to achieve enlightenment where the full potential of one’s mind is fully active and fully manifest in a way that brings everlasting peace and satisfaction to oneself and only benefits all other beings.


Those unfamiliar with Buddhism and with this particular Tibetan approach to analytical meditation will find some explanation of terms in the glossary and can refer to the “Further Reading” section for books that can clarify unfamiliar ideas and practices. It is ideal to receive teachings on the Graduated Path from qualified masters. Then one is really blessed with the right foundations to meditate successfully.


[image: images] HOW TO USE THIS BOOK [image: images]


To get the most out of these meditations, the masters of the past developed a procedure that first prepares the body and mind to do the meditation, keeps the mind on the meditation topic, and brings the meditation to a satisfactory conclusion. The present Tibetan masters, such as Lama Thubten Zopa Rinpoche, who uphold this old but vibrant tradition, stress again and again how important it is to do the preliminary practices — especially generating the right motivation — to ensure the best result from our meditations and so that they become truly transforming spiritual practices. They are the keys to success in using meditation to free the mind of suffering and liberate its genuine nature of compassion, wisdom, and joy. Having made this effort to benefit oneself and others, we then conclude our meditation by dedicating the merit. This way all that good effort is not lost.


A brief version of the essential points of this traditional meditation procedure is presented in the next chapter, called “Meditation Session Outline.” You may wish to incorporate some or all of these elements into the meditations that follow. For this reason each meditation includes these three sections: preliminaries, the meditation, and dedication. Since the authors were given complete freedom as to how to write their meditations, some have provided preliminaries and dedications while others have not. Where these instructions are not given, the reader can refer to the “Meditation Session Outline” to learn how to do them. Traditional motivation prayers that you may wish to incorporate have also been included. Even where the author has suggested some preliminaries or a dedication, these can be supplemented by the ones in the “Meditation Session Outline.”


[image: images]THE PARTS OF THE MEDITATION SESSION [image: images]


Preliminaries


When embarking on a long, arduous journey, it is wise to be not just healthy but really fit and strong as well. When meditating to transform the mind from dissatisfaction to liberation and enlightenment, it is also wise to not rely only on our ordinary worldly mind. We need to purify our mind of all sorts of negative imprints to make our mind really healthy and, at the same time, we need to empower our mind by building up a store of positive energy. Using such a mind, meditation then becomes the key to bring about definite, stable, and lasting transformation, or realization. Using our ordinary mind, meditation is often just a disappointing struggle.


The preliminary practices are mainly for the purpose of purifying the mind and building up virtuous potentials. These potentials will make it easier to understand the purpose and content of the meditation; easier to keep concentrated on the content of the meditation; easier to do the meditation with the right motivation; and, consequently, easier to develop some real insight and transformation.


The Meditation


The order of the meditations in this book generally follows the outline of the Graduated Path, although not all the topics are covered. The Graduated Path can be considered from the point of view of developing the three principal qualities of renunciation, bodhichitta, and wisdom.


Another way of classifying the Graduated Path is from the point of view of the three scopes, which refers to the scope, or level of capability, of the practitioner’s mind. Upon entering the spiritual path we train in the small scope, which involves developing the basic level of renunciation — giving up our obsession with the illusory happiness of this life. Then we can advance to the middle scope, where we develop complete renunciation of cyclic existence and the determination to achieve liberation from all suffering. In the highest, or great scope, we are able to train in bodhichitta, the mind that seeks not just liberation for only oneself but complete enlightenment in order to perfectly benefit each and every sentient being.


The first meditation in the book outlines all three scopes; the next three meditations cover aspects of training in the small scope. Meditations five, six, and seven are related to the middle scope, while all the remaining meditations are part of the great scope. The last four meditations in the book are loosely related to the wisdom aspect of the great scope.


You will discover after using these meditations, as with studying the complete Graduated Path teachings, that familiarity with one topic gives more understanding of the others; they are all part of an organic whole. A simple example is in the Venerable Gyatso’s meditation on loving-kindness, where he suggests doing a preliminary meditation on the clarity of the mind. Later in the book is a complete meditation on this topic by the Venerable Tsultrim.


Our teachers stress that we need to do these meditations again and again in order to train our minds. Through the power of familiarity our minds become accustomed to these new ways of thinking and perceiving, and transformation occurs. We need to be prepared to do this for our entire lives. One way is to work through the book step by step, doing a different meditation each day. So after eighteen days you start again at the beginning. Or you can concentrate on each meditation for a week or a month and then move on to the next one. It is useful to read a brief outline of the entire Graduated Path at the beginning of each meditation to familiarize yourself with the path and to help give a sense of how the particular meditation you are about to do fits into the path to enlightenment. A very beautiful Lamrim prayer translated by Lama Zopa Rinpoche has been included in the “Meditation Session Outline” for this purpose.


Some of the meditations present instructions that are easy to follow. Some ask us to “check up,” while others are presented more from the point of view of an established faith in the teachings. The latter simply state Dharma points with the aim of allowing them to become more integrated with our minds. But even here meditators — especially those who are new — can, and should, question these statements; that is what meditation or contemplation is about. As Lama Yeshe used to say: “Check up!”


Also don’t just use the points in the book; you may see other connections that haven’t been developed in the meditation. Each meditation is meant to be fleshed out with your own experience and understanding. Like all Lamrim teachings, these meditations merely form a framework within which to develop your own reflections.


Each meditation has been set out so that the paragraph breaks indicate where one should spend time contemplating the meaning before going on to the next one. As mentioned, this can involve active questioning, debating the validity and applicability of the point, or it may mean a calm reflection on it. For those new to these meditation subjects, many of the points may bring up questions, but with repeated meditation over some months on these, there may be fewer questions and more accepting reflection on them. With more time and experience, a whole new set of deeper questions may arise. Lama Yeshe described meditation as an active, alert confrontation with reality.


Conclusion


Some of the meditations finish with a conclusion. Even if they don’t, it is good to make one suitable to the topic of that meditation. One aspect of the conclusion that applies to all meditations is to make the decision to be more mindful in daily life of what you have meditated on, in order to practice it whenever it is appropriate.


Dedication


Some authors have supplied a dedication, while others have not; so again the reader can refer to the “Meditation Session Outline” for what to do to conclude the session and for the traditional prayers to dedicate the merit.


[image: images] POSTURE [image: images]


Sitting correctly is very important. If you are new to meditation, it is worthwhile to put a lot of time and effort into learning how to sit properly. The perfect posture is called the seven-point posture of Vairochana. If done completely, it involves sitting in the cross-legged full-lotus position. This element is only crucial for advanced stages of meditation, but the other aspects are helpful from the beginning; especially proper positioning of the spine. It doesn’t matter whether you sit on a cushion or in a chair, but don’t lean against the wall or the back of the chair.


[image: images] DEALING WITH [image: images]
 DULLNESS AND DISTRACTION


There are two main types of meditation: analytical meditation, which focuses on developing insight, and stabilizing meditation, which focuses on improving concentration. Even though all the meditations in this book are of the analytic type, concentration is still needed. We have to keep our minds on the topic at hand. The mind may become bored, dull, sleepy, or agitated. All these mental states are distractions that interfere with developing liberating insight and virtuous states of mind.


Just a few points can be mentioned in relation to this huge topic. There are three main types of distractions: sounds, pain in the body, and irrelevant thoughts. Regarding sounds or pains in our body, we cannot stop them, but we can choose whether or not to pay attention to them. What helps us to not pay attention is the strength and purity of our motivation and our determination.


Regarding irrelevant thoughts, some kinds of meditation focus on reducing conceptual activity. During Lamrim meditation, however, we are trying to generate wise, virtuous thoughts, and to analyze logically what is and what is not true and beneficial. Thoughts such as these are not obstacles at all and are not considered irrelevant. But all unwise, nonvirtuous thoughts are. These too can be overcome to some extent by the strength of our motivation and determination, but specific antidotes may be required. When the mind becomes dull or depressed, it is important to lift it up. This can be done by visualizing very bright light or by thinking on a virtuous subject that makes the mind happy, such as one’s buddha nature. When the dullness dissipates, go back to the original meditation topic. When the mind becomes agitated, especially by some aspect of attachment, it is helpful to think of something to bring the mind down a little, such as impermanence or death.


Another method is simply to see whatever thought arises as just that — it is only a thought. If we get caught up in it and feed it, the thought takes over our mind; but if we simply note its arising, label it “distraction,” and not buy into it, then it will fade away. We have to use mindfulness to be aware of what is going on in our mind as we meditate, and when we note that dullness or agitation is starting to arise, we have to do something about it. Developing mindfulness in order to quickly notice distractions and then skillfully applying the correct antidote, or the antidote that works best for us, is the key to meaningful and effective meditation.


[image: images]


Finally, perform the meditations in the spirit of no expectation. It doesn’t matter if you feel that the meditation goes well or not, that no particular changes seem to take place during or after the meditation. The main thing is to do it — have faith in your own buddha nature and faith in the Buddhist path — and keep doing it. One great Tibetan master emphasized we should not expect results in this life, but have confidence that by practicing we are making very strong imprints that will definitely benefit us in future lives.









A Meditation Session Outline
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The place. The tradition is to meditate in a place set aside for that purpose; have an altar with at least an image of the Buddha; make offerings such as incense, light, flowers, and pure water; keep that area very clean.


Prostrations. Before sitting down to meditate it is good to make three prostrations to the Three Jewels.


Posture. Sit in a comfortable position, with your spine straight and shoulders perpendicular to it. Your arms should be slightly away from your body, your hands resting relaxed on your lap with the right hand on top of the left and the thumbs lightly touching. Let your head tilt slightly forward with your chin slightly tucked in. Your mouth should be in a natural position, your tongue resting at the palate, touching the back of the upper teeth. You will need to read the sections of the meditation, but apart from this, keep your eyes just a little bit open while contemplating each part. Try to gaze, in an unfocused way, at a point no more than an arm’s length away. This is not easy at first, but in the long run it is very effective. If you find it too difficult, then keep the eyes lightly closed. You can spend a few minutes going through the body from head to feet becoming aware of tension. Just your awareness of the tension can help loosen it.


Breathing Meditation. Begin to bring your mind inward, away from all external stimulation. Have an attitude of contentment with sitting quietly, not wanting to do anything else or be anywhere else. Without force or expectation we are trying to create the conditions for the mind to become more calm and clear, to reveal its natural state. Focus on the natural rhythm of your breathing. Don’t change it, just observe it. There are two breathing meditations you can use preliminary to doing analytical meditation. One is the nine-round breathing exercise, the other is counting the breath.


NINE-ROUND BREATHING EXERCISE. As you breathe normally through both nostrils, observe the sensation at the tip of the nostrils caused by the breath as it comes and goes. First focus on this sensation as the breath comes in the right nostril and leaves from the left nostril. Do this for three successive breaths. Then focus on the sensation as it comes in the left nostril and leaves through the right nostril. Do this for three successive breaths. Then focus on the sensation as it comes in both nostrils and leaves both nostrils for three successive breaths. This completes one cycle. This exercise can be done for three cycles. A variation on this exercise is to visualize, as you focus on the in-breaths, blissful white light — symbolizing all the perfect qualities of the buddhas — coming in and filling the whole body and mind. Then, as you focus on the out-breaths, visualize all agitation, distraction, and negative thoughts in the form of inky black liquid, leaving your body and completely disappearing.


COUNTING THE BREATH. As above, this involves noting the sensation at the nostrils as the breath comes and goes. You concentrate on the breath coming and going from both nostrils. As a cycle of one in-breath and out-breath is completed, you count “one” silently. With the next cycle you count “two.” In this way try to observe twenty-one successive cycles of the breath. If the mind is distracted from the breath, you should start again from the beginning.
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