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Explore the nuances and depth of Buddhist practice with advice from celebrated ecumenical masters of Tibet.


For generations, Buddhist masters in Tibet have composed shaldam, poignant instructions tailored to the needs of their disciples in the form of short works of advice. Rare gems of wisdom, these works cover topics ranging from practicing while ill to meditating in solitary retreat to recognizing the nature of mind. This collection focuses on an influential and inspiring generation of Buddhist teachers during the nineteenth century in eastern Tibet who espoused an ecumenical, or rimé, approach. A Gathering of Brilliant Moons provides lively translations of nineteen pithy and profound works by these great masters. In introductory essays, the translators explore the aesthetic qualities of these works, highlight their ecumenical features, and comment on the journey of translation.
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Foreword


This book contains heart advice from Buddhist masters in eastern Tibet who promoted an ecumenical, or rimé, approach. Their advice comes from the depth of their own spiritual experience and addresses the genuine needs of practitioners.


Translating this type of text can be challenging. It is not a matter of finding equivalences for words but of understanding a way of seeing the world and then translating that way of seeing into another language and cultural context. Like poetry and prayers, spiritual advice is meant to inspire, and so the language of the translation needs to be inspiring. This is what the translators in this anthology have contributed.


The rimé approach is actually the Buddhist approach. From its founding, Buddhism has encouraged an ecumenical attitude that appreciates diversity and difference. The Buddha is said to have given 84,000 different teachings for myriad types of sentient beings. Various spiritual paths — within Buddhism and beyond — have the purpose to benefit humanity; it is important to respect all of them. We can learn a great deal from different spiritual teachings and practices.


I am happy that this book is dedicated to E. Gene Smith, who did so much to preserve Tibetan literature. He had a special interest in the ecumenical approach of the Buddhist masters whose works are translated here.


May these profound teachings bring benefit and contribute to lasting and true happiness.


Ringu Tulku Rinpoche
 November 11, 2015









Preface


For generations, Buddhist masters in Tibet have composed poetic and poignant instructions, tailored to the needs of their disciples, in the form of short works of advice. Due to their brevity, translations of these works can be difficult to find in publication. For this reason, we have compiled this anthology of personal advice and practice instructions, focusing on an influential and inspiring generation of Buddhist teachers: the nineteenth-century rimé masters of eastern Tibet. The reader will encounter figures well known for their writings on philosophical and tantric topics, such as Jamgön Kongtrul, Patrul Rinpoché, and Ju Mipham. Yet they are only the best known among a larger circle of associates with an expressed interest in ecumenism, clustered in the kingdom of Degé and its surrounding areas. To broaden awareness about this larger circle, A Gathering of Brilliant Moons presents translated works by a range of figures representing a diverse set of lineages. While contemporary practitioners commonly associate rimé with Kongtrul, Jamyang Khyentsé Wangpo, and Patrul, and therefore with the Kagyü, Sakya, and Nyingma practice lineages, we intentionally include works representing the Jonang, Bön, and Geluk traditions as well.


The translations in this anthology emerged from a conference at the University of Colorado Boulder in April 2013, titled “Translating Buddhist Luminaries: A Conference on Ecumenism and Tibetan Translation.” On that occasion, contributors were able to workshop their translations-in-progress as the basis for a conversation on the art of translation, facilitated by Joshua Schapiro. Integral to the conference was a public panel on “Ecumenism in Tibet” featuring Ringu Tulku, Sarah Harding, Michael Sheehy, and Douglas Duckworth, with Holly Gayley as moderator. Our remarks in the introduction to this anthology synthesize insights from the conference and from the introductory essays that each of the contributors assembled here for publication. For those interested in the translation choices made by our contributors, remarks on translation appear in their introductory essays.


We would like to express our appreciation to the sponsors for the “Translating Buddhist Luminaries” conference. The Center for Asian Studies has been a tremendous support for the study of Tibet and Himalayan regions at CU Boulder, helping to host this conference, to bring guest speakers to campus, and to incubate the interdisciplinary study of the region, which grew into the Tibet Himalaya Initiative in 2015. The Center for Humanities and the Arts at CU Boulder has a longstanding interest in translation and also contributed support to the conference. Beyond the university, the Tsadra Foundation recently opened a Research Center in Boulder, Colorado, that has enhanced the study of Tibetan Buddhism in the region, already well established with the presence of Naropa University and numerous Dharma centers. The Tsadra Foundation made a key contribution through a matching grant and by involving several of its master translators in the conference and this book project, including Sarah Harding, John Canti, and Wulstan Fletcher. Their presence greatly enriched the conversation, bringing decades of experience to bear on perennial questions regarding the process of translation.


From the outside, translation may seem like a transparent act of correlating words in two different languages. But it demands genuine artistry to bridge cultural worlds and capture a foreign literary style. It is heartening that in recent years issues of translation from Tibetan into English have come to the fore and garnered attention in several large-scale conferences gathering together lamas, scholars, and translators. These include conferences hosted by the Light of Berotsana Translation Committee in Boulder in 2008; the Khyentse Foundation and Deer Park Institute in Bir in 2009; Central University of Tibetan Studies and Columbia University in Sarnath in 2011; and the Tsadra Foundation in Keystone, Colorado, in 2014 and at CU Boulder in 2017. Our interest in exploring a literary approach to translating Buddhist works of advice from Tibetan has been inspired by this recent attention and also informed by stimulating presentations and exchanges in the “Religion and the Literary in Tibet” seminar, spearheaded by Kurtis Schaeffer and Andrew Quintman, which was held annually at the American Academy of Religion conference between 2010 and 2014 and has continued elsewhere in periodic gatherings.


We would like to express our appreciation to Ringu Tulku, a leading voice in the “Translating Buddhist Luminaries” conference, for his contribution of the foreword to this book, and to David Kittelstrom of Wisdom Publications, who supported this project from its inception at the conference through the publication of this anthology. His editorial insights and warm encouragement helped enormously to bring it to fruition.


May the translation of Buddhist texts from Tibetan continue to flourish.


Holly Gayley, Boulder
 Joshua Schapiro, New York









Introduction




A work that brings together scripture and pith instruction — know such speech to be the kindness of your guru.1


— Dza Patrul Rinpoché





Tibetans have routinely recorded the personal instructions of Buddhist masters in works of advice, texts that convey the Dharma intimately and succinctly. One such form is called shaldam. Shaldam compositions tend to be pithy and practical exhortations from master to disciple. They urge their audience to integrate Buddhist principles into daily conduct, offer lessons on meditation, and address challenges that arise on the spiritual path. Their seemingly straightforward style often masks profound esoteric teachings — with gems of wisdom folded into colloquial passages of prose and song. Shaldam may also take a self-consciously literary shape as eloquent letters, cautionary verses, and witty narratives to dispense guidance. As Dza Patrul Rinpoché describes in the verse above, shaldam texts embody the benevolence of a Buddhist master in transmitting essential practice advice to disciples.


A Gathering of Brilliant Moons brings together an array of advice from Buddhist luminaries at the core of the nineteenth-century renaissance in eastern Tibet. Luminaries such as Jamgön Kongtrul and Dza Patrul played formative roles in a network of masters and disciples with a keen interest in ecumenism, or rimé, and formulated an inclusive approach to the diversity of Tibetan Buddhist philosophical, ritual, and instructional traditions. Their ecumenical impulse extended to their works of advice — inspirational counsel from the esoteric to the profane, from the literary to the colloquial. These texts share an orientation toward practice and by and large eschew polemics. The rimé masters and their circle of associates have inspired successive generations of tantric practitioners, including many of the Tibetan teachers who brought esoteric forms of Buddhism across the Himalayas in the 1950s. Tibetan Buddhism, as a global phenomenon, owes much of its ecumenical foundation to these religious exemplars.


Ecumenism in the Nineteenth Century


In a landmark essay introducing the 1970 printing of Jamgön Kongtrul’s Treasury of Knowledge, E. Gene Smith coined the term “nonsectarian movement” to characterize what he identified as an ecumenical impulse among nineteenth-century Buddhist masters in the Degé region of Kham.2 Their religious projects are now commonly referred to as the “rimé movement.”3 This inclination motivated figures such as Jamgön Kongtrul, Jamyang Khyentsé Wangpo, and their circle of colleagues to seek out teachings and transmissions from diverse lineages of Tibetan Buddhism, and to eventually collect and preserve them in massive collections, such as Kongtrul’s Five Great Treasuries.4 In the essay, Smith traces sectarian and nonsectarian trends throughout Tibetan history, calling special attention to the distinctive features of nineteenth-century ecumenical activity. These features include: first, a proclivity to study with a wide range of teachers in various lineages, with the intention to preserve their texts and transmissions; second, a rejection of ossified polemics and divisive labels, such as sometimes appear in scholastic debate manuals; and third, a return to the study of Indian classics and those original lineages of Mahāyāna and Vajrayāna practice transmitted from India to Tibet.5


What Smith characterizes as a “movement” might be better understood as a preservation project carried out by a few influential teachers, together with the broader literary circle within which they flourished. The present anthology focuses on works by leading authors from this synergistic network, many of whom served as masters and disciples to one another, including Dudjom Lingpa, Jamgön Kongtrul, Do Khyentsé Yeshé Dorjé, Dza Patrul, Bamda Thupten Gelek Gyatso, Tokden Śākya Śrī, and Ju Mipham. The eclectic and ecumenical impulse that Smith refers to found its expression not only in immense collections of practice-oriented materials but also in original writings. In recent years, the Tsadra Foundation has taken on the project of translating and publishing two of Kongtrul’s rimé collections, the Treasury of Knowledge (Sheja Dzö) and Treasury of Precious Instructions (Damngak Dzö). But until now the distinct voices of the broader literary circle had yet to be compiled in a single anthology of translations. With this volume, a sampling of their works is at last accessible to the English reader, many appearing in translation for the first time. The short essays that open each chapter touch upon the ways that ecumenism manifests in these works of advice, themselves but a few fruits from the abundant harvest of spiritual eloquence that these authors left for their followers. We draw attention to these figures here to consider how their practice advice — both poetic and urgent, humorous and earnest — reflects a shared set of values, religious orientations, and literary styles.


The very question of sectarianism in the Tibetan milieu demands some clarification. There are many ways to draw distinctions between Tibetan religious identities. Any given practitioner might identify with a lineage of transmission from masters of the past, a monastic institution, an incarnation line, a ritual program, or a philosophical system, to name only a few prominent forms of religious belonging. For this reason, there is also no easy translation for sect in Tibetan even though sectarianism and nonsectarianism are recurrent themes throughout Tibetan history. Potential candidates such as chöluk (Dharma lineage) and druptha (philosophical system) do not imply the same level of institutionality that one finds, for example, in Protestant denominations and sects. One might well suggest that the four major schools of Tibetan Buddhism — Nyingma, Sakya, Kagyü, and Geluk — are comparable to denominations. But as Michael Sheehy argued at an “Ecumenism in Tibet” panel that we organized, the primacy of these four schools, with their officially sanctioned and recognizable hierarchies, are somewhat of a modern invention. The names of the schools have long, culturally significant histories, but their formal contemporary configuration is in part a response to the demands of the Tibetan diaspora. The four major schools have simply not always functioned as they do today. Historically, monasteries were identified with a given school or subschool and connected to a network of branch monasteries. Still, at a single monastery different ritual programs might be followed. Monastic and lay practitioners could and often did study with masters from different schools, even while maintaining a primary affiliation with a single monastery or a single principal teacher (tsawai lama).


So what has it meant for Tibetans to adopt a rimé or ecumenical attitude? The contributors to this anthology approach this question in a number of ways. Gedun Rabsal and Nicole Willock cite the Dungkar dictionary’s definition of rimé as upholding one’s own school’s theories and practices, yet not looking down on or insulting those of others.6 From this perspective, rimé entails an active commitment to one particular path to liberation and a firm devotion to the efficacy of one’s own lineage, while maintaining open-mindedness toward those paths that one does not pursue. Sarah Harding echoes this interpretation, stating that rimé means committing to “unflinchingly follow one path,” while nonetheless recognizing the validity of other approaches. At the ecumenism panel, Ringu Tulku situated the attitude of rimé within the broader Buddhist discourse of skillful means — whereby the Buddha taught multiple vehicles to liberation that, while different from one another, are each suited to the diverse needs and capacities of sentient beings. Each demands firm devotion to its respective transformative techniques in order to be successful, yet does not discount the validity of other techniques and paths per se.


But the nonsectarianism of Jamgön Kongtrul and his associates went beyond mere tolerance for other traditions. It involved an active pluralism that deeply respected the distinctiveness of each lineage of teaching and the heterogeneity of ritual practice.7 In their preservation and anthologizing efforts, they did not integrate different lineages into a single system; instead, they preserved intact the particularities and integrity of each. As Harding points out, Kongtrul’s organizing principle of the eight practice lineages in the Treasury of Knowledge and Treasury of Precious Instructions was chronological rather than hierarchical. He displayed “all the lineage teachings side by side, equal but separate and distinct.”8 This shows the high value that Kongtrul placed on the distinctiveness of esoteric instructions and ritual systems from diverse lineages, which he treated as skillful means to guide beings along distinct but parallel paths to liberation. One might contrast this ecumenical approach to the eclecticism of Buddhist appropriations today, where traditions from radically different cultures have spread beyond Asia, informing and transforming one another in the process. This contemporary trend is closer to a melting-pot approach, what Jay Garfield describes as the “intra-Buddhist multi-traditional syncretism” that characterizes a number of Buddhist communities in America.9 By contrast, a pluralistic, rimé approach celebrates the value and necessity of different traditions, but does not blend them together in service of a new synthesis.


Several contributors to this anthology have chosen to reflect on the social and historical significance of rimé in the nineteenth century. John Canti identifies rimé as a Buddhist “renaissance,” noting that the work of rimé masters to compile, preserve, and disseminate the transmission of ritual practices and esoteric instructions gave “rise to wide and vigorous lineage(s).” In other words, the preservationist project of Kongtrul and his associates reinvigorated lineages on the verge of extinction and created new mechanisms for their transmission. In the ecumenism panel, Sheehy made the complementary point that Kongtrul employed figures from various lineages such as Jamyang Loter Wangpo and Thupten Gelek Gyatso to recover and consolidate their own traditions, viewing these traditions as living spiritual transmissions that were “endangered species.” True to this observation, Kongtrul’s catalog to the Treasury of Precious Instructions mentions that many of the teachings and transmissions within the eight practice lineages are “extremely rare and nearly going extinct” and that their preservation is necessary “so that the frayed rope of those long lineages would at least not break.”10


At the ecumenism panel, Douglas Duckworth interpreted rimé within an altogether different context, describing it as a response to Geluk political hegemony in Kham. From this perspective, Kongtrul and Khyentsé’s preservation project might be understood as a banding together of minority traditions in eastern Tibet in reaction to the encroaching political power of the Ganden Phodrang government based in Lhasa. One strategy involved explicitly critiquing Geluk religious positions, as Ju Mipham famously did, while adopting certain Geluk forms of religious organization. In the nineteenth century, Nyingma, Kagyü, and Jonang scholars and members of the broader rimé circle, including Khenpo Shenga and Thupten Gelek Gyatso, developed formalized monastic curricula modeled on those used at Geluk monastic colleges. Non-Buddhists also participated in the response, as Geoffrey Barstow brings to our attention in his essay on Bön lama Shardza Tashi Gyaltsen in chapter 4.


Nevertheless, it would be misleading to claim that rimé figures were purely egalitarian and never appealed to hierarchical schemes. As Ringu Tulku mentioned at the ecumenism panel, inclusive yet hierarchical schemes are fundamental organizing strategies in Tibetan Buddhism, exemplified in the arrangement of the three vehicles of Hīnayāna, Mahāyāna, and Vajrayāna. The three vehicles provide a progression in doctrine and practice understood by Tibetans to be both comprehensive and suitable for a gradual path of maturation in view, meditation, and conduct, with the Vajrayāna as the highest and most advanced. One sees a similar approach in the nine-vehicle system of the Nyingma in which Dzokchen, or the Great Perfection, stands at the pinnacle of the path. Doxographic literature in Tibet, which presents the tenet systems of various philosophical schools in ascending order, likewise takes a progressive approach by presenting the tenet systems from lower to higher, thereby creating an inclusive hierarchy that places the author’s own system at the apex. Notably, while inclusive and syncretic, this approach has a history of becoming polemical, particularly in texts where an author refutes each tenet system before moving on to the next one.


Rimé masters employed various schemes to create an inclusive hierarchy. For example, Jamgön Kongtrul used the rubric of the shentong (“empty of other”) philosophical view as one such unifying schema, as Tina Draszczyk’s contribution to this anthology in chapter 12 demonstrates. In Kongtrul’s formulation, as in important precedents like Tāranātha’s writings, shentong embraces all other philosophical developments. It includes its rival rangtong (the “empty of self” position) as a provisional truth (drangdön) that acts as a building block to the definitive truth (ngedön). A more subtle hierarchical integration can be found in works by Do Khyentsé and Dza Patrul in what Holly Gayley describes as “yogic triumphalism” in chapter 6. These authors encourage yogic practice in solitary retreat as a more advanced and essential means to liberation than monastic study, which nonetheless may provide an indispensable foundation. In their writings, tantric practice, and Dzokchen in particular, appears as the pinnacle of the path. Yet, at the same time, the ineffable realization that emerges from Dzokchen practice manifests as an elimination of bias altogether. At the pinnacle of the hierarchy is a form of “awareness” beyond hierarchical and sectarian thinking.


To unpack this point further, Marc-Henri Deroche proposes in chapter 13 a helpful heuristic for organizing the multiple meanings of rimé. He uses the term relative rimé to describe an attitude of tolerance, which could go further into active pluralism. For example, Dza Patrul’s refusal to identify good or bad Dharma lineages in The Low-Born Sage Speaks in chapter 2 would be a good representation of relative rimé. In contrast, absolute rimé pertains to a mode of meditative practice that achieves a state of “pure awareness” (rikpa), often described by these rimé masters as free from bias. To quote Deroche’s translation of Kongtrul, “Gain confidence in self-arising, without bias, without grasping, effort, rejection, adoption, or antidote.” In The Call of a Sacred Drum: Advice for Solitary Retreat in chapter 6, Dza Patrul likewise cautions that one should avoid getting attached to conventional truths, since “Everything has the same taste, whether true or not; / it’s nothing but spontaneous chatter, whatever arises.” The alternative is to embrace the approach of absolute rimé, “resting in nonthought and nonfixation.” For, as Thupten Gelek Gyatso teaches in Extracting the Essence of Freedoms and Fortunes in chapter 7, basic awareness is “devoid of partiality” (chok lhung dralwa).


The practice orientation of the works of advice that appear in this anthology provides a unique window into Tibetan ecumenism, with their consistent appeal to absolute rimé. Again and again, they return to what lies beyond all bias — ineffable realization — thereby bypassing the long history of debate between schools. At certain potent moments, their authors claim to transcend philosophical tenets and doctrinal exegesis altogether. To invoke a traditional metaphor, their frank exhortations shift attention from the many fingers pointing at the moon to the moon itself. It is no coincidence, then, that an emphasis on absolute rimé is integral to shaldam texts that offer personal advice for practice. As Ringu Tulku suggested at the ecumenism panel, polemical debate rewards sectarianism by orienting debaters toward seeking flaws in their opponent’s philosophical position in order to prove the superiority of their own system. In contrast, esoteric practice instructions encourage nonsectarianism by pointing tantric practitioners toward the nature of mind beyond bias or concept of any kind. To illustrate the difference in these orientations, he recounted a witty Tibetan saying: If two philosophers agree, one is not a philosopher (tokgewa); if two realized practitioners disagree, one is not a realized practitioner (drupthop).


Personal Advice on Practice


The works of rimé masters that appear in this anthology fall under the broad rubric of “personal advice,” or shaldam.11 Etymologically, the Tibetan term shaldam suggests pith instructions received directly from the mouth of a master.12 Works of shaldam convey an aura of intimacy and immediacy, as in an oral transmission from tantric master to disciple. As such they often carry the presumption of a lived encounter with instructions tailored to a specific individual. As Sheehy puts it in his essay, “the term shaldam conjures an image of a student sitting so closely to his or her teacher that the warmth from the guru’s breath can be felt.” Insofar as personal advice is directed at a specific individual, Canti suggests that shaldam recalls the Buddha’s discourses in the sūtras, which are prompted by questions from one of his followers. Even when masters are not depicted in the presence of their disciples, they still convey a sense of proximity by providing access to their personal advice.


While shaldam texts retain a quality of spoken advice, they are unmistakably literary. This is the case whether the advice was originally composed in writing or whether it was transcribed and edited from an oral teaching. Shaldam are at once personal advice for a specific disciple and carefully crafted compositions for a broader readership. The audience indicated in these works span from village practitioners to novice monks and from ordinary laity to advanced tantric adepts. Shaldam thus constitute an appealing combination of proximity and accessibility. They provide practical, direct, essential advice for meditation and tantric practice, packaged in a style capable of provoking, at times, strong affective responses.


Shaldam are practical in that they tend to address what the reader needs to do in order to make their life “spiritually fruitful” and ultimately “attain realization,” as Canti observes. Theoretical considerations are almost always tied to practical instructions on how to eat, handle challenging situations, relate to a guru, meditate, or behave, broadly speaking. A wonderful example of the practical nature of shaldam is found in Jikmé Lingpa’s advice on how to handle sickness on the path in chapter 8.13 As Wulstan Fletcher explains, Jikmé Lingpa outlines multiple approaches to dealing with the overwhelming discomfort of illness. Addressing the reader directly, he advises that you can view suffering as the manifestation of bad karma from the past. In that case, enduring sickness purifies your karma by using up the inevitable consequences that were generated in the past by negative actions. Thus sickness is depicted as a “broom that sweeps away your sins and obscurations.” Alternatively you can take the experience of illness as an opportunity to familiarize yourself with the nature of your own mind. You do so by searching for “the nature of discomfort.” As Jikmé Lingpa asks the reader, “Where does it arise, and stay, and go?” Like Jikmé Lingpa’s concrete strategies for dealing with illness, the advice gathered in this anthology is exceedingly practical.


In addition to being practical, the tone of shaldam is often direct and candid. We find plentiful examples of second-person exclamations, which lend a sense of urgency to the communications. “Since this is heart advice, please listen now!” Shangtön Tenpa Gyatso repeatedly urges his students in A Jeweled Rosary of Advice in chapter 3. Notice the firm yet supportive entreaty in Thupten Gelek Gyatso’s advice to his disciple Tupel in chapter 7: “With great waves of constant devotion . . . don’t back down!” Or as Jikmé Lingpa cautions in a letter to the queen of Degé in chapter 5, “During auspicious times such as the full moon, do not wander about doing meaningless things.” These second-person exhortations demonstrate the tendency of these authors to demand “reader participation . . . getting one’s feet wet and hands dirty,” as Duckworth suggests.


Dza Patrul’s instructions on meditation exemplify the candidness of shaldam. In this passage from Clear Elucidation of True Nature in chapter 10, he addresses the frustrations that meditators might feel when their minds are turbulent with thoughts:




At some point thoughts might proliferate, and you will get irritated with yourself. You think, “Meditation is just not happening for me.” No problem. That is the first meditative experience, “like a waterfall off a steep cliff.” The Kagyüpas call it “undivided attention that is distracted by the waves of thought.” It is the occasion of the lesser undivided attention. If you bear with that and continue meditating, sometimes the attention will stay and sometimes be active. It is like a little bird in the water, sometimes slipping in and out of the water, sometimes resting for a bit on a rock.





As this passage illustrates, the candor of shaldam is generally matched with simplicity of form and brevity of delivery. Yet Dza Patrul also makes room for literary flourish — here in the form of an elegant metaphor of a bird dipping in and out of the water, sometimes resting on a rock, to show how attention comes and goes as the mind begins to settle in meditation. Despite the technical nature of his instructions, the tone remains intimate and forthright, as captured in Sarah Harding’s lucid translation.


The authors included in this anthology repeatedly remind us that their advice concerns essential points of the utmost importance to Buddhist practice and daily life. As Dudjom Lingpa suggests in A Song for Chokdrup, the Novice of Abum in chapter 1, shaldam offers its readers guidance on the most crucial points of practice:


Experiences,
 happy or sad, good or bad — whatever may arise,


not fabricating
 or changing them, just let them be;


to recognize
 but not cling to them, that is the crucial point;


this
 is the very pinnacle of all instructions.


Likewise, in A Beacon to Dispel Darkness in chapter 11, Ju Mipham also speaks of the “essential point” of practice when making a subtle yet indispensable distinction between forms of awareness that emerge in esoteric meditation. Even though his instructions are geared toward advanced meditators, Mipham asserts that his shaldam is powerful enough to enable “most village practitioners to easily reach the stage of an awareness-holder” without much study or training. This is the potency attributed to quintessential instructions.


While shaldam transmit essential advice directly, they are anything but bland. To the contrary, their literary virtues are abundant. The luminaries included in this anthology betray exceptional prosodic facility, whether in eloquent letters or in folk-song styles employing a variety of rhythms and meter, as in Dudjom Lingpa’s song quoted above. Even when using colloquial language, shaldam can be technical and nuanced. And while transmitting essential instructions may be important business, some of the shaldam gathered here are quite playful, even humorous, such as Dza Patrul’s Explanation of Chudrulü in chapter 2 and Do Khyentsé’s Babble of a Foolish Man in chapter 6.


Literary Style and Translation


Due to the literary virtues of shaldam, it is both an imperative and a challenge to capture their style and tone in translation. Shaldam create an aura of intimacy and immediacy through a variety of literary devices, including experiential references, emotional tenor, wordplay, earthy examples and metaphors, colloquial expressions, and self-deprecating humor. The art of translation then involves finding English equivalencies for these literary devices and the everyday language in which they are expressed in Tibetan. At their best the works translated in this anthology match pedagogical sophistication with literary simplicity and gracefulness, directly communicating essential practice instructions in ways that are down to earth and experiential — displaying what Canti calls “uncontrived elegance.” To capture this uncontrived elegance, the translator is called to craft analogous ways to cajole, inspire, challenge, and edify the reader in English.


How can this be accomplished? Consider a passage from Words of Advice for Lhawang Tashi in which Jamgön Kongtrul provokes self-reflection in the reader:


If you fail to purify your mind,


you find faults even with a buddha,


you get angry even with your parents,


and most of what appears seems hostile.


In endless waves of hoping, fearing, lusting, hating,


your human years of useless human life run out.


With stark simplicity, Kongtrul calls on the reader to reflect on the mind’s tendency toward anger and the uselessness of such negativity in the short span of a human life. With careful attention to tone and style, Canti’s translation uses simple terminology and matches the rhythm of the original in order to convey the predicament of an untrained mind. The passage builds to a crescendo with a string of gerunds to create the literary effect of “endless waves” and then mirrors the Tibetan duplication of “human” in the final line to highlight the folly of squandering a human life, rare and precious in the Buddhist cosmology of six realms. This is just one example of the creative and thoughtful ways that our contributors convey a sense of uncontrived elegance.


This anthology embarks on the worthy experiment of creating translations to match the spirit of shaldam. We have deliberately attempted to stretch the boundaries of how scholars and translators of Tibetan texts conceive of the translation process. The dominant pedagogy of language learning in academic settings requires students to demonstrate their proficiency by replicating every word in a passage in its proper syntactic relationship. While this is an effective way to gauge comprehension, it has encouraged a tendency among academic translations to sacrifice literary style for literalism. Paul Griffiths has called this effect “Buddhist Hybrid English,” which in his estimation is “wreaking its havoc upon the English language, creating a dialect comprehensible only to the initiate, written by and for Buddhologists.”14 While his critique is particularly aimed at scholars translating Buddhist texts from Sanskrit into English, we find his call to consider the “literary and aesthetic merit” of texts chosen for translation useful to our enterprise here — namely, to motivate heightened concern for the stylistic features of Tibetan sources.


With this in mind we focused this anthology on inspiring works of advice and asked our contributors to reflect on and experiment with the literary, rather than literal, aspects of translation. On this distinction, Octavio Paz has boldly stated:




I do not mean to imply that literal translation is impossible; what I am saying is that it is not translation. It is a mechanism, a string of words that helps us read the text in its original language. It is a glossary rather than a translation, which is always a literary activity. Without exception, even when the translator’s sole intention is to convey meaning, as in the case of scientific texts, translation implies a transformation of the original. That transformation is not — nor can it be — anything but literary.15





According to Paz, a literal rendering of a source is more a mechanism than a translation, whereas translation is by its nature a literary enterprise.16 A more literal rendering of a primary source may be helpful in certain cases, such as when scholars and translators work with dense philosophical material in Buddhist sources across several languages, thereby assisting in the study and analysis of texts without attempting to make them readable as literature. But we would argue that shaldam texts are not appropriate materials for such an approach. Shaldam deserve readable translations that pay close attention to their literary style, particularly their strategies for conveying advice with intimacy and immediacy — creating the feeling that the reader is indeed receiving oral instructions at the feet of the guru.


How do shaldam create intimacy and immediacy as literary effects? And how can a comparable effect be created in translation? Let us consider these questions in light of a passage from advice by Tokden Śākya Śrī in chapter 9, as translated by Amy Holmes-Tagchungdarpa. Her translation emphasizes Śākya Śrī’s repeated use of the imperative to guide his disciple’s experience by adding exclamation points (of which there is no equivalent in Tibetan).




Do not stray into confusion! Do not allow the delusions of the past, present, and future to obstruct your view. Just call out “Phat!” and all of these delusions will dissolve. They will fade away, and when you look for them, there will be only clear space. Do not block this sensation — it will allow you to know the play of all-emptiness.





This passage presents a clear progression, one that follows the experience of a student applying the teacher’s instructions. The cadence is short, heightening the sense of immediacy — palpable in both Śākya Śrī’s Tibetan and Holmes-Tagchungdarpa’s English. A feeling of personal involvement is created through the moment-by-moment pacing and experiential focus of instruction, simulating an oral transmission. In this passage, as is typical of shaldam, literary style and meaning are intertwined, making the translator’s sensitivity to questions of style and tone all the more important.


In an effort to capture an aura of intimacy and immediacy, our translators have done well attending to the particular aesthetic effect and rhetorical impact of each passage in their source texts. Umberto Eco describes this effort as finding the “functional equivalence” between original and translation, based on identifying the stylistic core of a passage.17 The idea of functional equivalence is especially important for shaldam, given the rhetorical richness of this type of literature. The stylistic core may involve the emotional tenor or register invoked in the advice, as is the case in The Faults of Eating Meat in chapter 4, where Shardza Tashi Gyaltsen describes the painful fate of a yak: “led into the butcher’s corral, its limbs are bound, it is turned upside down, and its muzzle is wrapped with cord.” In Barstow’s translation the rapid pace of this succession has an aesthetic impact, intensifying a sense of dread and revulsion toward the painful realities of slaughter. What a literary translation demands, then, is attention to stylistic devices in the original Tibetan text, recreated in such a way as to deliver a comparable experience for the English reader.


This kind of functional equivalence is perhaps most difficult to capture with regard to humor and wordplay, which can often be lost in translation. For example, Dza Patrul’s entire Explanation of Chudrulü in chapter 2 is organized around a Tibetan play on words: a false etymology of a colloquial expression that means “nothing.” On one level Patrul is clearly joking, while on another level he is quite serious about providing his readers with a complex, esoteric Dharma instruction. Within his playfully serious delivery, he finds time to show off his love of puns, as is the case in a sentence-long riff on different Tibetan words for “wind.” The challenge is to make sense of this in English, which sometimes can be done only in commentarial fashion, as Joshua Schapiro discusses in his essay. When the translator gets lucky, a play on the meaning or sound of words manages to come through in translation. For example, in The Call of a Sacred Drum: Advice for Solitary Retreat in chapter 6, Dza Patrul engages in a playful repetition of the term “joy” (gyepa) in exclaiming: “the adept enjoys the joys of solitude with joyful laughter.” This repetition of a single term in different parts of speech marks the beginning of a passage that conveys the delights of solitary retreat, modeled on the author’s own experience, thereby creating the feeling of being there alongside him.


Earthy examples and metaphors, rendered in colloquial language, require the translator to match the simplicity of the original and thereby communicate practical instructions with comparable immediacy. In A Jeweled Rosary of Advice in chapter 3, Shangtön Tenpa Gyatso exemplifies this tendency, using a host of animal metaphors to criticize immoral and foolish human behavior. Gedun Rabsal and Nicole Willock use everyday language to let the metaphors shine through their translation:




Advising those who don’t listen is akin to talking to cattle and sheep — how senseless!


Like asking a dog to guard raw meat, it is wrong to trust your wealth to careless people.


Don’t be as attached to food as an old dog guarding a dry bone. Give it to the people!





In other instances everyday metaphors are used to describe otherwise elusive mental states, as with the following examples from Dza Patrul and Ju Mipham from chapters 10 and 11, translated by Sarah Harding and Douglas Duckworth, respectively. The first follows a description of the mind settling in meditation and the second provides an apt image for awareness:




If that is prolonged further in meditation, from time to time there will be occasional mental activity, but for the most part there is abiding. For example, it is like an old person who sits still most of the time.


Awareness is like husked rice separated from the chaff of mentally conceived experiences.





These metaphors render meditation instructions palpable and practical, and the spare language of their translation transmits them in an unencumbered fashion.


The appearance of worldly examples, when conveyed with all their idiosyncrasies in translation, can invite the reader into an encounter with a decidedly different world. In chapter 4, Bön master Shardza Tashi Gyaltsen explains the karmic consequences of killing insects through an extended example of picking lice off the body:




As an example, take the killing of a louse. When a louse is feeding on someone’s body, that person knows that the louse is eating them. This knowledge is the ground element of a complete act. Seeing the louse on his arm, the killer is motivated by anger. This is the intention element. He places a fingernail on top of the louse and begins to press down, applying the means to kill the louse. This is the application element. Afterward, the bloody louse is removed from the top of the nail with a cry of triumph, completing the act of killing. This is the completion element. Killing in this way, motivated by hatred, brings karma that impels one to hell.





Here an everyday example is used to illustrate the phases of a complete karmic act and convey its relevance to daily ethical choices. Yet what might be an everyday occurrence in one setting can seem foreign in translation, since picking lice off one’s body will likely be less familiar to contemporary audiences. Barstow’s translation, which highlights the idiosyncratic details of the specific example, reminds the reader that Shardza’s work of advice is, after all, a translation of a foreign source from quite a different time and place.


Earthy examples and culturally specific metaphors can thus function as strategic opportunities for translators to retain the foreign qualities of a text, especially when a source makes references to Tibetan life or to Indic conventions that had a strong influence on Tibetan literature. Here is a pertinent case from Shangtön Tenpa Gyatso in chapter 3:


A white moon stained with the form of a rabbit, a beautiful flower tainted by a bad scent, wicked companions like two dzo yoked together falling off a cliff.


Bad friends are a source of regret — abandon them!


This passage is strikingly foreign. While Western convention locates a “man in the moon” in the dark and light surfaces of a full moon, due to the tilt of the earth, Indian tradition recognizes a rabbit instead — an image that is retained in Tibetan literature. In this passage, the dark shape of a rabbit on the moon is a metaphor for how bad company can stain one’s own character. In the third example above, dzo refer to yak-cattle hybrids, which are typically yoked together for hauling loads in Tibetan nomadic areas. Here Shangtön Tenpa Gyatso uses the image of two yoked dzo to illustrate how association with bad company can have disastrous consequences, as when yoked dzo fall off a cliff together. These metaphors simultaneously convey an earthy tone and bring a foreign quality to the translation, connecting the English reader to both the literary and lived worlds of Tibet.


Lawrence Venuti asks translators to make a deliberate effort to foreignize their translation of original sources, rather than domesticate them, thereby using foreign elements to bring the reader closer to the world of a text.18 In this anthology, foreign elements invite the reader to imagine the nineteenth-century world of eastern Tibet, with its distinctive topography and worldview. This is a world where tantric adepts share mountain ranges and grasslands with herders tending yak and dzo, as referenced in the Third Dodrupchen’s letter to a disciple in chapter 6. A certain degree of domestication is inevitable if one is to render a foreign text intelligible to readers in a different cultural milieu. But it may still be possible to transmit the aroma of foreignness — something akin to Anthony Yu’s idea of “preserving foreignness in the very quest for readability.”19 One simple way that our translators have done so is by maintaining Tibetan terms like dzo and exclamations like Kyé ho! from the Tibetan. More subtle is the challenge of recreating in English literary devices and effects that are quintessentially Tibetan, such as the tendency toward self-deprecation in first-person speech.


Self-deprecation is a common device in Tibetan literature, brilliantly performed in these works of advice. Even as revered luminaries, the authors repeatedly couch their personal advice with disclaimers about their own authority to deliver trustworthy teachings. Dudjom Lingpa’s reflexive statements in chapter 1, where he casts himself as a madman, represent this trend well:


Its worth
 is small, but if to have this old man’s brief advice


just now
 seems so important — very well, then, just for you,


for my part,
 I shall sing and sing away my crazy song!


Having no way to refuse the request you made,


I, the foolish and contemptible Dudjom Dorjé


have responded with this ditty in the form of insane ravings,


which I hereby give to Chokdrup, the novice of Abum.


Since self-deprecating statements like this are a Tibetan convention, authors can take their tongue-in-cheek statements quite far. For Dudjom Lingpa to call himself “foolish and contemptible” and his advice “insane ravings” makes sense only within a Buddhist framework that renders it taboo for anyone to claim realization directly. Of course, Dudjom Lingpa endears himself to the reader by casting himself as a modest yet gifted spiritual guide; thus his artful humility only strengthens the appeal of his advice. Moreover, the intimacy of oral instructions comes through when he says to Chokdrup, “if to have this old man’s brief advice / just now / seems so important — very well, then, just for you . . .” For the translator to downplay self-deprecating statements out of reverence for the author would spoil the flavor of the passage. Instead, by relishing the distinctiveness of self-effacing humor, the translator has the opportunity to import a foreign element, one that runs against the grain of contemporary conventions in English.


In order to invite the reader into these reflections on literary style and translation, we have asked our contributors to discuss these issues in their introductory essays, alongside brief remarks on the ecumenical dimensions of the work(s) translated. They comment on ambiguous terms and complex connotations, their handling of specific passages, the way that meter is constructed in verse, and questions surrounding authorial voice, linguistic register, and intended audience. In addition, we asked contributors to share any challenges that stood out to them in the translation process as they experimented with ways to capture wordplay, humor, meter, and other distinctive stylistic features of the source texts. In this way, their introductory essays highlight for the reader the literary features of each text as well as the ways in which ecumenism is articulated by these luminaries from nineteenth-century Tibet. For those unfamiliar with the Tibetan language, a glossary of Tibetan terms is available at the back of the anthology, where readers can compare translation choices for a single term.


No translation is ever final. Given the ever-changing nature of language, translations that convey intimacy and immediacy through the colloquialisms of their own day will necessarily become outdated after a generation or two. Nevertheless, we are hopeful that the works included in this volume will be inspirational as advice for practice and become a springboard for an enduring experiment in the literary translation of Tibetan sources.
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4. As the coalescence of this inclination, the Five Great Treasuries compiled by Jamgön Kongtrul have a practice orientation: for the most part they consist of instructions and ritual texts anchored in the distinct lineages of Tibetan Buddhism.


5. Eight practice lineages are identified: Nyingma, Kadam, Marpa Kagyü, Shangpa Kagyü, Sakya, Kālacakra, Chöd and Shijé, and Orgyen Nyendrup. Though it forms the ecumenical architecture of his Treasury of Knowledge and Treasury of Precious Instructions anthologies, the rubric of “eight chariot-like practice lineages” (drupgyü shingta gyé) was not invented by Jamgön Kongtrul.


6. Dungkar Losang Trinlé 2002, 1918.


7. In her work with the Pluralism Project, Diana Eck emphasizes active engagement with diversity as one of the crucial factors separating pluralism from mere tolerance. See www.pluralism.org.


8. Harding 2007, 24.


9. Garfield 2009, 90.


10. Quoted in Harding 2007, 33. This catalog has recently been published in translation by the Tsadra Foundation as The Catalog of The Treasury of Precious Instructions (Jamgön Kongtrul 2013).


11. Here shaldam is used as a broad umbrella term for advice literature. This volume actually includes texts that fit into a range of related forms, including mengak (quintessential or esoteric instructions), michö (didactic advice on human virtue), nyingtam (heart advice), nyamgur (songs of experience), and lapja (practical advice or counsel). Rather than insist on a particular genre definition that encapsulates all the works that appear in this anthology, we prefer to consider how the rubric of shaldam can help us to see patterns in the stylistic, poetic, and rhetorical ingenuity of these writings.


12. According to Ringu Tulku, the term dam (related to dom) has the sense of gathering and connotes brief or condensed teachings. Shal serves as an honorific for mouth, or face, suggesting a direct encounter.


13. Jikmé Lingpa, who lived in the eighteenth century, is included in two chapters as an important precursor to the nineteenth-century figures who are otherwise the focus of the volume.


14. Griffiths 1981, 17. In contrast, full-time translators of Tibetan texts, working at the behest of a lama or as part of a translation committee affiliated with a specific practice tradition, may focus on readability. Nevertheless, they may at times devalue the literary qualities of a text in their emphasis on faithfully reproducing its meaning.


15. Paz 1992, 154.


16. Overall, the notion of a literal rendering is problematic, because it assumes that one can find semantic equivalence for terms and expressions between source and target languages. Even as dictionaries give the impression of semantic equivalence, words that share a denotation can have quite different connotations and semantic ranges in different languages. In response to this incongruity, Jay Garfield points out that the translator must intervene by fixing a meaning that may be ambiguous or multivalent in the original, while simultaneously losing certain resonances from the source language and adding others from the target language (Garfield 2009, 94). For this reason, translation involves not only a linguistic shift but also a cultural one.


17. Eco 2003, 56.


18. Venuti 1995, 20, based on the ideas of Friedrich Schleiermacher.


19. Yu 2013, 98.









PART I: WORLDLY COUNSEL









1.Facing Your Mind


Jamgön Kongtrul and Dudjom Lingpa


Translated by John Canti


Two Voices, One Message: Don’t Look Elsewhere


Individuals at the highest levels of attainment in the Tibetan Buddhist world, whether in past centuries or more recent times, have by no means conformed to a uniform stereotype. Their lifestyles and personalities vary enormously. Indeed, according to Mahāyāna tradition, manifesting in a variety of forms to “train beings according to their needs” is how enlightenment should manifest at the emanational, nirmāṇakāya level. The texts I have translated here are by two authors with very different lifestyles. Both were great nineteenth-century masters — masters primarily in the sense of prodigious spiritual accomplishment, but also in the sense of widely recognized literary skill. There, however, many of the obvious similarities end.


Jamgön Kongtrul Lodrö Thayé (1813–99) needs little introduction, for his is the first name that comes to most people’s minds at any mention of nineteenth-century ecumenical masters. He is undoubtedly one of the most important figures of the time. Steeped in learning, a lifelong monastic, with an established institutional role and widespread recognition, Kongtrul could hardly be more different than his younger contemporary, the visionary yogin and tertön Trakthung Dudjom Lingpa (1835–1904), who had a minimum of formal education, received little by way of teachings and transmissions (at least from human masters), and for much of his life led a materially precarious and peripatetic existence outside any formal affiliations, surrounded by his followers, consorts, and large family.


Descriptions of Kongtrul are so formal and laudatory that it is difficult to unearth details of his personality, but from his own autobiography and other writings, we get the impression of a dignified monk with immense learning worn lightly, great discipline, and a tendency to self-deprecation. He traveled widely but also spent long periods immersing himself in literary projects, performing retreats, and exchanging transmissions. Dudjom Lingpa, we know, was a physically powerful man, direct and uncompromising. A white-robed yogin with a mane of long hair, wearing large earrings, he is said to have had a presence that was both awe-inspiring and terrifying. He spent most of his life in a series of encampments and settlements, moving often but mostly within the confines of Mar, Ser, and Do, three river valleys of Golok in eastern Tibet.


Despite their undoubted differences, however, these two great masters had more in common than appearances might suggest. To start with, Kongtrul, too, was a visionary and a tertön. More important still, the overwhelming concern of both masters was the authentic use and transmission of the very essence of the Buddhist path in all its forms, and the fruit of that concern can be seen in the large cohorts of exceptionally accomplished practitioners that each of them trained, taught, or inspired.


Kongtrul and Jamyang Khyentsé Wangpo, of course, are the masters usually taken to be the origin of the nineteenth-century Buddhist renaissance in eastern Tibet that has become known as the rimé — nonsectarian or ecumenical — movement. Kongtrul had seen for himself that without a change of perspective, Buddhism as practiced in the Tibet of his day was in danger of becoming a series of fossilized systems divided by sectarian bias and divorced from genuine spiritual experience. Worse, sectarian rivalry (often for patronage) had on occasions become a pretext for feuds, open conflict, and even warfare. In his own lifetime Kongtrul had seen at least three such periods of major upheaval. He and other contemporary lamas responded to this state of affairs with an openness and respect for the texts and transmissions of all authentic lineages of Tibetan Buddhism. They made extraordinary efforts to identify practices, texts, traditions, and lineages that were little known or in danger of extinction, to receive and study them, and to ensure their future transmission.


Combating sectarianism and resisting institutional hegemony was a major concern for Kongtrul and Khyentsé, and the impetus they created had far-reaching effects on many other masters of their time and afterward. But the fact that later observers called it the “rimé movement” can give rise to an impression that nonsectarianism was its sole defining characteristic. In fact, “renaissance” seems a better term. The movement was, in essence, a broad-based return to truer Buddhist values. It may have been triggered by the specter of religious bigotry in an extreme and institutionalized form, but it had plenty of positive qualities to promote and not only negative trends to combat and resist.


Indeed, were anti-sectarianism alone taken as the criterion for belonging to this remarkable movement, Dudjom Lingpa would not qualify. He can hardly be described as ecumenical, working as he did entirely within his own revelations, which themselves were firmly based on the system of the Nyingma tantras and the Great Perfection. Geographically, too, while much of Kongtrul and Khyentsé’s activity was centered on the region of Degé, Dudjom Lingpa, farther east in Golok, was an outlier who had little direct contact with the other masters identified with the phenomenon.1 Nevertheless, he is often considered to have been part of it.2 What characterizes most of the masters identified with the rimé movement is that they recognized the dangers of narrow scholasticism, of an overemphasis on institutional concerns, and of spiritual dishonesty in all its forms; in Dudjom Lingpa’s case, his whole life was a vigorous rebuttal of those impediments. He may not have been explicitly nonsectarian, but neither was he sectarian: his own tradition was entirely outside any established structure, and he did not promote it above any other. He saw it simply as the path on which his followers could attain enlightenment — and this, according to all accounts, they did in droves. No less than thirteen of his disciples are known to have attained the rainbow-light body (jalü), and many more to have reached advanced levels of realization. If giving rise to a wide and vigorous lineage of influential teachers is taken to be the very stuff of which a Buddhist renaissance is made, Dudjom Lingpa should certainly be included. In addition to his own spiritual descendants, he had another resource unavailable to Kongtrul: his eight sons and several grandchildren were all recognized as incarnations of different lineages, and went on to make important contributions to Buddhist culture and practice. His legacy in Golok has proved exceptionally vigorous to the present day.


Among the writings of masters like these, shaldam is the most personally expressive genre. The longer poems translated in this chapter, one from each author, are both in the most classic shaldam format. Addressing a particular individual practitioner, they set out frank advice about what would be the most essential elements in terms of attitudes, practice, and lifestyle for that person to make his or her life — a substantial number of Dudjom Lingpa’s shaldam are addressed to women — meaningful and spiritually fruitful. Despite being nominally directed to the needs of a specific individual, the fact that they were subsequently preserved and published implies that they were felt likely to be useful to others.


In keeping with their purpose, they are expressed in language close to colloquial forms and yet at the same time fashioned with considerable literary skill, ranging from the witty to the sublime. Kongtrul’s piece here is in plain language but impeccably structured. Dudjom Lingpa’s two songs are more original, from a literary point of view. The longer one utilizes concise and elegant phrasing and makes use of a variety of metric rhythms. Kongtrul’s focus is on mastering and understanding the mind, but around this central thread he weaves in other essential elements of the path, such as renunciation, reflection on death and impermanence, devotion to a teacher, and the union of emptiness and compassion. Dudjom Lingpa gives more individualized advice on lifestyle and livelihood, and then evokes the path and goal in the specific terminology and framework of the Great Perfection. Despite their stylistic differences, both authors answer the same question: in order to attain realization, what does the person being addressed need to do?


Kongtrul’s Words of Advice for Lhawang Tashi


Kongtrul’s voluminous writings cover a vast range of topics and genres yet seem to include relatively few pieces that can be specifically categorized either as shaldam or as spiritual songs (gur).3 The work translated here, Words of Advice for Lhawang Tashi, is a shaldam found in his Treasury of Extensive Teachings (Gyachen Kadzö), which is itself a compilation of those of his writings that did not belong in any of the other themed treasuries.


In the colophon of this poem, Kongtrul refers to himself as “old,” so he presumably wrote this advice later in life. The woodblock, unlike those of most of the other texts in the volume, has its own title page and appears to have been originally prepared for independent printing. Otherwise, I have so far been unable to discover anything about the circumstances or date of the piece, or about the identity of the Lhawang Tashi to whom the advice is addressed.


Kongtrul opens with a stanza of obeisance and invocation that includes both Padmasambhava and the Kagyü masters, an unorthodox combination but one certainly coherent with his own eclectic points of reference and personal history. He then launches straight into his theme, the importance of examining, understanding, guarding, and mastering one’s own mind.


He sets course for this theme with a wonderfully blunt quote from a short Tengyur text by Atiśa:


When with others, watch your speech,


but when with no one, watch your mind.4


To cite an Indian work as his starting point — while a convention common to many genres of Tibetan writing — helps Kongtrul cement the link to an era uncluttered by sectarian bias. Atiśa’s terse, frank advice is an important reminder of how far back the shaldam tradition goes. This is also the case when, toward the end of the poem, Kongtrul takes a stanza from the Way of the Bodhisattva:


To those who wish to guard their minds,


I press my palms together and implore them:


sustain, with all your efforts,


both mindfulness and vigilance.5


Here Śāntideva, in his own innovative way, addresses his readers directly with an exhortation to guard their minds at all costs by maintaining mindfulness and vigilance.6


True to these textual foundations, despite occasional references to Mantrayāna notions, the main framework of this piece is built squarely on the general Mahāyāna tradition. Mind, Kongtrul says, is the sole basis of saṃsāra and nirvāṇa, and the difference between buddhahood and suffering is simply a matter of whether the mind is purified. He takes the reader through a sequence of consequences, sadly familiar to any practitioner of meditation, of a Buddhist attempting to practice the path but not paying proper attention to the mind and its nature.


In each case, he says in a key passage, the problem is to have been “led along by a mind you’ve not made self-sufficient.” To make the mind self-sufficient is the first step toward recognizing its nature; it is the confident independence that comes from not expecting gratification, help, or salvation from anywhere else — not out of bravado or resignation, but simply through recognizing that one’s own mind is the very basis of all one’s experiences.
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