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ADVANCE PRAISE FOR
 MASTERING MEDITATION


“Rinpoché’s teachings are genuine manifestations of Lama Tsongkhapa’s tradition. It is wonderful to see that more of his clear, practical, and precious instructions are now available in English.”


 — Geshé Tenzin Namdak, senior Western student of Rinpoché and resident teacher at Jamyang Buddhist Centre, London


“Although typically associated with the Kagyü tradition of Tibetan Buddhism, the profound meditation on the nature of mind known as mahāmudrā (the great seal) is also important among the Geluk, whose masters have studied, practiced, and taught the technique for many centuries. In this accurate, scholarly, and highly readable translation, Ven. Tenzin Gache brings to light two important texts by the beloved modern Geluk master Chöden Rinpoché (1930–2015): a clear exposition of how to attain calm abiding (śamatha), which is an essential part of mahāmudrā meditation, and a detailed commentary on the root verses on mahāmudrā composed by the First/Fourth Panchen Lama, Losang Chökyi Gyaltsen (1570–1662). Chöden Rinpoché’s discussion of mahāmudrā is among the most thorough and practical of any written by a modern Gelukpa — including lucid discussions of the philosophical analysis required to perfect sūtra-level mahāmudrā and of procedures for great-seal tantric practice, while Ven. Gache’s introduction, notes, and supplementary sections provide a helpful window onto Rinpoché’s incisive and inspiring writings. Mastering Meditation is a superlative book, which should be on the bookshelf of anyone interested in mahāmudrā, its place in Geluk tradition, and its power to reveal to us the true nature of our mind.”


 — Roger R. Jackson, author of Mind Seeing Mind: Mahāmudrā and the Geluk Tradition of Tibetan Buddhism


“Embodying the scholarship of a lharampa geshe and the insights of a realized yogi, Chöden Rinpoché is the perfect master to explain how to meditate on the ultimate nature of the mind, and does so in this wonderful book, made accessible by Venerable Gache’s excellent introduction and translation. Highly recommended.”


 — Dr. Nicholas Ribush, director, Lama Yeshe Wisdom Archive
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This picture illustrates the nine mental settlings, culminating in calm abiding and special insight.
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“ Kyabjé Chöden Rinpoché was more kind to me than all the three times’ buddhas. His teachings are not just words but come from a learned mind — and from experience.”


— Lama Zopa Rinpoche


“ Kyabjé Chöden Rinpoché was one of the great masters of the past century and the mentor to many of the senior teachers at Sera, including my own teacher Gen Thupten Rinchen. His broad and incisive understanding was supported by years of intensive practice, yielding the true fruits of the Buddhist path. For anybody interested in looking more deeply into the long-term goals of Buddhist practice, this book is an indispensable guide.”


—  Khen Rinpoché Geshé Tashi Tsering, abbot of Sera Mé Monastery and author of the Foundations of Buddhist Thought series


“ This volume by one of the preeminent scholars and contemplatives of the Geluk tradition in recent times is bound to become a classic guide to unveiling the mystery of consciousness, which has thus far eluded modern science.”


—  B. Alan Wallace, president, Santa Barbara Institute for Consciousness Studies


“ I am immensely grateful that this fine book makes Chöden Rinpoché utterly present to my mind, and his deep and inspiring teaching gives me consolation! These greatest teachings are simple and direct, yet they give a powerful sense that the teacher actually knows what they mean, is sharing actual experience, not just description.”


—  Robert A. F. Thurman, Jey Tsong Khapa Professor Emeritus, Columbia University
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Foreword


BY HIS HOLINESS THE DALAI LAMA


MEDITATION PRACTICE is essential for the development of spiritual qualities such as loving-kindness, compassion, and wisdom to reach their fullest potential. Without training our mind through meditation, our mind wanders and our ability to focus and apply our mind in a disciplined manner remains weak.


There are two broad categories of meditation practice, one belonging to calm abiding (shamatha) that focuses on training attention, stability, and awareness, and the other belonging to special insight (vipashyana), which is focused on cultivating insight through analysis. The purpose of achieving calm abiding is not just for the sake of gaining higher levels of concentration. Rather it is to serve as the basis for achieving special insight realizing emptiness through which afflictive emotions can be removed completely. Mahāmudrā is a highly advanced form of practice of special insight, and the transmission of its instruction exists also in the Gelug Tradition.


I am glad that Chöden Rinpoché’s teachings on these two topics are now compiled into this book, Mastering Meditation. I commend the translator and all those who have worked hard in making these teachings available in English.
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Gyalten Translation Group’s Preface


THE GYALTEN TRANSLATION GROUP of Awakening Vajra International gratefully wishes to acknowledge the extensive efforts of Venerable Tenzin Gache in producing this lucid translation of His Eminence Chöden Rinpoché’s profound guide to mahāmudrā and calm abiding. 


As movingly recounted in Venerable Gache’s preface, Chöden Rinpoché had and continues to have a profound effect on all with whom he came into contact. Not only was he an accomplished scholar who held and transmitted rare oral traditions, untiringly teaching the Dharma in the East and West at the behest of His Holiness the Dalai Lama, but he was also a legendary yogi who accomplished a near twenty-year solitary retreat under the direst of circumstances. Anyone who ever had the good fortune to experience Rinpoché’s presence will have little doubt that Rinpoché himself embodied, at the highest level, the realization of the practices described in this book. 


This skillful translation constitutes what will hopefully be the first in a series of works edited by the Gyalten Translation Group and published by Wisdom Publications. Initiated by Geshe Gyalten Kungka, principal disciple of His Eminence Chöden Rinpoché, the series will focus on preserving and spreading Rinpoché’s intellectual and spiritual legacy, while also presenting works by Geshe Gyalten and other close disciples of Rinpoché. The Gyalten Translation Group (Jeff Seipel, Gyalten Tsondue, Sue Bartfield, Timothy Brown, and Gyalten Jigdrel) offers its sincere thanks to Venerable Gache, to Laura Cunningham at Wisdom Publications, and to all the students of Chöden Rinpoché around the world who have shown great devotion to Rinpoché and steadily supported the work of Awakening Vajra International. We also wish to thank Geshe Gyalten Kungka for his vital role as an indispensable communicator of Rinpoché’s teachings and, most of all, Rinpoché himself — now reincarnated as Tenzin Gyalten Rinpoché — without whom none of these activities would have been possible.


Gyalten Translation Group
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A rare photo of Chöden Rinpoché at Sera in Tibet, circa 1950s.











Translator’s Preface


CHÖDEN RINPOCHÉ, through his presence in this world, substantiated the veracity of the Buddha’s teachings and the inconceivable potential of the human mind. From his purposeful, serene movements to his delicate but compassionate smile, from the confident humility with which he depicted the path to liberation to his almost otherworldly aura of wisdom and peace, the timeless Dharma was the spark breathing vitality and care into Rinpoché’s most mundane actions, and he made it his life’s work to convey to others, lucidly but gently, the fathomless depths of his insight.


Rinpoché lived a quiet, unassuming lifestyle, eschewing the normal measures of success, such as wealth, family life, and prestige. But that does not mean that Rinpoché did not have his own treasured goals or that he did not pursue them with a passionate ambition. From a very young age, Rinpoché assiduously devoted all of his time and energy to cultivating his mind, first through study and monastic training from childhood through early adulthood and subsequently through nearly twenty years of solitary retreat in austere conditions, all amid a time of great social upheaval in Tibet. He did so with unbending inner confidence gained through judicious scrutiny of the Buddha’s teachings and with strength of conviction developed through observing the outstanding examples of countless past and current practitioners in his country.


I first had the unbelievably good fortune to meet Chöden Rinpoché when he visited Kurukulla Center for Tibetan Buddhist Studies in Medford, Massachusetts, in the fall of 2004, as I was beginning my final year of college just a mile away at Tufts University. Having found intellectual and personal solace in the Buddha’s teachings, I had already determined to ordain as a monk upon completing my studies. But meeting Rinpoché added a new level of inspiration and conviction, as though one of the wise elders one reads about in the ancient sūtras had leapt off the page and appeared in the modern world. Spending only two precious weeks attending Rinpoché’s talks drove home the recognition that the Buddhist teachings were more than just philosophical speculation. Suddenly the mundane world with its everyday concerns seemed hopelessly dull, and its inhabitants appeared as little children in the presence of this mature yet unremittingly pragmatic master.


During those weeks I made it my task to introduce friends, family, and teachers to Rinpoché’s teachings. Even though many of them completely lacked a paradigm for comprehending who Rinpoché was or the extent to which he had developed his mind, all of them expressed gratitude, even awe, at the opportunity to be in his presence. One of my college professors expressed succinctly what most of us likely felt: “I don’t know what he has done, but all I can say is, I want what he’s having!”


Rinpoché extended a kind invitation to me to come live and study at Lhopa Khangtsen, his regional house group within Sera Jé Monastic University in South India, after completing my degree. Thus began my second process of maturation and education in a new world and culture. What I soon observed was that even among Tibetan monks, who possessed more of a context for Rinpoché’s soaring heights of realization than did my Western friends, the presence of such a living master still provided an indispensable affirmation that the discipline we followed and the texts espousing it were not just arcane relics of an embellished past. Perhaps epithets for Buddha like “knower of all aspects” and “supreme guide of those to be tamed” referred to something concrete and even attainable with sustained focus and effort.


Tibetan society, especially monastic society, is in many regards a premodern culture struggling to integrate into the modern world. Through my years as a participant-observer in this context, I have gradually lost the starry-eyed enthusiasm with which I began and actually gained a deep appreciation for the achievements of Western culture, with its standards of education, technology, and access to information, medical care, and social support, which I would have taken for granted had I remained in my home country. Nonetheless, through semester after semester of Buddhist study and prolonged exposure to Rinpoché and other such rare masters, my initial intuition has grown into a deep conviction that we in the West are missing something extraordinary. Ancient Indian society followed a different trajectory of evolution and produced methods of mental cultivation that challenge basic paradigms of modern science regarding the nature and potential of the mind, and this knowledge was passed on to inheritors scattered around the Asian continent. Following a Mind and Life dialogue between Tibetan monks and Western scientists at Drepung Monastery in Mundgod, India, in January 2013, Christof Koch, chief scientific officer at the Allen Institute for Brain Sciences in Seattle, offered these reflections:






What passed between these representatives of two distinct intellectual modes of thinking about the world were facts, data — knowledge. That is, knowledge about the more than two-millennia-old Eastern tradition of investigating the mind from the inside, from an interior, subjective point of view, and the much more recent insights provided by empirical Western ways to probe the brain and its behavior using a third-person, reductionist framework. What the former brings to the table are scores of meditation techniques to develop mindfulness, concentration, insight, serenity, wisdom and, it is hoped, in the end, enlightenment. . . . After years of daily contemplative exercise — nothing comes easily in meditation — practitioners can achieve considerable control over their mind.


Twelve years of schooling, four years of college and an even longer time spent in advanced graduate training fail to familiarize our future doctors, soldiers, engineers, scientists, accountants and politicians with such techniques. Western universities do not teach methods to enable the developing or the mature mind to become quiet and to focus its considerable powers on a single object, event or train of thought. There is no introductory class on “Focusing the Mind.” And this is to our loss!1





In the developing milieu of Buddhism in the West, the existence of enlightenment in the full, traditional sense of the term remains an open topic of debate. Such debate is a positive step toward understanding, and those interested in these topics should not feel that they have no option but to take one teacher’s word over another’s. As aspiring practitioners did in traditional Buddhist cultures, we today can study, reflect, debate, and discuss with our teachers and other students. To some extent we can also test our own experience in meditation, but because advanced states like those described in this book require an enormous investment of time and energy to actualize, it is important to lay a groundwork of understanding through more inferential means. Otherwise, if one does not experience results after some time — and it is likely that one will not — one might give up the endeavor.




Without individuals and communities dedicated to long-term study, reflection, and meditation, we will never know whether the refined states of consciousness the Buddha described — and that Rinpoché clarifies in this book — may become a reality. Fortunately, the Buddha’s approach of reasoning and investigation is fully compatible with the approach of science, even if many of his claims challenge the current mainstream scientific worldview. Those with open minds and genuine interest must seriously consider these ideas.


When Rinpoché passed away in 2015, his close student and longtime attendant Geshé Gyalten asked if I would take on the task of translating many of Rinpoché’s teachings into English. Although I was still less than halfway through the long process of full-time study, debate, and accumulation of merit that is life at Sera, I agreed with the consideration that this work would become a part of my own education. Zhi gnas sgrub tshul dang dge ldan pa’i phyag chen gyi bka’ khrid thar lam gsal sgron (A Lamp Clarifying the Path to Liberation: The Manner of Actualizing Calm Abiding and Instructions on Gendenpa Mahāmudrā), Rinpoché’s articulate and concise instructions on developing the mind all the way to full enlightenment, had not yet been translated and seemed a good place to start; that has become the book you’re now holding in your hands. 


The first part of this book contains instructions for developing calm abiding, an unshakable single-pointedness of mind. The second part offers advanced instructions on using calm abiding as a platform to develop mahāmudrā, a specialized meditation that uncovers subtle, hidden levels of mind and utilizes them to pierce into the ultimate nature of self and reality, leading finally to complete enlightenment.


It is my sincere hope that this translation of Rinpoché’s instructions for developing concentration and insight will offer a coherent picture for those interested in examining the mind’s potential and serve as accessible instruction for those wishing to make steps toward actualizing that potential. 


I dedicate this translation to the long life of His Holiness the Fourteenth Dalai Lama, in loving memory of Chöden Rinpoché, Losang Gyalten Jikdrel Wangchuk, and to the long life and success of Tenzin Gyalten Rinpoché. May he bring the profound message of his predecessor to the world at large. 


Gelong Tenzin Gache


Sera IMI House, Sera Jé


____________________________


1. Koch 2013, 29. For an in-depth exploration of Western science’s growing forays into traditional meditation, see especially Goleman and Davidson 2017.











Translator’s Introduction


THIS BOOK OFFERS practical instructions on developing the latter two of the three higher trainings of ethical discipline, concentration, and wisdom. The first part of the book, “Calm Abiding,” teaches a method for developing single-pointed concentration. The structure of the teaching is roughly based on the celebrated Liberation in the Palm of Your Hand (Tib. Lam rim rnam grol lag bcangs), by Chöden Rinpoché’s own teacher, Phabongkha Rinpoché, though Chöden Rinpoché does not quote this text directly and often diverges from its outlines into useful tangential explanations. The second part, “Mahāmudrā,” is Rinpoché’s direct commentary on the Highway of the Conquerors: The Root Text of Mahāmudrā of the Precious Genden Instruction Lineage (Tib. Dge ldan bka’ rgyud rin po che’i phyag chen rtsa ba rgyal ba’i gzhung lam), by Losang Chökyi Gyaltsen, the Fourth Paṇchen Lama.2 The root text and Rinpoché’s commentary teach methods for developing insight into the nature of the self, the mind, and reality, through both the exoteric sūtra system and the more advanced system of secret mantra.


The Buddha’s teachings offer a complete method for freeing the mind from all suffering and pain forever and fully developing one’s potential to be of everlasting benefit to all sentient beings. Those who examine his teachings and gain authentic faith and interest in this extraordinary possibility engage in the practice of the three higher trainings. Although Buddhist practice can involve ritual aspects such as prostrations, mantra recitation, and altar offerings, these practices are meant to support — never to supersede — the three higher trainings.


The higher training of ethical discipline primarily involves refraining from harming others and limiting one’s needs and desires to what is minimally required to sustain continued practice. Although this first training is not the principal subject of this book, Rinpoché does begin by emphasizing its importance, and readers should understand that without this basis, one cannot hope to advance further in the practice. Harming others creates heavy imprints on the mind that will obstruct any significant progress in meditation, and having many desires leads to worry and distraction, hampering the development of concentration.


The higher training of concentration involves gaining mastery over the mind through developing its natural potential for focus, acuity, and dexterity, much as an athlete trains his or her body. Buddhist tradition maintains that the most effective tool for examining the nature of the mind is the mind itself but that most people’s minds are too uncontrolled and unrefined to undertake such work. This second higher training turns the mind into a precise instrument, laying the groundwork for the development of insight.


The higher training of wisdom is twofold: it involves insight into the conventional nature of cause and effect and insight into the ultimate nature of reality. Through studying and contemplating cause and effect, a practitioner comes to see that experiences of happiness and suffering do not arise randomly. Although external circumstances can act as conditions for inner experiences, they do not act as the substantial cause, much like water and sunlight nourish a seed but are not the substantial cause of a sprout. Without a seed, water and sunlight alone cannot produce a sprout, and similarly without an imprint on the mind from past actions, external circumstances will not give rise to happiness or suffering in the mind. Positive, constructive actions and ways of thinking lead to happiness in the future, while harmful, destructive actions and thoughts lead to suffering. Although this process is logical and definite, because it occurs in a complex way, at a subtle level, and over a great length of time, usually we fail to notice its intricacies. For example, while a person who has become depressed might ascribe the cause to stress or to chemical processes in the brain, the primary cause could be the ripening of imprints he sowed many years earlier through angry behavior. Stress and biological factors only serve as conditions allowing this mental state to become manifest, but because the mind is coarse and murky, one fails to notice the ripening of imprints and blames the experience entirely on external factors. Further complicating this process, Buddhist psychology asserts that any effect is rarely traceable to a single cause but arises from a network of past causes, and this network can extend over many past lifetimes that are completely hidden to one’s present mind.


By using the concentration that was developed in the second higher training, however, a practitioner can gradually gain insight into this subtle process and discern more correctly the nature of inner cause and effect. Such insight naturally leads to insight into the ultimate nature of self and phenomena: their lack of substantial, independent existence. One begins to recognize how the mind makes false imputations — exaggerating the qualities of things and over-reifying their status as good or bad, beautiful or ugly, friend or foe. By meditating in this way over a great length of time, one progressively frees the mind of false impositions and gains the wisdom that sees things as they really are, not how one presupposes or would like them to be.


CALM ABIDING


“Calm abiding” translates the Tibetan term zhiné (Tib. zhi gnas; Skt. śamatha). Zhi — “calming” or “pacifying” — refers to pacifying distractions toward external objects. Né — “abiding” — means the mind abides focused on an internally cultivated object. With calm abiding, a meditator can remain focused on an object of meditation for as long as she wishes — hours, even days — without the slightest distraction. At the same time, a subtle, calming energy — the bliss of pliancy — pervades her body and mind, making it easy to remain comfortably seated and preventing worry and agitation. Although a meditator who has reached this stage might experience the arising of sensual desire, worry, or occasional anger during postmeditation sessions, if she recognizes these states arising and focuses her mind, they will rapidly subside in most cases. Calm abiding is a mental state far surpassing our ordinary conception of sound mental health, and it is only attainable with sustained effort over a long period of time.


How to Achieve Calm Abiding


Just as somebody who wishes eventually to run a marathon proceeds incrementally, running a bit more each day, and maintains sound health through proper diet and sleep, likewise somebody who trains to actualize calm abiding must take measured steps and forsake pursuits that do not support a sound, stable mind. On page 47, Rinpoché outlines the sixfold collection of causes that one must assemble to establish a basis for the actual practice of meditation. These causes are (1) staying in a conducive place, (2) having few wants, (3) having contentment, (4) thoroughly abandoning the bustle of many activities, (5) maintaining ethical discipline, and (6) thoroughly abandoning discursive thoughts.


Having laid a stable foundation, a practitioner chooses an objective support — a visualized object or quality of mind on which he will focus. Some Buddhist traditions emphasize focusing on the breath, on sensations in the body, or on particular antidotes, like a decomposing corpse for one who tends toward desire. While some Tibetan practitioners do make use of these objects, the most common practice is to visualize the body of the Buddha and develop concentration by focusing on this visualization. Rinpoché chooses this method for his instructions, explaining on page 61 that it has certain advantages, such as creating positive potential in the mind and preparing a meditator for the more advanced visualization practices of the generation stage of tantra.


Visualizing this object to the best of one’s ability (which initially might mean simply visualizing a thumbprint-sized shaft of golden light), a practitioner now attempts to maintain concentration. A beginner will be unable to hold the object in awareness for more than a few seconds. With practice, one is eventually able to hold the object in awareness for the duration of twenty-one respirations. At this point, one achieves the first of nine mental settlings, which are stages of concentration that culminate in actual calm abiding.


The second stage is reached when one can hold the object for the time it takes to recite the mantra oṃ maṇi padme hūṃ 108 times (about two minutes). At the third mental settling, one still loses the object periodically, but overall the time spent in concentration exceeds that spent in distraction.


When a practitioner can maintain the visualized object in mind for an entire meditation session without losing it, he has reached the fourth mental settling. However, he is still far from single-pointed concentration for two reasons: (1) the object lacks clarity and (2) distracting thoughts still cycle through the mind, even though they do not completely disrupt concentration. At this point, a practitioner begins to work with the two main obstacles to concentration: laxity and excitement.


Laxity is somewhat similar to the mental affliction of lethargy, but with two important distinctions. For one, ordinary people experience lethargy frequently but never experience laxity in the sense intended here. This mental formation only arises when one has achieved the stable concentration of the fourth mental settling. Secondly, lethargy is a nonvirtuous mind, as it leads to negative, self-defeating thought patterns and excessive sleep. Laxity can be either neutral or virtuous depending on what mind it accompanies, and abiding in laxity, especially subtle laxity, can be pleasant and feel like genuine concentration, when in actuality the mind is slightly dull. Gross laxity occurs at the fourth mental settling and means that the object lacks clarity. From the fifth mental settling, the object is clear, but with subtle laxity the clarity lacks intensity or sharpness.


Excitement, the other main obstacle, is a form of mental scattering. Mental scattering can have various causes, such as anger and even virtue — as when we are meditating, and we start thinking about practicing generosity — but the most common and most pernicious cause is desire-attachment. Thus excitement, a subtle form of desire, is singled out as a primary obstacle. Excitement could take the form of preconscious trains of thought that reveal themselves when the mind is focused, or it might simply manifest as flightiness or mental noise. Gross excitement is when the mind goes to another object, and one loses the object of meditation entirely. By the fourth mental settling this gross excitement has ceased, but one still deals with subtle excitement, the stir of conceptual thoughts just outside conscious awareness. Excitement at this point is subtle in the sense that it does not entirely overtake the mind, but it can still be forceful in the sense that it disturbs mental tranquility.


During the next four stages, the practitioner mainly focuses on the visualized object but occasionally applies antidotes to laxity and excitement when they become strong. If laxity is only mild, she may merely focus on brightening the visualized object, but if it is stronger, she may temporarily meditate on something uplifting, like compassion. If excitement is mild, the practitioner can imagine the object becoming heavier, but if excitement is strong — for example, if sensual desires arise continuously — she may address it more directly, by meditating on an antidote such as the foulness of the body.


By the seventh stage, laxity and excitement only arise weakly, and finally, at the eighth stage, if the practitioner makes effort at the beginning of the session, he can comfortably maintain the object in awareness without laxity and excitement. At the ninth stage, even this initial effort becomes unnecessary. Anytime he wishes to focus his mind, he can immediately and effortlessly enter into prolonged concentration. At this point, applying antidotes becomes superfluous, and the meditator simply relaxes into absorption. This stage is called a “simulacrum of calm abiding,” but it is still not fully qualified calm abiding because the blissful pliancy of body and mind has yet to arise. By maintaining this state, soon such pliancy arises naturally in the meditator, and he achieves calm abiding.




Rinpoché also speaks of achieving calm abiding through the eight applications that are antidotes to the five faults. This presentation, drawn from the text Differentiating the Middle from Extremes (Skt. Madhyāntavibhāga; Tib. Dbus mtha’ rnam ’byed ), is another way of describing the same process of the mental settlings — it is not as though it is an entirely different method. The five faults are laziness, forgetting the instructions, laxity and excitement, not applying the antidote, and unnecessary application of the antidote. The eight applications are faith, aspiration, enthusiasm, pliancy, recollection, introspection, intention, and equanimity.


Among the faults to overcome, laziness is primarily an obstacle before beginning practice. One overcomes laziness through faith in the method, an aspiration to achieve calm abiding, and enthusiasm. “Faith” here is not blind faith, but a personal certainty gained through examining the possibility of attaining the outstanding qualities of calm abiding. Such faith leads to an aspiration to achieve calm abiding, and that aspiration leads to enthusiasm. When one actually achieves calm abiding, pliancy becomes an unshakable antidote to laziness, but until that time, one must rely on the other three antidotes. 


During the first three mental settlings, the main obstacle is forgetting the instructions. This does not mean that if somebody asked, the practitioner would be unable to recall what her teacher had said. Rather it means that during the meditation session, the mind wanders off and loses the object. In other words, the object must be kept in active memory. The antidote here is recollection.3


From the fourth stage, one no longer completely forgets or loses the object, so laxity and excitement become the primary obstacles to overcome. As an antidote, one cultivates introspection, an internal awareness of whether these obstacles are affecting the mind.4 When one actually recognizes laxity and excitement, it is a fault to not apply an antidote, so one cultivates the antidote of intention (Skt. cetanā; Tib. sems pa) to apply an antidote. While intention is the antidote to not applying an antidote, it is not the specific antidote to laxity and excitement. Based on intention, one must apply specific antidotes to these (as mentioned above on page 5). Although the specific antidotes to laxity and excitement are important, they are not actually included in the eight applications that are antidotes. But one should understand that their importance is implied and that it is not sufficient merely to cultivate introspection and intention, just as merely sending spies and planning an attack are not sufficient means to repel an approaching army.


Finally, at the ninth stage, laxity and excitement no longer arise, so (unnecessarily) applying an antidote itself becomes an obstacle. One simply rests in equanimity and waits patiently for the bliss of pliancy to arise naturally.


Two more ways of viewing this same process, drawn from Ārya Asaṅga’s Five Treatises on the Grounds (Skt. Yogācārabhūmi[śāstra]; Tib. Sa sde lnga), are by means of the six powers and the four mental applications. These again correspond to specific stages. During the first mental settling, a practitioner relies on the power of hearing — that is, she attempts to apply the instructions she has heard. During the second mental settling, she relies on the power of reflection, meaning she has gained some slight personal experience and in light of that can reflect on the meaning of what she has heard. During the third and fourth settlings, she relies on the power of recollection, because she makes continuous effort to keep the object in mind. During the fifth and sixth settlings, because she is still struggling with laxity and excitement, she relies on the power of introspection. During the seventh and eighth settlings, she has almost completely overcome laxity and excitement, and so she relies on the power of zeal to overcome their last traces. Finally at the ninth settling, she no longer needs to make such effort, and she can relax into the momentum built over the previous stages, relying on the power of thorough familiarization.


Again, during the first two settlings, a practitioner applies the mental application of focused engagement: strongly focusing so as not to lose the object. From the third to the seventh settlings, because laxity and excitement still arise, one applies interrupted engagement. Since at the eighth settling these obstacles will not arise so long as one makes effort, one applies uninterrupted engagement. Finally, at the ninth stage, one no longer needs to make effort, and so the mental application is spontaneous achievement.


Actualizing Calm Abiding


As a practitioner abides single-pointedly in the ninth mental settling, eventually he will experience a pleasant sensation “like somebody placing a warm palm on his freshly shaved head,” as Rinpoché describes on page 89. This sensation indicates that agitated “winds,” or subtle energies, are leaving the body. At this point one achieves physical pliancy, leaving the body suitable to engage in virtue, especially to sit comfortably for long periods of meditation. Physical pliancy is an actual physical phenomenon, as the subtle energy channels of the body are physical in nature but exist at a more refined level than the gross matter we experience with our sense organs. Next arises the bliss of physical pliancy, the corresponding bodily sensation. One feels comfortable and blissful and finds it easy to stay in meditation and not seek out sense pleasures, which now seem very coarse and unsatisfying. Soon one also experiences a corresponding bliss of mental pliancy, and at first this bliss is so strong that it temporarily disturbs mental stability. But after a short time, the mind stabilizes and integrates the new burst of energy, and this bliss becomes a strong support for prolonged, effortless concentration. This mind no longer belongs to the desire realm that encompasses all the mental states ordinary people experience but is instead an access concentration of the first dhyāna.5
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* Note that pliancy is listed here because it is an antidote to laziness, but it is not actually achieved at this point. One only achieves pliancy along with actual calm abiding, at which point one easily overcomes laziness.




If a practitioner has been using the body of the Buddha as a meditative object, up until this point that visualized object, a mental image, has been a meaning-generality — a general picture without the fine details of a real physical object and lacking the physical qualities of moment-to-moment change. Due to the intense concentration of calm abiding, the image now takes on a superbly vivid quality that surpasses any mental visualization one could create before.6 On pages 93–94, Rinpoché describes how a meditator now feels as though the object is so vivid and stable that he could count the individual atoms. On page 94, Rinpoché even questions whether one might now be observing an actual Buddha.


Nevertheless, a practitioner who has just achieved calm abiding still has a great deal of work to do in developing the mind, even though he will be able to do so without the laziness and fatigue that plague beginners. 


What to Do with Calm Abiding


A practitioner who has newly achieved calm abiding can abide comfortably in single-pointed concentration on her chosen object for hours, even days. However, if she changes the object or tries to analyze the object within the space of calm abiding, laxity and excitement will reemerge, temporarily disturbing her calm abiding. So the next step is to work with just these two skills — changing the object and analyzing it. Initially analysis, such as considering the object’s impermanent nature, will slightly unsettle the mind, but gradually it will not do so, and eventually analysis will actually enhance concentration. When the practitioner reaches a point where analyzing the object actually increases the blissful pliancy she experiences, she has achieved special insight,7 also known as the union of calm abiding and special insight.
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Having achieved special insight, a practitioner can now choose between a variety of different paths for further developing his mind. If he wishes, he can further develop concentration into the four dhyānas and four formless absorptions. These are increasingly refined states of consciousness that lead to progressively stronger concentration and physical and mental bliss and peace. Especially with the fourth dhyāna, which is considered the most effective for meditating on the stages of the path, a practitioner can develop the six clairvoyances (Skt. abhijñā; Tib. mngon shes), although the first three dhyānas are also adequate for this task. With continued meditation, the experienced image may eventually transform into what is called a “mental-object form” (Skt. *dharmāyatanarūpa; Tib. chos kyi skye mched kyi gzugs). It is no longer a static, undetailed mental image but a functioning thing, experienced not by a conceptual consciousness but by a mental direct perception.


For ordinary people, waking mental consciousness is only conceptual, and its appearing objects are necessarily meaning-generalities. Only in dreams do we have nonconceptual mental activity, and only then do we experience these mental-object forms. As a result, most of us consider that the function of mental consciousness is to think, not to perceive directly like sense consciousness does. But with the intense concentration achieved through calm abiding and the dhyānas, a practitioner can develop heretofore unexperienced abilities.


The first of these is the clairvoyance of magical emanation (Skt. ṛddhyabhijñā; Tib. rdzu ’phrul gyi mngon shes). Here a practitioner learns to work with and enhance the mental-object form that appears to her mind. For example, she might visualize a disk of fire in such detail that it seems as bright and hot as an actual fire. During the first stage of this process, called the “path of emanation” (Skt. nirmāṇamārga; Tib. sprul lam), she gains the ability to emanate this fiery disk with her mind and keep it in awareness. In the second stage, called the “source of overpowering” (Skt. abhibhvāyatana; Tib. zil gnon gyi skye mched ), she learns to control this appearance, much like a skilled puppeteer can manipulate a puppet as easily as he moves his own body. In the third stage, called the “meditative stabilization of totality” (Skt. kṛtsnasamādhi; Tib. zad par gyi ting nge ’dzin), she increases the fire such that it seems to cover more and more of the physical plane. Although this appearance of fire is still only a mental one and is only perceptible to other beings who have access to mental direct perception, through prolonged concentration one gains the ability to impact the material plane as well.9 Such visionary experiences appearing to one’s mental consciousness is a less advanced stage, while their appearing to one’s sense consciousness happens at more advanced levels.


With the clairvoyance of the divine eye (Skt. divyacakṣurabhijñā; Tib. lha’i mig gi mngon shes), a practitioner can observe distant events and the transmigration of other sentient beings between death and rebirth. With the divine ear (Skt. divyaśrotrābhijñā; Tib. lha’i rna ba’i mngon shes), he can hear distant sounds and listen to Dharma teachings in other realms. With the clairvoyance of knowing others’ minds (Skt. paracittābhijñā; Tib. gzhan sems shes pa’i mngon shes), he can see deeply into the minds of others. With the clairvoyance of recalling past existences (Skt. pūrvanivāsānusmṛtyabhijñā; Tib. sngon gnas rjes su dran pa’i mngon shes), he can trace his consciousness into progressively more distant past lives. 


Although these first five clairvoyances can be useful aides on the path, the most important for a Buddhist practitioner is the clairvoyance of extinction of contamination (Skt. āsravakṣayābhijñā; Tib. zag zad kyi mngon shes) — that is, the attainment of nirvāṇa, the cessation of afflictions. To achieve this state, a practitioner directs her concentration toward the stages of the Buddhist path: meditation on impermanence, the four noble truths, the twelve links of dependent arising, selflessness, and so on. With such strong concentration, one can much more easily develop deep insight into these topics and can eventually develop direct perception of them, thereby gaining an antidote that cuts ignorance at the root. With a correct perception of the nature of self and reality and of karmic cause and effect, one eliminates the basis for craving and anger to arise, just like poisoning the root of a tree will stop its sprouting new branches and leaves.


Calm Abiding in Mahāyāna Practice


A Mahāyāna practitioner, wishing to achieve not only personal liberation from saṃsāra but also full enlightenment in order to most effectively benefit others, seeks not only to uproot the afflictions but also to purify the mind thoroughly of all stains that obstruct its potential to see all existence clearly. Abandoning these knowledge obscurations requires not only much more prolonged meditation but also even more profound levels of concentration than a Hīnayāna practitioner develops. The (nontantric) Mahāyāna sūtras describe the meditative stabilization of leaping over (Skt. avaskandhasamāpatti; Tib. thod rgal gyi ting nge ’dzin).10 Here a bodhisattva not only develops the dhyānas and formless absorptions mentioned above but also trains in rapidly shifting between these subtle states of consciousness, moving up and down and “leaping” between them. For example, he might shift directly from the highest formless absorption back to an ordinary coarse desire-realm mind, and then into a special refined state called “absorption of cessation” (Skt. nirodhasamāpatti; Tib. ’gog pa’i snyoms ’jug) — the absorption of cessation of manifest conscious experience. Through prolonged training in this method, he gains an extraordinary “purified dexterity” (Skt. viśuddhikara; Tib. rtsal byang) such that every mind, even ordinary nonmeditative experience, becomes a powerful concentration. Using this level of concentration to meditate on emptiness, he can gradually purify even the subtlest stains of obscuration in the mind, ultimately attaining the state of a buddha.


Calm Abiding in Tibetan Buddhism and Tantra


Given the apparent centrality of the dhyānas and formless absorptions in Buddhist practice in general and Mahāyāna practice in particular, many readers may be surprised to see hardly any mention of them in Tibetan practice texts. For instance, Tsongkhapa does not describe them in the Great Treatise on the Stages of the Path to Enlightenment (Tib. Lam rim chen mo), nor does Rinpoché touch upon them in this book.


Scholarly Tibetan works, such as Tsongkhapa’s Golden Garland of Eloquence,11 do in fact cover these topics in depth, but they are absent from practical meditation manuals because Tibetan practitioners rarely make the effort to actualize them. Phabongkha Rinpoché explicitly states “it is possible to go on to achieve the dhyānas and formless absorptions, but because there is little need to do so, we do not generate them.”12 All Tibetan schools consider tantric techniques of meditation to be the most expedient path toward complete buddhahood, and for the more advanced levels of tantric practice, having achieved the dhyānas is actually considered a major obstacle. A practitioner certainly must have superb concentration, meaning the calm abiding and special insight described above are indispensable. But further developing calm abiding into an actual dhyāna will temporarily suppress all desire for sense pleasure, including sexual desire.13 So long as this dhyāna does not degenerate, the practitioner will not experience the arising of such desire. For certain tantric practices, a meditator can make use of the energy of desire in his body, and so achieving a dhyāna would temporarily disqualify him from engaging in such profound practices. Because this point could lead to certain misunderstandings, let us briefly touch upon these.


The first question that may arise is this: by putting aside the nontantric Mahāyāna meditations, such as leaping over meditative stabilization, in favor of tantric meditations, does one forsake the Mahāyāna path? The Tibetan tradition considers that tantric practice is still within the scope of Mahāyāna practice. Mahāyāna (that is, “greater vehicle”) practice is distinguished from Hīnayāna (“lesser vehicle”) practice by the goal for which a practitioner strives. A Hīnayāna practitioner seeks personal liberation from saṃsāra, while a Mahāyāna practitioner seeks the complete enlightenment of a buddha. Within the context of Mahāyāna, one can utilize the Pāramitāyāna (nontantric “perfection vehicle”) or the Vajrayāna (tantric or “vajra vehicle”). These two are not distinguished by the goal, because both are aimed at buddhahood. Rather, they differ in terms of the style of meditation. Furthermore, a serious mistake would be to think that a Mahāyāna practitioner discards Hīnayāna practice and a Vajrayāna practitioner discards Pāramitāyāna practice. A Mahāyāna practitioner must also engage in the more basic Hīnayāna meditations, such as meditation on impermanence, the four noble truths, and so on, both to diminish her own mental afflictions and to be able to guide others on that path. However, she would stop short of actualizing the final goal of Hīnayāna practice (personal liberation), because that would be an obstacle to certain Mahāyāna practices, such as generating great compassion. Generating compassion for the suffering of others is easier when one can reflect on one’s own suffering. Similarly, a Vajrayāna practitioner must still engage in the Pāramitāyāna practices of giving, ethical discipline, patience, and so on. But regarding certain specific styles of advanced meditation, he will put them aside in order to engage in tantric meditations. Nevertheless, an advanced tantric practitioner will eventually actualize the dhyānas anyway, without having to make special effort to do so.


The other common misunderstanding that can naturally arise when hearing that tantric practice makes use of sexual desire is to think that tantra authorizes licentiousness. To the contrary, great tantric masters like Tsongkhapa still strongly emphasize the Buddha’s teachings that unrestrained pursuit of sensual gratification will lead to one’s own ruin and that to pursue sense pleasures in the name of spiritual enhancement is even more damaging to one’s long-term psychological health. In the context of affirming that sexual desire is normally entangled with delusion and an unhealthy exaggeration of the positive qualities of objects, Tsongkhapa and others also recognize that the arousal of sexual energy, much like anger, sets off powerful physiological reactions that temporarily keep the mind intensely focused on the object of desire or the object of anger. It is indeed this very intense focus itself that usually prevents a person under the sway of desire or anger from seeing the bigger picture and leads them to act in ways they later regret. Furthermore, this intense focus temporarily suppresses worry and other unpleasant thoughts, which is why we may experience it as pleasant and why it can be so dangerously addictive. But for an advanced meditator — one who has already achieved the superb concentration of calm abiding and special insight and ideally has mastered the generation stage practices described below — it is possible to disentangle this physiological reaction from the deluded thought patterns that give rise to it and from the object it apprehends. In other words, when sexual desire arises, rather than following through in fulfilling the desire, one turns that energy toward meditation on the nature of the mind. Such a possibility leads us to the second part of Rinpoché’s book.


MAHĀMUDRĀ


In a general sense, mahāmudrā, or “great seal,” refers to the emptiness of all phenomena and also to the subtle mind of great bliss that realizes this emptiness. Whether or not a particular set of practices labels that mind “mahāmudrā,” the ultimate goal is the same. His Holiness the Dalai Lama often emphasizes that mahāmudrā meditation should not be taken as an alternative to the graduated path that culminates in the completion stages of tantra. Rather, the example clear light that is included in the stage of isolation of mind according to the Guhyasamāja system (see below) is itself the basis for the name mahāmudrā.


But in a specific sense, certain texts and cycles of teachings explicitly use the term mahāmudrā and describe meditation in this context. These teachings originated in India with the great adept Saraha, who is said to have received them directly from the bodhisattva Vajrapāṇi. His lineage later split into two streams, both of which the Tibetan translator Marpa received and brought to Tibet, transmitting them into the Kagyü lineage. The Geluk oral lineage of mahāmudrā traces back to Tsongkhapa, who, though indeed exposed to and influenced by this Indian lineage, eventually received these teachings directly from the buddha Mañjuśrī. During the early stages of his life, Tsongkhapa communicated with Mañjuśrī through the medium of his instructor, the Kagyü Lama Umapa Pawo Dorjé (Tib. Dbu ma pa dpa’ bo rdo rje), but eventually gained the ability to perceive Mañjuśrī directly with his eye sense consciousness. Thus in the lineage prayer, we see that Tsongkhapa follows Mañjuśrī directly without an intermediary. Tsongkhapa did not commit these teachings to writing; he only passed them orally to certain select disciples, beginning with Tokden Jampal Gyatso. For several centuries it remained a secret practice, only passed on orally, but in the seventeenth century Losang Chökyi Gyaltsen (the Fourth Paṇchen Lama) composed the first written account of mahāmudrā within the Geluk school. Rinpoché chooses this classic text, Highway of the Conquerors, as his basis for explication of this style of meditation.


Rinpoché frequently mentions the distinction between sūtra-system mahāmudrā and secret-mantra-system mahāmudrā. These two practices are complementary, with the latter utilizing tantric levels of meditation to deepen one’s concentration and insight. The Paṇchen Lama’s text deals mainly with the sūtra system, with only a brief initial reference to the secret mantra system, but in his commentary, Rinpoché makes a substantial digression to explain the secret mantra system as well.


Sūtra-System Mahāmudrā


In the sūtra system, the “great seal” refers to the object of meditation, the emptiness of all phenomena. All phenomena are “sealed” by the emptiness of inherent existence, or the absence of existing in a fixed, independent way that would preclude dependence on causes, dependence on parts, and dependence on mental labels and constructs. This seal is “great” because by realizing it, one can be free of all misfortune and hardship. One who meditates on emptiness applies lines of reasoning to deconstruct the normal ways we assemble a map of reality. Although most of our normal conceptual frameworks come from innate tendencies and patterns of thought rather than intentionally contrived philosophical systems, still by applying intentional reasoned analysis, we can begin to challenge these innate tendencies. For example, a child who looks in the sky will likely come to the conclusion that the sun is revolving around the Earth. However, through learning about science, his view will change, and even though the sun will still appear to be spinning around the Earth, his habituation to analysis will preclude his assenting to that appearance.


One can begin meditation on emptiness with any object — a pot, a house, or a forest. In the context of mahāmudrā, one takes the mind itself as the object. “Mind” here means the mere quality of awareness and clarity, and so the first step is to identify this “mind” through personal experience. Although recognizing this conventional nature of the mind is a major step in the right direction, Rinpoché, commenting on the Paṇchen Lama’s root text, explains on page 214 that it is a mistake to view this vivid wakefulness as the mind’s final nature. To identify that final nature, one must look deeper, applying reasoning by relying on the teachings of great past masters. In that context, Rinpoché gives a brief description of emptiness as it is understood by various schools of Buddhist thought, and also describes emptiness in relation to the person, explaining that it is necessary first to recognize emptiness on the basis of the person before moving on to a more difficult basis like the mind.


Once one identifies the ultimate nature of the mind, one abides observing this nature. If a meditator has not already achieved calm abiding, he can use this very object — emptiness — to do so. If he has already achieved it, he applies calm abiding and special insight to meditate continuously on emptiness.


Mantra-System Mahāmudrā


In the sixth verse of his root text, the Paṇchen Lama briefly mentions the mantra system of mahāmudrā. Rinpoché comments extensively on this terse verse, giving a lucid explication of this system. In tantric practice, the object of meditation — emptiness — is no different from the object in the sūtra system. What is different is that the object-possessor — the mind meditating on emptiness — is more refined. As such, “mahāmudrā” in this context does not refer to the object — emptiness — but to the very subtle mind of great bliss that meditates on emptiness, also called the “wisdom of inseparable bliss and emptiness.” In this context, the wisdom of emptiness is “sealed” by subjective bliss and objective emptiness in the sense of not going beyond them; no coarse minds are manifest, and emptiness and bliss seem to pervade all experience. Alternatively, at more advanced stages this wisdom is “sealed” in being liberated from saṃsāra. All of the practices of tantra are steps toward this final realization, and so Rinpoché begins by describing these initial stages.


While in sūtra, meditation on emptiness involves focusing on a pure vacuity that is the lack of findability of inherent existence, in tantra one takes a more advanced step. Within the very space of this meditation on emptiness, the meditator imagines forms, thereby manifesting conventional appearances without losing the apprehension of emptiness. Tantric practice consists of four classes — action, performance, yoga, and unsurpassed yoga tantra — which involve progressively more complex visualizations and associated meditations. Unsurpassed yoga tantra (Skt. anuttarayogatantra; Tib. bla na med pa’i rnyal byor) is further divided into the generation stage (Skt. utpattikrama; Tib. bskyed rim) and completion stage (Skt. sampannakrama; Tib. rdzogs rim).


During the generation stage, a practitioner meditates on taking the three bodies into the path. One first imagines dissolving all appearances into emptiness, simulating the experience of death, and imagines that one experiences the wisdom truth body (Skt. jñānadharmakāya; Tib. ye shes chos sku) of the Buddha. From within that space, one visualizes a seed syllable, representing the complete enjoyment body (Skt. saṃbhogakāya; Tib. longs spyod rdzogs pa’i sku), which corresponds to the ordinary experience of arising in the bardo between lives. That syllable transforms into the body of a deity, representing the emanation body (Skt. nirmāṇakāya; Tib. sprul sku), which corresponds to the ordinary experience of rebirth. One trains continuously in these visualizations, with the aim of eventually being able to transform the actual experiences of death, bardo, and rebirth into a swift path to enlightenment.


One can also use the generation stage as a means of actualizing calm abiding. Rather than using an object like the Buddha’s body, as described above, one visualizes oneself as the deity and one’s surroundings as the maṇḍala, or pure environment, of the deity. These visualizations are intricate and extremely difficult to manifest, much less sustain in focused awareness. Nevertheless, if one is able to do so, the strength of calm abiding achieved will be far superior to the one attained by meditating on a simpler object. A practitioner who attains calm abiding focused on the deity in this manner actualizes the gross generation stage.


One who wishes to actualize the subtle generation stage visualizes the entire maṇḍala of the deity in a space the size of a mustard seed. Although visualizing a complex scene in such a small space and holding it in focused awareness for hours at a time might seem impossible to many of us, it is helpful to reflect that through prolonged training, things that once seemed difficult may become easy, and those that once seemed impossible might seem at least within reach. Furthermore, while training the body will inevitably encounter limits, the mind is not bound by such limits, according to Buddhist philosophy. It is up to the individual to investigate these claims, through reflection and personal experience.


The necessity of training in such refined mental acrobatics is that in the next stage, the completion stage, one uses this extraordinary concentration and mental dexterity to manipulate the subtle energies of the body. To attempt to do so without such a foundation of mental training could be disastrous. But in order to manifest the very subtle mind that will engage in the final practice of mahāmudrā, an advanced practitioner must work with these energies.


As Rinpoché explains on page 169, the completion stage is further subdivided into six stages: (1) isolation of body, (2) isolation of speech, (3) isolation of mind, (4) illusory body, (5) meaning clear light, and (6) unification. (Rinpoché follows a common tradition of condensing these stages into five.) During the first stage, a practitioner begins to dissolve the energies of the body, or winds, into the central channel. This central channel flows from the forehead over the crown and down the back of the spine, ending at the tip of the genitals. The very subtle mind resides at the center of the heart channel wheel, but to immediately open the central channel here would be dangerous, even if one has already completed the subtle generation stage. So in the stage of isolation of body, one starts by drawing the winds into the central channel at the navel.


Readers who have stayed in solitary meditation retreat may have experience of the efficacy of temporarily segregating one’s body and mind from ordinary thoughts and activities as a means of gaining deeper insight into ordinarily obscure internal processes. This retreat experience can be invaluable as a means of identifying and transforming dysfunctional patterns of thought, speech, and behavior. During the three stages of isolation in the context of the completion stage, a practitioner enhances this segregation at a profound, internal level, isolating the wind energies from their ordinary flow patterns in order to purify them.


In the next stage, isolation of speech, one begins to dissolve the winds at the heart. During isolation of mind, one dissolves all of the winds into the indestructible drop at the center of the heart, thereby accessing the clear light, or very subtle mind, that resides there. Among the five primary winds flowing through the body,14 the pervasive wind, which is spread throughout the body and particularly concentrated in the joints, is considered the most difficult one to dissolve, and it is especially in this context that a practitioner may utilize sexual desire in order to dissolve this wind into the heart.15


Having dissolved all the winds into the heart, a practitioner now experiences the subtlest level of mind — the clear light (Skt. prabhāsvara; Tib. ’od gsal). Because she has prepared through sūtra meditations and the generation stage meditations, she now uses this very subtle mind to meditate on emptiness. Meditation on emptiness with this subtle, blissful level of mind is mantra-system mahāmudrā. Although the primary objective here is to meditate on emptiness and abandon obscurations, a practitioner who meditates utilizing the clear light in this way is said to achieve levels of clairvoyance, such as recollection of past lives and knowledge of faraway objects and events, that are much sharper and more penetrating than those achieved through the dhyānas described earlier.


Initially, this realization of emptiness is still conceptual — accessing emptiness via a mental image rather than through direct experience. As such, this stage is still the example clear light and not the meaning clear light, which is the fourth stage of the completion stage. Based on his training in imaginatively taking the three bodies into the path, a practitioner arises from this very subtle meditation in a subtle energetic body in the form of the deity and maṇḍala. This comprises the third stage — the illusory body (Skt. māyādeha; Tib. sgyu lus) — here called the “impure illusory body” because a practitioner still has afflictions in his continuum, even though they are relatively weak. When his clear light meditation on emptiness leads to a direct perception, he achieves the fourth stage — meaning clear light. Arising from this stage, he achieves the pure illusory body, commences the fifth stage with the unification of abandonment, and simultaneously abandons all afflictive obscurations. Entering again into meditation on emptiness, he achieves the unification of realization. Because he has yet to abandon the subtler knowledge obscurations, this stage is called “learner’s unification.” When he abandons these, he achieves the unification of no more learning, the stage of buddhahood. 


HOW TO USE THIS BOOK


This book is intended to serve as a supplement, but not a replacement, for the hands-on personal instruction that comes from work with a qualified teacher and the supportive context of a community of practitioners mutually committed to abiding in the Buddha’s discipline. The practices outlined here are far from easy, the means of engaging in them is far from obvious or familiar, and engaging in them wrongly or too quickly can lead to serious imbalances of mind and body. The misapplication of physical yogas may lead to bodily injury, but the misapplication of these mental yogas can be devastating.


Suffice it to say, most readers will not actually be at a level where they are prepared to engage in these practices. However, that should not discourage them from reading this book, because in so doing they may more clearly understand the goal of Buddhist practice, generate enthusiasm for it, and set about building a foundation that will act as a cause to achieve it in the future. On pages 96 and 97, Rinpoché himself explains,
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Beginners like us have a great variety of non-Dharmic projects, while Dharma practice only arises occasionally. Even if we meditate on something like calm abiding, it will be difficult to achieve on account of not completing the collection of causes. If instead for the time being we train well in going for refuge, contemplating on karmic cause and result, and so forth, guarding well the ethical discipline of abandoning the ten nonvirtues and so forth, and if we do so emphatically, the reward for us will be greater.





The first step on the Buddhist path is to reflect on the Buddha’s core teachings of karmic cause and effect, the pervasiveness of suffering, and the precious opportunity afforded by being born as a human being. If we gain some experiential understanding of these points, then we can keep coming back to that understanding as we progress along the path. Again, on page 71, Rinpoché describes the importance of these preliminary steps:




In order to elevate the mental state, initially as a means of bringing joy to the mind we can do as described in the Great Treatise on the Stages of the Path to Enlightenment in the section on how to actualize calm abiding within the context of the being of great capacity, where Tsongkhapa explains the advice on the six perfections for one engaging in the bodhisattva’s conduct. If we do what is described there, then even before we practice calm abiding, we would have had some experience of the great meaning of and difficulty in finding the leisure and fortune of a perfect human rebirth and the benefits of the mind of enlightenment. In that case, then when the mind becomes depressed, if we reflect on the benefits of relying on a spiritual friend, the great meaning of and difficulty in finding the leisure and fortune of a perfect human rebirth, the benefits of the mind of enlightenment, and so forth, then a vibrant mental joy will arise, and the mind’s abiding low in depression will lift, so we should do that. If we don’t have a great deal of familiarity with those virtuous minds, it will be difficult for that joy to arise. If we have adequate familiarity, then when we recollect those benefits, like freshening up by throwing or sprinkling cold water on our face, the mind will become clear and bright.





As Rinpoché makes clear, if we lack these fundamentals, then we will face obstacles when striving for calm abiding. Actualizing calm abiding is extremely difficult and requires intense focus in solitude over a long period of time, conjoined with a substantial accumulation of merit. If our motivation is merely to have some kind of blissful experience or to gain something of which we can boast to others, we will be unable to sustain our resolve when obstacles inevitably arise. Even with the right motivation, if we haven’t sufficiently prepared our minds, we will be unable to lift ourselves out of depression when it arises, and we will be overwhelmed with thoughts like “This retreat is a waste of time” and “I could better use my energies doing Dharma service rather than meditation.” Therefore, before entering retreat for calm abiding, we must gain personal certainty that actualizing calm abiding is really the most worthwhile goal if we want to achieve benefit for ourselves and others. Rinpoché always advised his students to take a long view, gradually building a solid foundation through study and reflection before entering into single-pointed retreat.


As Rinpoché explains on page 62, “a yogi has to infer these things mainly from his or her own experience; others’ words cannot describe it exactly as it is.” Those who undertake such intensive practice will recognize that each person’s experience in retreat will be highly personal and often difficult to express. The instructions in this book provide a guideline, expressed in a common language that Buddhist meditators have developed over the centuries. No matter how refined, no language can adequately express the experiential quality of these states of mind. In the process of developing single-pointed concentration, a practitioner will inevitably run up against all kinds of emotional and psychophysical stuck points that she has accumulated, and she must learn to deal skillfully with them. Calm abiding is equilibrium of body and mind, a state of pristine mental health developed through a prolonged process. The nine mental settlings are not just “nine simple steps.” The process will be unique to each person, who will have to learn to attune to her body and mind and be patient. Meditation is, ultimately, a process of befriending one’s own mind, even though it requires strict discipline. Each person must come to understand this process through experiential trial and error, not simply by reading about it in a book.


Some forms of meditation involve intentional focus on sensations in the body, and while the method Rinpoché outlines here instead emphasizes focusing on a visual image, a meditator cannot just ignore his bodily sensations in the initial stages. A stable visualized object reflects a stable, balanced, peaceful body and mind. At first, as we try to visualize an object, we will find that it jumps around, constantly changes size, and appears at awkward angles, if it appears at all. If the inside of one’s mind is chaotic and turbulent, the object of observation will reflect that. Sometimes it will be necessary to let go of the visualized object and address disturbances in one’s own mind, as these will become more manifest as the mind gains some concentration. As the mind gradually settles down, the visualized object will become stable. Just as you cannot muscle your way to good health by exercising furiously in a short period, you must develop meditative stabilization gradually through prolonged practice. Concentration will naturally arise when the mind is balanced. The Tibetan word for a realized being, “drang song” (drang srong) — which is roughly equivalent to the Sanskrit ṛṣi, or “seer,” and is often translated as “sage” in English — literally means “one who has straightened body and mind.” The methods in this book may appear esoteric and foreign, but in actuality they are progressively deeper means of coming home to the natural well-being and poise that is available to us all.


May Rinpoché’s invaluable instructions, drawn from his vast learning and personal experience, provide a gateway for those who genuinely wish to investigate and discover this remarkable state of lucidity and peace, which overflows with compassion and understanding. May those who read them be inspired to set out on the long but fruitful path of mental cultivation, bringing peace and harmony to themselves and the whole world.


____________________________


2. For a short biography and explanation of why Paṇchen Losang Chökyi Gyaltsen is alternatively considered the First or Fourth Paṇchen Lama, see appendix 1.


3. I have chosen to translate the Tibetan dran pa (Skt. smṛti) as “recollection” throughout the text rather than the more familiar term “mindfulness.” There is a long story behind the use of “mindfulness” to translate this term from traditional texts, which began with T. W. Rhys Davids in the nineteenth century. Although the original connotation of the term — “memory applied to purposeful activity in the present” — correctly conveyed the sense of recollection that the Sanskrit and Tibetan do, the term has taken on such varied associations in our modern Western culture that it often is taken to mean “awareness” or “equanimity.” These associations distort the original meaning, which is clearly related to active memory — keeping some important understanding in mind and not being distracted rather than simply being open to whatever might appear to the mind. Especially in this context of calm abiding, the term specifically means keeping the object of meditation in mind, and so “recollection” seems a less ambiguous term. For an excellent presentation of the issues surrounding translation of this term, see Thanissaro 2012.


4. I have chosen to translate the Tibetan shes bzhin (Skt. saṃprajanya) as “introspection.” Often this term is translated as “awareness” or “alertness,” but I think “introspection” more precisely captures the specific meaning, which is to be aware of the state or contents of one’s mind.


5. I have left the Sanskrit term dhyāna (Tib. bsam gtan; literally “stable mind”) untranslated throughout this text. The standard English translation would be “concentration,” but that term I have reserved for translating samādhi (Tib. ting nge ’dzin). Samādhi denotes concentration in a general sense, while a dhyāna is a specific refined state of mind that a practitioner achieves through intense concentration meditation. Especially because Tibetan tantric practitioners cultivate samādhi but intentionally forgo cultivating dhyāna, translating both terms as “concentration” would lead to the self-contradictory statement “Tibetan practitioners cultivate concentration but forgo concentration.” Because the dhyānas are strongly emphasized in Theravāda practice, they are often known in the West by their Pāli name: jhāna.


6. As an interesting point of comparison, Buddhaghosa’s famous meditation manual The Path of Purification (Pāli Visuddhimagga), which has been highly influential in Burma and other Theravādin countries, describes how with the attainment of access concentration, a meditation object becomes a “counterpart sign,” which is far more vivid than the original visualized object. From Bhikkhu Ñāṇamoli’s translation (Buddhaghosa 1991): “The difference between the earlier learning sign and the counterpart sign is this. In the learning sign any fault in the kasina is apparent. But the counterpart sign appears as if breaking out from the learning sign, and a hundred times, a thousand times more purified . . . but it has neither colour nor shape; for if it had, it would be cognizable by the eye, gross . . . But it is not like that. For it is born only of perception in one who has obtained concentration, being a mere mode of appearance. But as soon as it arises the hindrances are quite suppressed, the defilements subside, and the mind becomes concentrated in access concentration.” A comparative study of that tradition with this Tibetan system would likely bear fruitful insights.


7. Because the term “special insight” (Tib. lhag mthong — literally “superior vision”; Skt. vipaśyanā — literally “diligent viewing”) is so often used in relation to meditation on emptiness, some people misunderstand it to refer only to meditation on emptiness. However, special insight simply means the ability to analyze within the space of calm abiding with that analysis actually enhancing bliss and concentration. In that regard, it is not even a uniquely Buddhist practice and is actually a necessary prerequisite for achieving the dhyānas.


8. I hesitate to use the term Hīnayāna (literally “lesser vehicle”) for its derogatory connotation. However, the alternative Theravāda would be unsuitable, because I am describing Hīnayāna practice according to the Tibetan presentation rather than the Theravādin’s own, although there likely is significant congruity.


9. The idea of focusing on a mental image until it transforms into an actual physical experience may resonate with those who have some understanding of the generation and completion stages of tantra. In the generation stage, one mentally creates a detailed, visualized maṇḍala, holding it in concentration. In the completion stage, one actually generates one’s subtle energies in the form of this maṇḍala. However, Geshé Ngawang Sangyé explains that there is an important distinction to understand here. In the case of the meditative stabilization of totality, which is a less advanced practice, one directs intense concentration to the mental image until it gradually develops physicality, thereby acting as the substantial cause for the resulting physical object. In tantra, the visualized maṇḍala of the deity does not become the substantial cause for the actual deity one manifests in the completion stage. Rather, visualizing the deity in the generation stage is like a rehearsal session, such that a practitioner can easily recreate that same experience from within the subtle wind mind that he manifests in the completion stage. Here, the subtle wind mind itself, rather than the previously visualized object, becomes the substantial cause of the physically real (at a subtle level) maṇḍala of the completion stage. (Personal communication, November 2017.)


10. See Conze 1975, 501ff. Conze translates “leaping over” as “the crowning assault.” Hīnayāna texts also describe a leaping-over style of meditation, but the key difference is that the Hīnayāna practice does not utilize either the desire realm mind or the absorption of cessation, and so is much less difficult than the practice described in the Mahāyāna sūtras.


11. Tib. Legs bshad gser phreng. For an English translation of this work, see Tsongkhapa and Sparham 2008–13.


12. See Pabongka 1991, 674.


13. According to the strict Geluk interpretation, somebody who has achieved an actual dhyāna will still have that absorption state present in his continuum at a subtle level even during postmeditation. That absorption, though nonmanifest, will nonetheless inhibit the arising of sense desire. Other traditions, such as the Theravāda, seem to maintain that although sense desire will not arise during the actual meditation period, it may still arise in postmeditation, though it will be weak and unlikely to disturb the practitioner. Despite this minor discrepancy, both traditions agree that dhyāna merely suppresses the afflictions and that it is a conditioned state that, if not conjoined with insight, will eventually decline in this or future lives, allowing the afflictions to arise again in full force. Again, a comparative study of these two traditions could help to resolve apparent contradictions.


Some modern presentations also suggest that beginners, or intermittent meditators, may occasionally “glimpse” dhyāna concentration. In the Geluk presentation, a practitioner can only achieve these states after a prolonged process that begins with cultivating calm abiding, and once achieved they are relatively stable, not something that one experiences sporadically. I am not sure if there is a source for such an assertion in other traditions.


14. The five primary winds are life-bearing wind, upward-moving wind, pervasive wind, fire-accompanying wind, and downward-voiding wind.


15. Because in this context a qualified practitioner may practice with a partner, and because there is widespread misunderstanding of the presence of such a practice in Buddhism, some comments are in order. First of all, based on Tsongkhapa’s interpretation of the Indian tantric texts, in the Geluk school it is strictly forbidden for monastics to engage in tantric practice with a consort. Anybody who engages in such practices and still claims to hold monastic vows is not practicing in accordance with Tsongkhapa’s instructions. In the extremely rare case that a monk has reached the stage of isolation of mind, where such practice could actually be useful, he has three options: (1) give back his monastic vows and practice with a consort, (2) arouse the energy of desire merely through creative visualization, or (3) wait until death to actualize the clear light. It is useful to note that Tsongkhapa himself is said to have chosen the third option, recognizing that by giving back his monastic vows to practice with a consort, he would set an undesirable precedent for the pure monastic lineage he had initiated. Some commentators, such as Khedrup Norsang Gyatso (mkhas grub nor bzang rgya mtsho), assert that a superior practitioner does not need to make use of any of these three methods and can simply manifest the clear light through intense concentration in a dream state. As for how one can tell whether one is ready for practice with a consort, the oral tradition mentions that one needs full control over the elements, which is described as being able to balance in vajra posture on a single blade of grass or through concentration to cause all the fruit to fall from a tree and then bring it back up to hang on the branches as before. In his Book of Three Inspirations (Zab lam na ro’i chos drug gi sgo nas ’khrid pa’i rim pa yid ches gsum ldan), Tsongkhapa warns “. . . there are those, of course, who claim that all the characteristics need not be present, and that still the practice will be profound . . . I can only say that to practice on that basis is exceedingly unwise, and easily opens the door to the lower realms” (Tsongkhapa 1996, 165).
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