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The Essence of the Vast and Profound will soon find its place as one of the greatest lamrim commentaries ever given.


Drawn from teachings by Pabongkha Rinpoche, which were given over the course of thirty-six days in 1934 in Tibet’s capital city of Lhasa, The Essence of the Vast and Profound masterfully weaves together Tsongkhapa’s Middle-Length Treatise on the Stages of the Path to Enlightenment, the Second Panchen Lama’s Swift Path, and the Third Dalai Lama’s Essence of Refined Gold. Rinpoche offers wise and compassionate guidance on such crucial subjects as how to rely on a spiritual teacher, how to develop certainty on the path, what it means to take refuge, how to understand karma, and the importance of compassion — explaining the entire spectrum of the Buddhist path, and also inspiring the reader to follow it.





“With this lucid, readable translation, David Gonsalez makes a valuable addition to the library of Buddhist translations. Steeped in the rich heritage of stages of the path (lamrim) teachings and their oral commentary, it is both insightful and inspiring as a guide for putting the Buddha’s teachings into practice. The annotations are very helpful for both clarifying meaning and locating primary sources. It is a must for anyone who wants to deepen his or her knowledge of the Dharma.”


— JOSHUA W. C. CUTLER, editor of The Great Treatise on the Stages of the Path to Enlightenment


“A significant contribution to the growing corpus of lamrim literature in translation. David Gonsalez is to be commended on his dedicated effort to bring this little-known text to light.”


— ALEXANDER BERZIN, author and founder of studybuddhism.com, author of Wise Teacher, Wise Student
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Foreword by Gelek Rimpoche


[image: Image]


KYABJE PABONGKHA, also known as Dorje Chang Dechen Nyingpo, was the preeminent Tibetan teacher, scholar, and adept of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. My personal connection with Kyabje Dechen Nyingpo was that he was the most important person who was instrumental in my recognition as an incarnate lama of Tibet. Moreover, my root masters such as Kyabje Ling Dorje Chang and Kyabje Trijang Dorje Chang were disciples of Lama Dorje Chang Pabongkha. My father, who was a great and grand incarnate lama of Tibet, was also a great disciple of Kyabje Pabongkha.


In my personal case, my previous incarnation happened to be the abbot of Gyuto Tantric College while Kyabje Ling Rinpoche was the junior abbot there, commonly known as Gyuto Lama. (Gyuto was headed by the abbot and the deputy abbot, known as “Lama.”) Kyabje Ling Rinpoche thus said that “since both of us are disciples of Lama Dorje Chang [referring to Kyabje Pabongkha], all of Gyuto is definitely a follower of Pabongkha.” Many earlier Tibetan teachers refer to Kyabje Pabongkha as Lama Dorje Chang, meaning Lama Buddha Vajradhara. Not only Gyuto but almost all Gelug monasteries, individual monks, great incarnate lamas, and members of the huge lay community were Pabongkha’s followers.


When my previous incarnation passed away, his personal institute was never planning to have a reincarnation, so they disposed of his belongings in accordance with very traditional Buddhist culture. First and foremost, the most important objects were selected and offered to his root guru, who was Kyabje Pabongkha. Then the remaining items were offered to other well-respected incarnate lamas at that time, including Kyabje Ling Rinpoche, Trijang Rinpoche, and my father, as well as to personal and general monasteries. By the end, almost all the belongings of the late abbot were completely dispersed, except for a single little carpet and one small cabinet throne table. The final distribution again goes back to the root guru, so those who were in charge went back to Pabongkha to make the final distribution and told him there was nothing left except this carpet and cabinet.


Then Kyabje Pabongkha, to everyone’s surprise, told the late abbot’s manager, who himself was totally devoted to Kyabje Pabongkha, to find this late abbot’s reincarnation. I was told as a young boy that as far as that manager was concerned, if Kyabje Pabongkha had told him to jump into a river or throw himself into a fire, he would have done so without a second thought. But when Kyabje Pabongkha told him to find the new incarnation of the previous Tashi Namgyal, the manager prostrated three times and literally cried. With tears dripping down his face he told Kyabje Pabongkha, “I will do anything you say, but please don’t ask me to get the reincarnation.” He gave the following reasons: “(a) Abbot Tashi Namgyal is not from a long history of incarnation lineages; (b) we disposed of all his belongings sincerely and nothing was put aside, so there is no wealth, and not even one working person is available to go around and search for the new incarnation; and (c) most important of all, if this incarnation becomes someone worthwhile, it may be all right, but if he becomes a wild incarnate lama, then not only will all our efforts be wasted, but I myself will be responsible for creating a lot of harm.” The manager then concluded by saying, “All my life I have been doing the best I could, and if at the end I were to become the source of contributing to harm, that would be horrible. As the Tibetan saying goes, ‘We eat medicine throughout life and before we die we eat poison.’ That won’t be good, so please forgive me.” Then he started crying again and begged Pabongkha not to ask this of him.


Pabongkha told him to return home and not to make a decision and that they would talk again the next day or thereafter. Then, after a few meetings, Pabongkha assured the manager and the group of searchers that the reincarnation would not be far distant — in fact, he would be found within Lhasa only. As far as the wealth was concerned, Pabongkha said, “When I was studying at Sera Monastery, sometimes I didn’t have enough food, and I didn’t have money or any resources to get barley flour, so I went to the plains below Sera and picked up sand and filled up my small barley flour bag with about 80 percent sand and then put 20 percent real barley flour on the top, and then I went to the monastery gatherings carrying that and smelled the barley flour and sometimes licked a little bit of it. That’s how I lived. Yet today, as you can see, my nephew manager is able to make it appear as though he is managing one of the richest houses in Tibet. It all depends on the individual person, so don’t even worry.”


He then added, “As far as your third point is concerned, if this were not going to be helpful for a number of people, I would not have bothered you at all, so put a little trust in me and don’t talk but go and get ready.”


Pabongkha constantly asked what the manager and the group of searchers were doing. They started dragging their feet because they couldn’t say no to him. Kyabje Pabongkha very often had to inquire, send people to inquire, and invite them to give updates but heard nothing. Finally, before Pabongkha left central Tibet to go south, he asked the Tag Dag Rinpoche to continue following up on the search for this incarnation. Tag Dag Rinpoche later became the regent of Tibet, so the follow-up on the search came officially from the regent’s court.


Meanwhile, before Kyabje Pabongkha left central Tibet, he visited my father and stayed at his house for a while. It is reported that I was put in the seat along with my father and others and received a private Heruka body mandala initiation from him. If that is true, I am very lucky. Lamas handing over young incarnate lamas for others to take care of is not uncommon in the tradition of Tibetan incarnate lamas. In other words, Tag Dag Rinpoche was asked to look after me by Pabongkha, and sure enough, Tag Dag Rinpoche paid very special attention to me when he became the regent.


Kyabje Ling Rinpoche and Trijang Rinpoche each used to joke with us, saying, “You people are unlucky because I was at least able to see, hear, and receive teachings from Kyabje Pabongkha directly. It is too bad you people are unlucky.” [But of course they knew that Kyabje Pabongkha had visited my father and given us teachings when I was young.]


Kyabje Pabongkha’s collected works alone run into eleven volumes, and his biography is actually in two volumes. He gave a tremendous amount of teachings in public and also in private, both to small groups and to individuals. Kyabje Ling Rinpoche told me personally that Kyabje Pabongkha tried not to disappoint anyone. In the Tibetan tradition, if an incarnate lama such as Kyabje Pabongkha is in the area, he will give an audience to anyone who asks, whether or not they have an appointment. It is early morning when they open the door, and until they shut the door at night there is a constant stream of visitors.


Particularly when a few individuals would come to visit Kyabje Rinpoche, he would enjoy and entertain them and never be in a rush. For example, while he was giving Heruka body mandala teachings in the Tashi Choling retreat area, one former Tibetan government official who had been prosecuted by the government and released from jail came to see Kyabje Pabongkha one day. Kyabje Ling Rinpoche recalled that it was about 11:00 or 11:30 in the morning when the official arrived, so it was about an hour or so before the teaching was to begin. The fellow entered Kyabje Pabongkha’s room and did not come out.


Everybody was waiting, including Kyabje Trijang Rinpoche, my father, and about a thousand others. According to Kyabje Ling Rinpoche, an hour went by, two hours, three hours, and then he noticed a tray of food being taken into the room, so he knew it would still be another hour or so. When the teaching finally began, it was dark already. Yet Kyabje Pabongkha never rushed the prerequisite prayers, including the prayer to Heruka known as Sipa Dang Nyam, which he sang tunefully. By the time the teaching was finished, it was long past midnight. There were people who had lanterns to carry at night. Kyabje Ling Rinpoche had one, but many people did not, and some even fell down the rocky mountains, but fortunately no one was actually hurt.


As you can see from the translation itself, this is the transcript of when Kyabje Pabongkha gave Jamgon Lama Tsongkhapa’s middle-sized lamrim, along with the Third Dalai Lama’s Essence of Refined Gold and Panchen Losang Yeshe’s Swift Path, combined with the Seven-Point Mind Training.


The lamrim is a roadmap to buddhahood — a roadmap that draws upon the experience of earlier Buddhist masters and the Buddha’s teachings of prajnaparamita (perfection of wisdom). The Buddha’s prajnaparamita teachings were commented upon by earlier Indian sage mahasiddhas and great earlier Tibetan teachers, particularly Atisha, who brought to Tibet this style of leading an individual through the path. Jamgon Lama Tsongkhapa himself wrote, in correspondence to one of his teachers, “I am following the basic principles of Manjushri’s teaching as the backbone or root of lamrim and find that the sequence and style of Atisha’s way is more helpful to individual practitioners in general, especially for the general public who are not following great treatises.”


I would also like to add that Jamgon Lama Tsongkhapa emphasized that he himself was not the author of lamrim because the teaching of lamrim came from the Buddha, so this lamrim also originates from the Buddha. Thus, this particular teaching is owned neither by Atisha’s followers, known as the Kadampas, nor by Jamgon Lama Tsongkhapa’s followers such as ourselves, known as the new Kadampas, though it is one of the main sources of liberation.


In my personal case, many of my difficulties or doubts have been cleared away by the teachings of Jamgon Lama Tsongkhapa in general and particularly by Kyabje Pabongkha’s explanations. Despite facing many difficulties with respect to his health, David Gonsalez has been able to translate, publish, and promote these teachings, making a great contribution to Buddhism.
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[image: Image]


It is a pleasure for Wisdom Publications to bring out the Dechen Ling Practice Series. Ven. Losang Tsering provided a great kindness to qualified practitioners when he made available in English these incredible texts, which combine the depth of Madhyamaka philosophy with the sophistication of Vajrayana practices, as found in Lama Tsongkhapa’s rich tradition.


Some time ago, I expressed to Ven. Losang Tsering that these texts had been helpful in my own practice, and this led to conversations about Dechen Ling Press collaborating with Wisdom Publications. Not long before Ven. Losang Tsering passed, we both agreed that Wisdom Publications would be an excellent place to preserve the legacy of these books and make them available to practitioners throughout the world. I am very happy to see the fruition of our intentions. May this series be a support for practitioners under the guidance of qualified teachers.


Daniel Aitken













Translator’s Introduction
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PABONGKHA RINPOCHE’S (1878–1941) masterpiece The Essence of the Vast and Profound is one of the great “undiscovered” classics that is now being revealed to an English-speaking audience for the first time. This awe-inspiring text is a commentary on Lama Tsongkhapa’s (1357–1419) Middle-Length Treatise on the Stages of the Path to Enlightenment1 that will soon find its place as another one of the greatest lamrim commentaries ever expounded. Given over the course of thirty-six days in 1934 in Tibet’s capital city of Lhasa, with over a thousand in attendance, The Essence of the Vast and Profound covers the entire spectrum of the Buddhist path. Pabongkha Rinpoche masterfully weaves together Tsongkhapa’s Middle-Length Treatise, the Second Panchen Lama Losang Yeshe’s (1663–1737) Swift Path, and the Third Dalai Lama Sonam Gyatso’s (1543–1588) Essence of Refined Gold into a breathtaking discourse that not only informs readers but inspires them to follow the path to enlightenment and reach the supreme state of buddhahood for the welfare of all living beings.


Pabongkha Rinpoche is renowned as one of the greatest teachers in the history of the Gelug lineage. Giving explanations of the stages of the path to enlightenment (lamrim) was considered one of his greatest talents. His teachings brought hundreds or even thousands of attendees who were often greatly affected by his amazing teaching style and the passion and eloquence of his delivery. It is due to the kindness of his heart-disciple Trijang Rinpoche Losang Yeshe (1901–1981), the junior tutor to His Holiness the Fourteenth Dalai Lama, that many of these teachings were compiled from various notes and shaped into the masterpieces that we have the good fortune to study today. This text is no exception. Relatively unknown, this commentary on Lama Tsongkhapa’s Middle-Length Treatise on the Stages of the Path was an oral teaching given by Pabongkha Rinpoche and subsequently compiled and edited into its current form by Trijang Rinpoche.


Although similar in some ways to Pabongkha Rinpoche’s renowned Liberation in Our Hands (also translated with the title Liberation in the Palm of Your Hand), The Essence of the Vast and Profound relies more heavily on Lama Tsongkhapa’s outlines and contains many teachings, quotes, examples, and headings not found in Liberation. Being roughly two-thirds the length of Liberation, it will be well received by those wishing for a more manageable yet complete commentary on Tsongkhapa’s Middle-Length Treatise of the Stages of the Path.


I approached my translation of this work as a retreat, spending roughly seventy to eighty hours a week for five months to complete the initial translation. At the conclusion of the first draft I had a vast number of questions about many of the colloquial expressions, stories, and references. My dear friend Sharpa Tulku graciously spent some twenty hours going over my queries over the course of three months of weekly one- or two-hour phone conversations. Without Sharpa Tulku’s assistance, many of the subtleties in the sections in question would have been vague at best. After completion of the initial translation, it took another five months of working two to three hours a day before the draft was ready to be submitted to the editor.


It is my sincere hope and prayer that this text will find its way into the hearts and minds of English-speaking practitioners and inspire them to practice the teachings presented in this book so that they may soon reach the state of complete enlightenment. May those who find the teachings presented in this book meaningful request their own lamas to transmit the lineage of oral transmission and commentary on these amazing teachings, so that this lineage is preserved for future generations.
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Technical Note


THE TIBETAN TITLES of the various texts cited by Pabongkha Rinpoche have been placed in footnotes using the Wylie transliteration system. Since this text is intended for practitioners, I have not provided the Sanskrit titles or publication data. Readers skilled in Tibetan can easily enter the titles into the Tibetan Buddhist Resource Center’s (TBRC) website and obtain all the related information.


Also, the outline of the text is presented in the same structure that is used in the Tibetan literary system. Although this may not meet the criteria of Western academic standards, the outline system employed by Tibetan authors is meant to serve as a means of memorization. The structure lends itself well to easy memorization while providing very clear access to the entire structure of the text (albeit with some variations, retained here in translation, between the headings found in the text itself and the exact wording in the outline). For these reasons I have retained the Tibetan system for the outline.


One of my goals in translating these texts is to provide the material to English-speaking Dharma practitioners in the same format and style as the original Tibetan, so that they have access to the same material and presentation they would encounter if they were able to read Tibetan. To assist English-language readers in following the outline while reading the text itself, both the text and the outline now include some words and headings in square brackets, supplied for continuity and the reader’s convenience.


Many of the pronouns in the Tibetan either are not gender-specific or use the masculine case. This, however, has become increasingly unpopular in modern literature, and many attempts have been made to address this problem. In this book the translator and editor acknowledge women through the use of female pronouns, a gesture of utter and enthusiastic support for the rights of women worldwide. Since the original Tibetan mentions only male yogis/practitioners, the female pronoun has been added in square brackets immediately after the first use in a paragraph of a male pronoun. This has not been repeated each time thereafter in each such passage, however, to avoid distracting from the flow of the original text.


Finally, the line drawings appear throughout in approximate chronological order. The exceptions are Lama Tsongkhapa and Pabongkha Rinpoche; since they are the immediate sources of this particular text, their drawings have been placed toward the beginning of the text.


Losang Tsering (David Gonsalez)


Dechen Ling Press


Translator/President





1. As indicated in the Tibetan title of Pabongkha Rinpoche’s commentary translated here, Tsongkhapa’s Middle-Length Treatise is sometimes called the Concise Stages of the Path because it is a shorter presentation of the lamrim than his Great Treatise. However, when Tsongkhapa’s Songs of Spiritual Experience is taken into consideration, Songs becomes the concise lamrim text.
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A Few Scattered Notes Arranged from a Detailed Commentary Given by the Pervasive Lord Vajradhara Pabongkha Palsangpo, Combining Je [Tsongkhapa’s] Concise [Treatise on the] Stages of the Path [to Enlightenment] and the [Second Panchen Lama’s] Swift Path, Entitled The Essence of the Vast and Profound, [as Compiled and Edited by Trijang Rinpoche]
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(Khyab bdag rdo rje ’chang pha bong kha pa dpal bzang pos rje’i lam rim chung ngu dang myur lam dmar khrid sbrags ma’i gsung bshad stsal skabs kyi zin bris mdo tsam du bkod pa zab rgyas snying po zhes bya ba bzhugs so)

















[Trijang Rinpoche’s Opening Verses of Praise]



WITH GREAT FAITH and devotion, I prostrate and go for refuge to the lotus feet of the foremost holy being endowed with great compassion, the Pervasive Lord Vajradhara Pabongkha Dechen Nyingpo. Please care for me with your great compassion at all times and in every circumstance.


I bow to the lineage gurus,


Shuddhodana’s son,2 the supreme guide of migrating beings including the gods,


Maitreya, Manjushri, Nagarjuna, Asanga,


Shantideva, Atisha, Dromton Je,3


And conqueror Losang [Drakpa].4


With love and compassion for all migrators,


You are the friend upholding and propagating the stainless teachings of the Buddha;


You are an ocean of enlightened actions of the Conqueror subduing those needing to be subdued;


A treasury of virtue and excellence, you are the supreme agent emanating and retracting.


From the excellent vase of that Protector’s mouth issued forth


The heart essence of the ocean of vast and profound scriptures, from which


Emerged this manuscript of a few scattered kusha-grass pieces that embody the two purposes,




Which I have arranged here for those who wish to examine them with a mind of joy.


[Trijang Rinpoche’s Introduction]


These teachings were given in Kongpo [southern Tibet] at Tashi Dechen Monastery, beginning from the eleventh month of the sixteenth rabjung5 of the Wood Dog Year (1934), to a thousand fortunate attendees, and lasted for thirty-six days. They combined [into a single discourse] Jamgon Tsongkhapa the Great’s teaching on the Middle-Length Treatise on the Stages of the Path,6 [the Third Dalai Lama’s] Essence of Refined Gold,7 and the [Second Panchen Lama’s] Swift Path.8 These were further combined with the teaching on equalizing and exchanging self with others from the Seven-Point Mind Training [composed by Geshe Chekawa Yeshe Dorje (1102–1176)].9 While [Pabongkha Rinpoche] was bestowing these teachings, a few of us composed a rough outline in a few scattered notes.


Initially, [Pabongkha Rinpoche] was led in procession amid a vast assembly of tulkus and lamas, amid a vast offering of incense and the music of gyalings.10 He made three prostrations and sat on the throne. Next, the foremost supreme Guru [Pabongkha] led the recitation of the Heart Sutra, which concluded with the mantra of Lion-Faced Dakini and three claps of the hands to dispel a thousand types of interferences. The chant master led the recitation of the entire jorchö11 with a melodious chant. [The chant master] recited up to the end of the passage “arranged on the ground,” and everyone recited the verses from the extensive mandala. [Pabongkha Rinpoche] loosened the strap on the text cover of Je [Tsongkhapa’s] lamrim text, touched it to his head, and led the recitation of the prayers, beginning with three recitations of the verse that begins “Buddha, Dharma, and Supreme Assembly.” Next, [Pabongkha Rinpoche] continued with “gods and demigods . . .” and “teaching Dharma from within the divine language.” 12





2. Shuddhodana was the name of Buddha Shakyamuni’s father.


3. Dromtön Gyalwe Jungné (1005–1064), or Dromtonpa, was the chief disciple of Jowo Atisha (982–1054).


4. Losang Drakpa was the ordained name of Je Tsongkhapa (1357–1419).


5. A rabjung is a sixty-year cycle.


6. Tib. Lam rim ’bring po, composed by Je Tsongkhapa. As already noted in the translator’s introduction, Je Tsongkhapa’s Middle-Length Treatise is sometimes called the Concise Treatise because it is a shorter presentation of the same material that is covered in his Great Treatise on the Stages of the Path. However, when Tsongkhapa’s Songs of Spiritual Experience is taken into consideration, Songs becomes the concise lamrim text.


7. Tib. Lam rim gser zhun ma, composed by the Third Dalai Lama, Sonam Gyatso (1543–1588).


8. Tib. Myur lam dmar khrid, composed by the Second Panchen Lama, Losang Yeshe (1663–1737).


9. In addition to providing the commentary, Pabongkha Rinpoche gave the oral transmission of all these texts.


10. These are Tibetan-style trumpets.


11. Tib. sbyor chos. This is a preliminary ritual intended to prepare the mind for teachings and meditation. It is especially, though not exclusively, related to the lamrim.


12. This is a verse that a lama recites at the beginning of a teaching, indicating that he is teaching all the celestial beings as well as human beings.
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MAITREYA











Day One
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He began bestowing the actual teaching on the first day in this way:


Oh, very well.


As it is said in the teachings of the king of the Dharma of the three realms, Tsongkhapa the Great, [entitled Songs of Spiritual Experience,]


This body of leisure surpasses even a wish-fulfilling jewel.


We will find a body like this only once,


Difficult to find and easily destroyed, like a flash of lightning in the sky.


Contemplate this, and you will come to realize


That all worldly actions are like a husk of grain


And that day and night you must extract its essence.


I, the yogi, practiced in this way;


You who seek liberation should do the same.


Thus, we will find only one time a human life of leisure and endowment such as this, which is difficult to obtain and, once obtained, has great meaning; therefore, at this juncture, while we have managed to obtain it, we absolutely must extract whatever pure essence from it we can. Although we have taken countless rebirths as Brahma, Indra, and so forth, we have not had the opportunity to practice the Mahayana Dharma until just recently. From time to time after taking rebirth as a hell being, hungry ghost, and so on, through the force of not obtaining a human form, not meeting the teachings, and not coming into contact with a guru, we did not have even the opportunity to experience the slightest benefit from the Dharma. Therefore, now that we have obtained such an excellent human form and have met the teachings and a guru, we must extract the unique essence provided at this time, which is complete with all the outer and inner favorable conditions to practice Dharma. Moreover, this human life of leisure and endowment that we have found at this moment is more valuable than even many hundreds of thousands of myriads of wish-fulfilling jewels. In dependence upon this life we can also accomplish the physical forms of Brahma, Indra, a chakravartin king, and so on. With this life we can even manage to accomplish the causes for rebirth in a buddha’s pure land. Not only that, but in dependence upon this life we can even attain liberation or the state of omniscience.


If we waste this human form it would be much more devastating than wasting even many hundreds of thousands of myriads of wish-fulfilling jewels, yet squandering this human life of leisure and endowment does not cause us even the least bit of regret. This fault stems from not considering the great value of this life of leisure and endowment and how difficult it is to obtain. At the moment, we don’t investigate the situation with critical examination and instead assume that we will obtain a human life of leisure and endowment in our future life out the kindness of the guru and the Three Precious Jewels, which is unimaginably foolish! This is similar to planting poisonous seeds in the spring and expecting an [edible] crop in the fall.


In general, it is mandatory for someone who is content with merely obtaining a human life of higher status to protect at least one form of moral discipline completely purely as its cause. In the Precious Garland13 Nagarjuna stated,




Enjoyments come from generosity, happiness from moral discipline . . .





The vast enjoyments of those in the lower realms with great wealth, such as nagas and so forth, come from their previous acts of generosity, yet their rebirth in the lower realms stems from not safeguarding their moral discipline. [Chandrakirti’s (600–ca. 650)] Guide to the Middle Way14 states,


If the enjoyments of generosity arise in a lower rebirth,


It is because of your defiled limbs of moral discipline.


We are extremely fortunate to have obtained our present human form, and if we don’t take the opportunity to extract some essence from it but instead squander it, it will be extremely rare to obtain such [a human life] again. The previous Kadampas15 would say that obtaining this life of leisure and endowment is like rolling a copper boulder halfway up a mountain. We strive for the means of this life’s happiness, such as amassing wealth, resources, and so on, which is not the meaning of extracting the essence of this life of leisure and endowment. Although we may have strength, power, and dominance, like a chakravartin king, this is also not its essence.


Query: Well then, how do I extract its essence?


Response: You must extract its essence by listening, contemplating, and meditating on the stages of the path to enlightenment. Once you train your mind in this, if you then develop the realizations of a being of small scope, you will have extracted its least essence. If you develop the realizations of a being of middle scope, you will have extracted its middling essence. If you develop the realizations of a being of great scope, you will have extracted its supreme essence.


Moreover, since the day of our death is soon approaching, if we don’t sincerely apply ourselves to the means of extracting its essence in this very moment, because this human body does not last long at all, we will lose our chance. Moreover, [death] is coming without warning. Presently, we will watch others die as though it is unrelated to us and will treat them as objects of our compassion; yet our turn to die will definitely come. The time is definitely coming when our body will be folded in thirds and bound by a rope, our family members and companions will shed their tears, and everyone will eventually become revolted by our corpse. Moreover, there is absolutely no way whatsoever that this is not currently on its way to greet us. Je Mila[repa (1052–1135)] stated,


The phrase “that terrifying thing called a corpse”


Will soon be used for the body of the yogi.


The term “corpse” will soon be used to address our own bodies as well; this is the real situation of this body.


With respect to the time of death, even if you are a great king governing a hundred thousand subjects, you cannot take even one servant with you. A beggar cannot even bring his walking staff and satchel. Although you may be a lama with a hundred thousand disciples, you cannot bring even one disciple with you. You must go on alone, like a hair being extracted from butter. The lineage of instruction of the previous holy beings also states,


A king must put aside his kingdom and depart;


A beggar must set aside his staff and depart.


If we could at least bring this body with us, it would uplift our minds a little, but even this must be set aside as we depart for our next life.


[The First Panchen Lama] Je [Losang] Chögyan16 proclaimed,




Our body that we have nurtured with care deceives in our time of need.







At that time [of death], nothing other than the holy Dharma will be of benefit. Je Gungtang Jampalyang [Rinpoche]17 stated [in his Advice for Meditating on Impermanence],18


Dharma is the guide when you don’t know your way on the path.


Dharma is the provisions on the long path.


Dharma is the captain guiding you along the difficult path;


From this moment on, practice the Dharma with your three doors.


When the time comes that we must set aside our cup and even our bodies, there is nothing whatsoever other than the holy Dharma that will be of any benefit. No matter how many great skills we may possess, such as settling disputes or having great power and courage, they will not be of benefit at that time. Kadam Kamapa said,


Right now we are fearless, but at


The time of death we dig our fingernails into our chest.


[In the Hundred Thousand Songs,]19 Je Milarepa proclaimed,


Repeatedly fearing only the time of my death,


I trained in the essence of the primordial deathless mind


And gained conviction in the clear light of emptiness;


Now I have no fear of either birth or death.


We should train in accordance with this. Currently, we aren’t mindful of death, and we may wonder if at the time of death we will be able to apply skillful activities, yet if we can’t apply such skillful activities the moment thunder crashes above our head, there is absolutely no chance of [applying them at the time of death]. My guru, my refuge and protector, said,


If I don’t die in a month or two,


I hope to accomplish the aims of my future life.


And if I don’t die in a year or two,


I hope to accomplish my lasting aspirations for all lives.


We should practice in accordance with this. Similar statements are also explained in the collected works of Ensapa [Losang Dondrop (1505–1566)].20 We are like an overconfident man pretending to be brave, who made plans claiming that his death wasn’t coming yet didn’t make any plans whatsoever for the future life. From this point on, the longest we could hope to live is fifteen years; we certainly won’t be able to live more than sixteen more years. Moreover, those [years] are quickly used up, just as the words of a sutra eventually reach their end or the calculations of an accountant eventually reach their conclusion; such is the situation with death and impermanence. This is similar to the way the Teacher passed into nirvana once he reached the end of his numerous amazing deeds, such as the twelve and so forth, and fulfilled the purpose of those deeds.


Yet after death we don’t come to an end like the death of a candle flame; instead, we must take rebirth. Moreover, there are definitely [only] two migrations.21 The nonvirtuous will be thrown into a bad rebirth and the virtuous into a happy rebirth; other than this, it is out of our control. Nagarjuna proclaimed [in his Precious Garland],


All suffering comes from nonvirtue


[And likewise all suffering migrations.


All happy migrations come from virtue


As does the happiness in all rebirths.]




Our simultaneously born gods and demons22 are motivated by our virtue and nonvirtue, which they calculate using black and white pebbles that are measured on a scale. Once they determine whether we have been virtuous or nonvirtuous, they follow us and take rebirth in either the happy migrations or the bad migrations. Furthermore, our transmigration is influenced at the time of death by whether our virtue or our nonvirtue is more powerful, the degree of our familiarity, which was performed first, and so on. For that reason, it is rare for us to practice virtue, and when we do practice virtue, the majority of our time is not spent focusing on our spiritual practices; instead, our mind is constantly distracted by commerce, farming, our sponsors, and so on. In contrast, we have great familiarity with extraordinarily powerful motivating factors, such as attachment, anger, and so on. Eventually we are even considering the way in which we are going to kill lice.


We don’t need to request a dice divination to determine whether we will have a good or bad place of rebirth in our next life. The Bhagavan Buddha already explained in the precious sutras that the ripened result of virtuous actions is happiness, [whereas] from nonvirtue comes suffering. Therefore, since the vast majority of our daily actions involve engaging in negative karma and downfalls, we have no other option than taking a bad rebirth. Since we currently can’t even bear the suffering of being poked with a stick of burning incense, there is absolutely no way we will be able to bear it if we are reborn in a place such as the hot hells, where the entire foundation is composed of blazing iron and so forth. One day in the Reviving Hell is equal to nine million human years. Thus, there is no way we would be able to bear even the slightest suffering of the hot hells. The only thing separating us from such lower realms is the fact that we can still draw breath. If your breathing were to cease, you would find yourself in your next life having just arrived in the lower realms. [Je] Gungtang [Jampalyang Rinpoche] exclaimed,




In the short slumber of an impermanent life comes


The meaningless joy and anguish of a troubling dream.


Yet what will you do when you suddenly awaken


In the pit of the lower realms?


Shantideva explained the situation when you are suddenly reborn in the lower realms when he proclaimed [in his Guide to the Bodhisattva’s Way of Life],




When you stare with a look of horror on your face . . .





The means of not being reborn in a lower realm such as this is to go for refuge to the Three Jewels. The thought to train in the discipline of the ten virtues is setting your motivation in conjunction with training the mind in the path common to a being of lesser capacity.


Query: Well then, is that much sufficient?


Response: This is not sufficient because training in the moral discipline of abandoning the ten nonvirtues only temporarily frees us from the lower realms and merely accomplishes the attainment of a physical form in a happy rebirth but does nothing to completely liberate us from samsara. [Nagarjuna’s] Letter to a Friend states,23


Once you become Indra as a worldly object of veneration,


[Through the force of karma you will fall once again.


Although you may become a chakravartin king,


You will become a slave on the wheel of samsara].


Occasionally you will experience the happiness of gods and men but then die and transmigrate to rebirth in Avici [Hell] and so forth.


The Great Being of Ngari24 proclaimed,




Although you may be reborn at the peak of existence,


It is not different from taking rebirth in a copper pot of the lowest hell.


No matter where you are reborn — whether as a god, human, demigod, or so on — [that existence] doesn’t transcend being anything but suffering. Therefore, from this moment on, we need something capable of severing the continuity of rebirth, with its contaminated appropriated aggregates, and gaining liberation from samsara. Nagarjuna stated in his [Letter to a Friend],


Each being has drunk more milk than there is


[Water] in all four oceans, yet


By emulating ordinary beings,


Samsaric beings will drink even more still.


[Nagarjuna’s] Letter Dispelling Suffering25 states,




In hell time and time again . . .





According to these teachings, regardless of whether or not there is an end to samsara in general, we must work to bring an end to our own samsara. The previous Kadampas would say, “We need greater confidence than even someone working at becoming an arhat.” Accordingly, at the moment, we perform only nonvirtue yet still act as though we don’t have a care in the world, even though, by remaining this way, we are going to have to experience the unending suffering of samsara. For that reason, if we wish not to have to experience suffering, we must be capable of severing the continuity of rebirth in samsara. Nagarjuna stated,




If your hair should suddenly catch fire . . .26







To sever the root of samsara, we need to develop the axe-like wisdom realizing selflessness in our mental continuum. To cultivate that [realization] in our mental continuum, we need to train in the shoulder-like higher concentration that blocks even the most subtle mental distractions. To develop that in our mental continuum, we need to apply ourselves sincerely to training in the main-body-like higher concentration whereby we block the coarse mental distractions. All the precious collections of the Conqueror’s teachings are included in those three;27 therefore, don’t be fooled by practices such as meditation on the channels and winds, maintaining the essence of mind, and so on. You must work at listening, contemplating, and meditating on the Three Baskets,28 for these are the general structure of teachings. Thus, by training your mind in the three higher trainings, you are setting your motivation by training your mind in the stages of the path common to a being of middling scope.


By sincerely applying yourself in this way, you will merely liberate yourself from samsara and merely accomplish the state of liberation. Again, simply [accomplishing] that much is insufficient, for you still must work for the welfare of all living beings. The reason necessitating this stems from the fact that since beginningless time in samsara, these beings have been acting as your mother; therefore, you must work for their welfare. Regarding how they acted as your mother, Dharmakirti’s Commentary on Valid Cognition29 states,


[When someone takes rebirth],


His breath and sense faculties of mind


[Do not depend on the physical body]


Independent [of other entities] of a similar type.30




This must be proven through reasoning. Therefore, consider how the moment ordinary beings are born, they begin breathing, their sense faculties become clear, their mind takes on a special luminosity, and so forth. Because it possesses the quality of breath and so forth, when someone takes rebirth, it is in dependence upon an entity of a similar type, not something unrelated. This is analogous to our current process of breathing and so on. The luminous quality of the mind and so forth is developed through familiarity with its own primary cause, which definitely proves its forward and reverse pervasion. If it weren’t this way, there would be the extreme consequences and the logical conclusion that there is no cause and effect whatsoever. Thus, I shall establish this with reasoning in accordance with the phrase “because it lacks authenticating logic,” 31 to induce certainty in the way in which all living beings have been one’s mother. Moreover, I will explain it so that it is easy to understand for those who haven’t trained in the textual tradition of reasoning.


As soon as an ordinary being takes rebirth, he [or she] begins breathing and so on, which is necessarily through familiarity with a previous cause of a similar type; if that familiarity did not exist with that cause of a similar type, there necessarily would not currently be breathing, which is ascertained through valid cognition. If it weren’t possible to generate certainty in this way, it would follow that neither the causal breathing and so on nor the effect breathing could exist. [Although one may] think, “There does not exist authenticating logic establishing that these two are cause and effect,” such authenticating logic does in fact exist; therefore, these two are cause and effect. Because these two are cause and effect, it necessarily follows that there was a previous state of breathing of a similar type [as the cause of] our current state of breathing. If that exists, we necessarily take rebirth. If that is necessarily the case, [then] this is contradicted by counting the states of rebirth for which you don’t need a mother, which are the warmth born and miraculously born.32 But that is not necessarily the case because this doesn’t exclude being born in either a womb-born birth or an egg-born birth, which means that the vast majority of living beings need someone to serve as their mother. Therefore, all living beings have served as your mother.


Not only have all living beings served as your mother, but each and every living being has been your mother countless times. Contemplate how they provided you with every type of the greatest kindness in the beginning, middle, and end while serving as your mother. It would be utterly despicable to forsake these kind mothers who are tormented by the suffering of samsara, and for that reason you must accomplish the aims of those kind mothers. When it comes to accomplishing that, even with concerted effort we are incapable of measuring the amount of drinking substance in our teacups. Only a completely perfect buddha can spontaneously and effortlessly accomplish the aims of living beings; therefore, thinking “By all means I must attain the precious state of a buddha to accomplish the welfare of all living beings. For that purpose I am going to listen to Dharma such as this” is setting your motivation by training the mind in the stages of the path common to a person of great capacity. Those holding other tenets don’t have this type of preliminary discourse, but it is a distinguishing characteristic of the old and new Kadampas,33 who hold that even the words of a dedication prayer should contain the entire path to enlightenment.


In short, think, “I am going to listen for the sake of attaining the state of enlightenment for the welfare of all living beings,” and receive these teachings while clearly evoking the excellent motivation of precious bodhichitta. While you are listening in this way, I shall give a small section of the oral transmission, starting from the beginning of all three lamrim texts. The explanatory discourse34 will be offered on the basis of [Je Tsongkhapa’s] Middle-Length Treatise on the Stages of the Path, while the [Second Panchen Lama’s] Swift Path and so forth will serve as the practical discourse.35 Next, I shall begin with the greatness of the author, based on oral instructions of Je Lama [Tsongkhapa’s] outline.


Although it has been explained numerous times that the stages of the path to enlightenment are the central focus, you should try your very best to listen, contemplate, and meditate on this to the very best of your ability, since right now may be the only chance you get. Although you may have seen the face of your personal deity, attained clairvoyance and magical powers, completed a great retreat [of three years], and so on, it requires much greater merit and good fortune to be able to develop a mere understanding of these stages of the path to enlightenment. Do not think, “I am incapable because I have grown old.” If you make a sincere and concerted effort to understand as much as you can, it is impossible that you won’t understand. In days of old, there was a great pandit in India named Pandita Norbu Ling. He was a stupid old man of eighty years of age when he first met his guru. Afterward, he had a direct vision of Manjushri through his persistent efforts, and he became a pandita. Based on this and other such teachings, if you also try in whatever way you can to sow the seeds of practice with respect to whatever you hear, you will also come under [Manjushri’s] loving care. [Therefore, think,] “I will amass whatever [understanding] I can.”


The teaching ended [for the day] through the encouragement of the chant master, and we offered a thanking mandala.





13. Tib. Rin chen phreng ba.


14. Tib. dBu ma la ’jug pa. This is Chandrakirti’s masterpiece on Madhyamaka philosophy.


15. The phrase “previous Kadampas” refers to practitioners belonging to the Kadampa school from the time of Atisha up to Je Tsongkhapa. Subsequent to Je Tsongkhapa they were sometimes referred to as the “new Kadampas.”


16. This is the First Panchen Lama, Losang Chökyi Gyaltsen (1570–1662). The quote that follows is from his famous Supplication for Liberation from [Fear of] the Perilous Journey of the Intermediate State, Entitled “A Hero Liberated from Fear.” For a complete translation of this work and a commentary by Ngulchu Dharmabhadra (1772–1851), see Ngulchu Dharmabhadra, The Blazing Inner Fire of Bliss and Emptiness: An Experiential Commentary on the Practice of the Six Yogas of Naropa, trans. David Gonsalez (Seattle: Dechen Ling Press, 2014).


17. Also known as Gungtang Tenpai Dronmé (1762–1823), he was the third incarnation in the Gungtang lineage of lamas and the twenty-first abbot of Tashi Kyil Monastery in Amdo, eastern Tibet.


18. Tib. Mi rtag bsgom tshul gyi bslab bya.


19. Tib. Mi la mgur ’bum.


20. Ensapa’s collected works can be obtained at Tibetan Buddhist Research Center (TBRC) with resource code W111128.


21. Despite the fact that there are six realms and limitless types of rebirth, they are often reduced to just two: happy rebirths in the upper realms and unhappy rebirths in the lower realms.


22. Tib. lhan cig skyes pa’i lha. These are virtuous and nonvirtuous spirits that follow us from life to life.


23. Tib. bShes spring.


24. I believe this is Tib. mNga’ ris Pan chen Pad ma dbang rgyal — that is, Ngari Panchen Pema Wangyal (1487–1542), one of the five tertön emanations of King Trisong Deutsen.


25. Tib. Mya ngan bsal ba’i spring yig. This is a collection of advice by Nagarjuna.


26. The verse continues, “cease trying to extinguish it and strive at a means of ending samsara.”


27. The previous section outlines the three higher trainings of moral discipline, concentration, and wisdom.


28. The Three Baskets (Tripitaka) are broad divisions of the Buddha’s teachings — namely, the basket of moral discipline (Vinaya Pitaka), the basket of discourses (Sutra Pitaka), and the basket of wisdom (Abhidharma Pitaka).


29. Tib. Tshad ma rnam ’grel.


30. Here Pabongkha only quoted the verse in part, so I have supplied the remaining sections in square brackets to facilitate understanding. The verse appears in whole further on in the text.


31. This means that oftentimes a thesis is put forward without authenticating logic. In this case, however, Pabongkha Rinpoche is going to establish his premise based on the sound reasoning presented in the following paragraph.


32. There are four types of rebirth: (1) womb, (2) egg, (3) heat, and (4) miraculous.


33. The term “old Kadampa” refers to what was formerly called the Kadam tradition, founded by Atisha and Dromtonpa, while the term “new Kadampa” refers to the Gelug tradition.


34. Tib. bshad khrid.


35. Tib. nyams khrid.











Day Two
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The second day began as the previous day.


THE KING of the Dharma Tsongkhapa the Great made the following pronouncement:


I shall explain to the best of my ability


The essential meaning of all the Conqueror’s scriptures,


The path praised by all the holy conquerors and the sons,


The entryway for the fortunate seeking liberation.36


The purpose of the subject matter of every one of the Conqueror’s scriptures is contained in teachings on the stages of the path to enlightenment. Not only that, but it is also the path praised by the conquerors and their sons. It is also the entryway for the fortunate beings seeking liberation. According to the hidden meaning, “the essential meaning . . .” refers to renunciation, “the path praised . . .” refers to bodhichitta, and “the entryway for the fortunate . . .” reveals the correct view of emptiness. Therefore, these teachings on the stages of the path to enlightenment are the supreme means for those striving to generate these [qualities] in their mental continuum. And thus [these teachings] are indispensable for attaining the state of perfect and complete enlightenment. You should briefly set your motivation by thinking, “Once I listen to this path to enlightenment that is the sole lamp for the three realms, I shall put it into practice.”


Regarding the Dharma you shall be listening to, to begin with I shall once again give a small portion of the oral transmission of all three lamrim texts while you listen.37 It is also indispensable that the Dharma instructor covers each of the headings.
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ATISHA




The Commentary on the Stages of the Path to Enlightenment has four sections:


1. THE GREATNESS OF THE AUTHOR TO SHOW THE AUTHENTIC SOURCE OF THE DHARMA


2. THE GREATNESS OF THE DHARMA TO GENERATE FAITH IN THE INSTRUCTIONS


3. HOW TO LISTEN TO AND EXPLAIN THE DHARMA ENDOWED WITH THOSE TWO GREATNESSES


4. HOW TO SEQUENTIALLY GUIDE THE DISCIPLE WITH THE ACTUAL INSTRUCTIONS


All four of these sections are taught in Je [Tsongkhapa’s] Great and Middle-Length Treatises on the Stages of the Path [to Enlightenment]. They are of prime importance whenever teaching the lamrim. Of the two systems of explanation of glorious Nalanda and Vikramalashila [monasteries], the great monastic seats of India, here we shall use the tradition of Vikramalashila. Moreover, Jowo [Atisha]38 was a scholar of this [institution] and followed this tradition of explanation. [Regarding the etymological explanation of its name,] vi means “aspect,” kramala means “scent,” and shila means “moral discipline”; therefore, it means “endowed with the scent of moral discipline.” And the main temple was endowed with the scent of moral discipline.


The Greatness of the Author to Show the Authentic Source of the Dharma


It is important for a Dharma practitioner to seek out the pure origin of the Dharma by first examining the Dharma instructor. If you happen to encounter a Dharma teaching and practice where neither [the teaching nor the practice] is reliable, you will attain similar [nonreliable] results; therefore, you should perform a critical examination of the Dharma. Sakya Pandita [1182–1251] proclaimed,




I’ve seen the effort of being involved in


Such petty affairs of this life.


They question and examine every detail


While doing business in trivial things


Such as horses and jewels.


However, when it comes to relying on the holy Dharma


That fulfills the aspirations of all their lives,


I have seen the way they accept whatever they come across


And gobble it down like a dog


Without examining its quality.


Panchen Losang Chögyan39 also stated,


If you have any self-concern at all,


You should thoroughly examine the holy Dharma


That a guru is teaching, and then either accept or discard it.


Don’t accept whatever you happen to encounter


Like an old dog begging for food.


When purchasing the most insignificant things of this life, such as horses, jewels, and tea, we vigorously search for the best possible products and examine them in detail. When it comes to the Dharma, we are like a dog wandering down the road that immediately puts in his mouth whatever impure things he stumbles across, such as bones and hides, without feeling the need to examine them. In the same way we go running to try to get whatever we can when we hear that someone is called “a lama” or that some Dharma is called “ancient.” If we sustain a loss through a business transaction with respect to something such as tea, there is no danger whatever that we will sustain any long-term damage from a faulty teacup and teapot set. Yet if there is a shortcoming in our activities related to the Dharma, it will cause lasting damage to [our attaining] our future goals.


Query: Well then, what sort of Dharma do we need?


Reply: Just as a river must find its source in a [field of] snow, so the Dharma must ultimately find its source in the teacher Buddha. Furthermore, it must have first been taught by the Buddha; in the interim, it must have been thoroughly discussed by pandits to determine whether it has any faults; and finally, it must have been practiced by powerful siddhas who attained realizations through it.


Previously, when the Kalachakra teachings were first being propagated, the pandits of India debated their doubts and suspicions about whether or not it was pure, through which they came to a definite conclusion about its purity. Previously, although I also received empowerments, transmissions, oral instructions, and commentaries from the Sakya, Gelug, and Nyingma, among them all, none is more beneficial than these teachings on the stages of the path to enlightenment, and when I give teachings on [the stages of the path], it benefits the mind of the disciple. Giving teachings such as empowerments and transmissions and their lineage of instructions is, for the most part, incapable of benefiting [a person’s] mental continuum. Here, [while teaching the lamrim,] it is impossible for anyone to grasp at sectarianism. This is the sole path traversed by all the buddhas of the three times. The Concise Perfection of Wisdom states,




Wherever this [perfection of wisdom sutra] currently resides, it is as if the Conqueror did not pass away and depart but is still with us. This is the path of perfection; there is no other.





This lamrim was not newly fabricated by Atisha or Je Rinpoche [Tsongkhapa] but is the teaching of our teacher the Buddha himself.


Query: How can that be?


Reply: The supreme scripture of the Teacher is the perfection of wisdom sutras, where we find the actual teaching on the profound stages of the path and, implicitly, the vast stages of the path.40 Their intended meaning is extremely difficult to discover; therefore, the great trailblazers Nagarjuna and Asanga founded their respective scriptural traditions. The Jataka Tales41 state,


The trailblazers clear a path on the ground somewhere.


Likewise, they encourage others to proceed where others have not gone before.


In that way, they initiate a path and forgo the easy way out;


I am displeased by those who enter erroneous paths.


Thus, although there may have been a convenient, well-traveled path that everyone else comfortably proceeded along, the two great trailblazers [Nagarjuna and Asanga] were establishing their own systems, which are now well-traveled and upon which all the scholars and siddhas of India and Tibet proceed without using any other. The individual tenet systems that they established do not contradict each other. The two heart sons of the Teacher are Maitreya and Manjushri. Nagarjuna relied upon protector Manjushri as his guru. By relying upon the oral instructions of venerable Manjushri, he established the tradition of the profound path and composed his Six Collections of Middle Way Reasoning.42


Again, when the vast stages of the Mahayana were declining, a brahman woman with strict moral discipline generated the heartfelt aspiration to propagate the teachings of the Mahayana. She relaxed her moral discipline and gave birth to Asanga and Vasubandhu. Asanga accomplished his meditation to meet with Maitreya and instantly traveled a great distance to the Tushita Pure Land and listened to the teachings of Maitreya and so forth. In his Ornament of Clear Realization,43 [Maitreya] directly revealed the hidden meaning of the vast stages of the path by condensing them into eight states of reality.44 It was Asanga himself who also wrote down the Five Treatises and others illuminating the vast stages of the path. At that time everyone had sharp intellects, so they were capable of developing an understanding based on the [Six] Collections of Reasoning [of Nagarjuna] and the [Five] Treatises of Maitreya.


After Nagarjuna, there was Chandrakirti. According to the lineage supplication for the profound stages of the path, this lineage came to Atisha through Vidyakokila. The lineage of the vast stages of the path came down from Asanga to Vasubandhu to Arya Vimuktisena, and so on. Arya Vimuktisena composed commentaries to the Perfection of Wisdom in Twenty Thousand Verses and the Ornament [of Clear Realization]. Acharya Haribhadra’s Illuminating the Meaning of the Commentary45 is the supreme commentary on The Ornament of the Three Perfection of Wisdom Sutras.46


With respect to this lamrim being the oral instructions on the Ornament of Clear Realization, although in general you must practice something like the generation of the mind of enlightenment at the conclusion of relying upon a preliminary oral instruction, the Ornament states, “Generating bodhichitta and the oral instructions . . .,” which states just the opposite. Regarding this, during the lamrim, teachings on bodhichitta are given during the preliminary discourse. Bodhichitta is developed during the preliminary rituals as well, and in particular bodhichitta comes later, during the actual teachings on the lamrim itself. The instructions for the beings of small and middling scope are not autonomous but have a way of transforming into the limbs of the discourse on the Mahayana. Moreover, [the Ornament] states, “Faithfully visualize the Buddha and so forth.” Therefore, faith in the teachings on the guru, the Buddha, cause and effect, the four noble truths, the path of the three higher trainings, and so on is common to the small and middling scopes. It then states, “Recall the most excellent intention,” which is bodhichitta. It continues, “Sincerely apply yourself to the sphere of activity such as generosity,” which is training in the general activities [of a bodhisattva], and to “completely nonconceptual concentration and the five aspects of wisdom understanding all aspects of phenomena,” which separately reveals the way to train in the final two perfections. Therefore, this is taught for the sake of the abridged wisdom, from either analytical or placement meditation on all the good qualities of the Mahayana, and the actual wisdom, which is the principal way of progressing along the path unifying tranquil abiding and superior seeing. In short, this is the means of teaching the general scope of the Mahayana through skill in the five objects such as faith and so forth.


Subsequent disciples had increasingly dull faculties, so Atisha, Je Tsongkhapa, and others composed very clear explanations through their texts such as the Lamp for the Path, the Great and Middle-Length [Treatises on the Stages of the Path to Enlightenment], the Swift Path, [the Fifth Dalai Lama, Ngawang Losang Gyatso’s] Manjushri’s Oral Instructions, and so on. Atisha Je combined in a single stream the lineages of the vast and profound. If you develop a good understanding of this text, you will be able to understand the stages of the path with respect to the scriptures and their commentaries. Other than that, the teachings are called “the vast stages of the path” or “the profound stages of the path,” depending on whether it is the vast or the profound that are primarily being taught. However, it is not that [the vast and the profound are separate] and don’t [each] contain instructions on both the profound and vast. The Ornament of Clear Realization states,


There is nothing whatsoever that should be removed;


There is not the slightest bit that should be added.


For a teaching on the profound stages of the path, [Nagarjuna’s] Root Text on Wisdom states,


Speech and physical actions,


Unobservable unabandoned actions, [and]


Unobservable abandoned actions,


As well as others are similarly asserted.


Merit and nonmerit


Derived from enjoyment


As well as intention are maintained to be similar phenomena.


These are asserted to be the seven types of action.47


This teaches ten paths of action together with their results and belongs to the vast path. The statement [by Je Tsongkhapa that “the composer of that is also the composer of this” indicates that the composer of all the stages of the path is Atisha [Dipamkara]. We find a similar statement in the Swift Path. The translation equivalent of Dipamkara is “producing light,” 48 while Atisha means “exquisite.” The fact that this type of lamrim spread far and wide here in Tibet is due to the kindness of Atisha coming to Tibet. Since he is the teacher of every lamrim, it is the tradition to begin by teaching Atisha’s biography, which contains three sections.


The Life of Atisha has three sections:


1. HOW HE TOOK REBIRTH IN AN EXCELLENT LINEAGE


2. HOW HE PRACTICED AND ATTAINED GOOD QUALITIES OF REALIZATION THROUGH PROPER PRACTICE


3. HOW HE WORKED ON BEHALF OF THE TEACHINGS


How He Took Rebirth in an Excellent Lineage


Regarding the country of [Atisha’s] birth, [Nagtso Lotsawa Tsultrim Gyalwa’s (1101–?) Eighty Verses of] Praise states,




In the excellent country of Bengal . . . 49





His family was from Zahor and their country was Bengal, which these days is called Kalakata. Regarding “Vikrama,” this means that “the city in the aspect of steps” was extremely powerful and prosperous. The name Tongkun 50 was mostly used by previous lamas; however, Changkya Rolpai Dorje [1717–1786] said that it was because the Tibetan lamas didn’t know Sanskrit. It is said that the King of the East called it Tongku.51 As soon as Atisha was born he had compassion for all, as is extensively taught in his biography. Once Atisha the Great was born and reached eighteen months of age, he held the teachings on going for refuge and generating bodhichitta as being of extraordinarily great importance, and he attained good qualities in dependence upon those two. He attained good qualities of scripture through his abundant knowledge of the first of those two methods. Afterward, upon reaching the age of fifteen, he read The Drop of Reasoning52 once, and afterward was able to defeat the most skilled logicians. The Drop of Reasoning is one of glorious Dharmakirti’s teachings and is referred to as The Drop of Reasoning among the Seven Texts on Valid Cognition.


His parents had already picked out a princess for him by the time he was ten, at which point Tara encouraged him to [practice] the Dharma by proclaiming, “Sole divinity, fortunate one, do not be attached, do not be attached. . . .” The first “do not be attached” refers to this life, and the second one refers to the swamp of samsara. Take an elephant, for example: they have massive bodies, so if a large elephant falls in the swamp, it is much more difficult to remove than other types of living beings stuck in the mud, such as horses, goats, and so forth. Likewise, if the holy beings succumb to impure views and tenets, it damages the teachings and beings of that entire country. The same thing applies to this day and age: if a single lama has noble views and tenets, the country where he lives also becomes pure with Dharma teachings. Just as Tara exhorted Atisha, so those of us who are teachers should also learn the exhortation entreated by the gods of the pure abodes from the Extensive Sport Sutra53 and others.


Atisha’s father had great hopes that he would assume the kingdom. As for Atisha, he had no other intention than to leave behind the kingdom and practice Dharma. He grabbed a few belongings and headed off to the mountains in search of a guru. He relied properly upon Bodhibhadra, Rahulagupta, Avadhutipa, and others. His parents tried to postpone his entering the Dharma, but Atisha told them that his only intention was to practice the Dharma and that if they handed him over to the Dharma, in the future they would continue to meet life after life.


When Atisha had the thought that he should remain single-pointedly within the nature of mind through the practices of the central channel, Guru Rahulagupta passed without obstruction through a wall and admonished him to become an ordained monk. Heruka also admonished him, saying, “Son of the lineage, you absolutely must not leave to engage in the practices of the central channel. You must ordain! If you ordain now, in the future many disciples will follow your example by ordaining.” One night during a dream, the teacher Shakyamuni was at the head of many monks seated in a row and having lunch. When he reached the end of the row, he came across Atisha. Once the Teacher saw Atisha, he wept and asked, “Why have you not ordained?” In this way he admonished him to ordain.


Under the Abbot Shilarakshita, whose name means “guarding moral discipline,” it is said that Atisha attained the first section of the path of preparation. There are many ways people explain this, such as “the realization of the selflessness of persons,” “the realization of the selflessness of phenomena,” and so on; however, this refers to the patience stage of the path of preparation.54 Furthermore, in the Mahayana there are four sequential stages: (1) heat, (2) peak, (3) forbearance, and (4) supreme Dharma. [Atisha] had the concentration of obtaining visions, multiplying, and simultaneously remaining absorbed in suchness, as well as the immediately preceding concentration. The Seventh Supreme Conqueror [that is, the Seventh Dalai Lama, Kelsang Gyatso (1708–1757)] explains it this way:




The reason that it is called “simultaneously absorbed in suchness” is because in general there is a distinction between the apprehended and the apprehender. And by being thoroughly apprehended, there is a thorough distinction made on all sides between the side of the afflicted and the side of complete purity. The conception apprehending the afflicted is the heat section of the path of preparation. The conception apprehending the complete purity is the peak section of the path of preparation. Once you have diminished this disparity, you attain the patience section of the path of preparation. The realization of those two conceptions is not generated in a way similar to other ordinary beings; therefore, at that time apprehended appearances cease. Because you are incapable of at least diminishing that conceptual grasping, it is called “simultaneously absorbed in suchness.” This is the distinction between Madhyamaka and Mind Only and is very difficult to understand.





Under Dharmarakshita,55 whose name means “protector of the holy Dharma,” Atisha gained knowledge of the entire Treasury of Explanation56 and without any partiality was honored by all the scholars in all the eighteen classes of scriptures as their crown ornament. Not only that, but there were five hundred [great scholars skilled] in this teaching; therefore, [Atisha] became like the crown ornament of all the pandits and scholars from a great distance, whereby he was called “the crown ornament of five hundred.”


How He Practiced and Attained Good Qualities of Realization through Proper Practice


This explains how [Atisha] attained good qualities of realization through proper practice and understood the necessity of generating the teachings of scripture and realization to attain good qualities of realization.


Although these days the good qualities of realization are clairvoyance, magical powers, and so forth, such things also exist within the non-Buddhist schools, the Bonpo, and so forth. Just as a certain Bonpo named Naro Bonchung held a contest of miraculous powers with Jetsun Milarepa, so a heretic robbed Sapan57 and the two playfully debated, and when the heretic was defeated he held a competition of miraculous powers. When the heretic began his display of miraculous powers, Sapan enlisted the assistance of the siddha Darchawa and in this way was able to defeat the heretic.


Our Teacher said as well, “Ordinary beings place their hopes in clairvoyance and miraculous powers,” and also, “The two activities of the ordained are (1) reading, listening, and contemplating, and (2) being a renunciant.” We think, “I don’t have realization in my mind unless I generate a realization of clairvoyance and miraculous powers”; however, this is not correct. Having the precepts and vows of a novice and a fully ordained monk in your mental continuum is a realization. This is also the teaching of the Buddha. Atisha was able to remain utterly unsoiled by any downfalls of the pratimoksha. He was only defiled by the most minor infractions of the bodhisattva precepts and a few scattered infractions of the secret mantra commitments. He didn’t maintain his affiliation with these faults for even a day but would confess them; therefore, in this way his actions were pure. There were many who appeared and admonished him, stating that if he wished for swift enlightenment, he should train in bodhichitta. A gilded statue spoke to him saying, “Hey, bhandata,” which is similar to saying, “Hey, you monk.” In Sanskrit, the term dzoki means “yogi.” Previously Atisha had already listened to the instructions on bodhichitta in the presence of Dharmarakshita, who cut off pieces of his own body to benefit a sick person.


[Atisha also received teachings from] Kusali the Younger, or, as he is also known, Guru Maitri Yogi, who when another person struck a dog with a club, cried out “Ah-na” and covered himself as [the dog] was being struck. In that exact same spot [where the dog was struck, Maitri Yogi’s] own body swelled up due to the power of actually exchanging self with others. In his presence, Atisha repeatedly accomplished giving birth to bodhichitta in his mental continuum by listening to The Melodious Vajra Song of Singing Meditation.58 However, when he investigated the root of the instructions for training in bodhichitta, his mind was still not satisfied. What he did after learning that Serlingpa59 was the sovereign lord and protector of bodhichitta is declared in a verse that states,


I supplicate glorious Atisha,


Who worked to benefit all beings


By receiving the medicinal nectar of bodhichitta


From the protector of the world, King Serlingpa.




Thus, he traveled for thirteen long months across the ocean and arrived at the Golden Isle.60 Obstructive winds and lightning were naturally pacified by Atisha, and after thirteen months in this way he arrived at his destination. Throughout [the entire voyage] up until he arrived, he never let the attire and signs of being ordained decline. This is not like those of us who put on the attire of a householder the moment we step beyond the boundary of the monastery. In general, even just the external attire is extremely important. Even a single ordained person who doesn’t allow the attire indicating they are ordained to deteriorate [by not wearing monastic robes] is beneficial to the teachings of the Buddha. Khedrup Je61 declared,


The pair of saffron-colored robes


Beautify the body of the ordained.


The conduct of a monk wearing the attire of a


Householder destroys the teachings.


Do not belittle even the mere symbols [of a monk’s] garments. Instead, we should have respect for them. Also, the monastic community should have great regard for their own robes even when it comes to something like finding lodging. Also, once you feel it acceptable to wear fine clothing, your mind will become like a silver inkpot.62 You should not be like wrapping dog feces and pig manure in fine silks. Previously, Lama Losang Sherab told Dorje Chang Losang Jinpa that although it is permissible to wear a shirt with sleeves, he shouldn’t do so.


As already mentioned, because the great Atisha kept pure moral discipline of the three sets of vows, he was endowed with the higher training in moral discipline. Although the downfalls of secret mantra poured down upon him like rain, he engaged in confession and restraint immediately, so he didn’t retain them for a single day. Through his manner of possessing the higher training in concentration, while he was in Tibet he could hear the devotions of his students in [faraway] Magadha, together with the sounds of cymbals and their supplications, and he called out to Drom[tonpa], “I hear their requests through the power of my auditory clairvoyance.” He also said, “By my receiving a crown ornament offered by a dying girl in [the region of] Yorpo Chingru, she has purified her obscurations, and that daughter of the lineage has been born as a god in heaven.” In accordance with the supplication that states, “You are the guide of migrating beings . . .” and “endowed with the higher training in wisdom,” we can understand that he was endowed with the realization of superior seeing of both the common and uncommon traditions of sutra and tantra.


How He Worked on Behalf of the Teachings has two sections:


1. HIS ACTIVITIES IN INDIA


2. HIS ACTIVITIES IN TIBET


His Activities in India


[Atisha] became the jewel ornament of all scholars and took hold of eighteen classes of scripture. In India it was very risky to debate non-Buddhists because the king and his ministers would come to bear witness. The king would sit for the spectacle, and the side that was defeated would have to submit themselves as well as their belongings to the other side, offering their own religious tradition as a trophy. Although Ashvaghosha was previously a non-Buddhist, he lost a similar debate with Acharya Aryadeva. Likewise, Atisha defeated thirteen non-Buddhist pandits. He defeated the non-Buddhists who were ranked by having thirteen layers of parasols, seven layers of parasols, five layers of parasols, and so on, which contributed to the spread of the teachings.


His Activities in Tibet


At first, [Atisha] didn’t come to Tibet. The Dharma had first come to Tibet during the reign of Lha-Thothori Nyentsen63 of the royal heritage and Songtsen Gampo,64 who worked to establish the Dharma while Shantarakshita, Padmasambhava, and King Trisong Deutsen caused it to spread.65 At one point even that [initial spread of the Dharma] began to decline, with Majö serving alcohol and Pajö66 arriving with a book of tantra, saying he had composed it and initiating many false tantras and commentaries. Langdarma’s destruction of the teachings, as well as [his destruction of] even the most subtle signs of ordination, continued for nearly seventy years,67 after which the great lama Gongpa Rabsal from Tsang and the two Indian bhikshus Yo-ge-chung and Mar Shakyamuni68 worked to spread the Vinaya in the lower regions [of Tibet]. The Vinaya spread once again in the upper regions from the three border regions of Phala and so forth. After a while, the Indian pandits Blue Skirt and Red Acharya, as well as pandits searching for gold, spread the paths of liberation through [sexual] union, the path of attachment, and so on, causing the teachings to deteriorate.


At that time, the Tibetan king Lha Lama Yeshe Ö [ca. 959–1040] and his nephew [and successor Lhatsun Jangchub Ö] dispatched twenty-one youths of sharp intelligence, such as [the future lotsawa] Rinchen Zangpo [958–1055], to train in the Dharma in India. Having forsaken body, life, gold, and so on, they invited Atisha to Tibet, explaining the unbearable difficulties they had endured. Lha Lama Yeshe Ö even gave up his life for the welfare of the Buddha’s teachings and passed beyond sorrow in prison. With respect to you and me, forget about forsaking our lives in that way: we cannot even fathom the idea of giving away the worst parts of our barley for the sake of the teachings.


Lhatsun Jangchub Ö gave Nagtso Lotsawa Tsultrim Gyalwa a golden hunting weapon and seven hundred sang69 of gold, as well as four assistants. He advised Nagtso to offer once again the seven hundred sang of gold to Atisha in India while again extending an invitation to Atisha, and he instructed Nagtso on exactly how he should [most politely] greet Atisha. Atisha asked his personal deity whether or not going to Tibet would benefit living beings and so on, and was finally received in Upper Ngari [in western Tibet], after which he composed the Lamp for the Path70 — and it was as though the sun of the teachings was shining [at last on the Land of the Snows].71





36. This is the opening verse of Je Tsongkhapa’s Three Principal Aspects of the Path.


37. The “three lamrim texts” are cited in Trijang Rinpoche’s introduction and are (1) Je Tsongkhapa’s Middle-Length Lamrim, (2) the Second Panchen Lama’s Swift Path, and (3) the Third Dalai Lama’s Essence of Refined Gold.


38. Throughout this text, Atisha is often referred to by the epithet Jowo (Tib. Jo bo), which means “lord” or “foremost elder”; in many other spots, he is also referred to simply as Atisha. Thinking that Atisha is more recognizable, I have taken the liberty of replacing “Jowo” with “Atisha” throughout the remainder of the text.


39. This is the First Panchen Lama, Losang Chökyi Gyaltsen. Although some claim that he was the fourth Panchen Lama and justify this by adding his three previous reincarnations of Khedrup Je (1385–1438), Sonam Choklan (1438–1505), and Ensapa Losang Dondrup (1505–66), this identification wasn’t made until the Fifth Dalai Lama, who claimed that his guru, Losang Chökyi Gyaltsen, was a reincarnation of Khedrup Je, thereby attempting to make him the fourth Panchen Lama. There has been considerable disagreement as to whether or not this should be officially acknowledged. I personally refer to Losang Chökyi Gyaltsen as the First Panchen Lama.


40. The lamrim can be divided into the two broad categories of the vast and the profound. The profound addresses the wisdom aspect of the teachings, and the vast addresses the method aspect of the teachings.


41. Tib. sKyes rabs.


42. Tib. dBu ma rigs tshogs drug.


43. Tib. mNgon rtog rgyan; Skt. Abhisamayalamkara.


44. Tib. dngos po brgyad.


45. Tib. ’Grel pa don gsal.


46. Tib. mNgon rgyan yum gsum ga’i rgyan.


47. This translation is based on that in Tsongkhapa, The Ocean of Reasoning, trans. Geshe Ngawang Samten and Jay L. Garfield (Oxford and New York: Oxford University Press, 2006), 349.


48. Tib. mar me mdzad. This could easily be translated as “maker of butter lamps”; however, it most likely refers to the light produced from a flame.


49. For a complete translation of these verses, see Tsongkhapa, The Great Treatise on the Stages of the Path to Enlightenment, vol. 1, trans. by the Lamrim Chenmo Translation Committee (Ithaca, NY: Snow Lion, 2000), 36.


50. Tib. sTong khun.


51. Tib. Tong kus.


52. Tib. Rigs thigs; Skt. Nyayabinduprakarana.


53. Tib. rGya cher rol pa’i mdo; Skt. Lalitavistara sutra.


54. The path of preparation is divided into four parts: (1) heat, (2) peak, (3) forbearance, and (4) supreme Dharma. After the path of preparation comes the path of seeing, which is a direct realization of emptiness.


55. Dharmarakshita was one of Atisha’s primary teachers (see note 542 below). His most famous text in Tibet was the Wheel of Sharp Weapons, Tib. mTshon cha ’khor lo.


56. Tib. bShad mdzod.


57. Sapan is a contraction of Sakya Pandita.


58. Tib. Gyer sgom rdo rje’i glu dbyangs.


59. Tib. gSer gling pa. This is the Tibetan name of Suvarnadvipai Dharmakirti (tenth century), a key teacher of Atisha.


60. Tib. gSer gling. The Golden Isle — possibly present-day Sumatra — was where Serlingpa lived (as his name indicates).


61. Khedrup Geleg Pelsang was one of Tsongkhapa’s foremost disciples.


62. This refers to how a silver inkpot looks nice on the outside yet is black on the inside.


63. Lha-Thothori Nyentsen was the twenty-eighth king of Tibet (dates unknown).


64. Songsten Gampo (sixth to seventh century) was the thirty-third king of Tibet (605–649?).


65. Shantarakshita was invited to Tibet by King Trisong Deutsen, who was the second so-called Dharma king, with Songtsen Gampo being the first. Trisong Deutsen invited Shantarakshita to establish the first Tibetan monastery, called Samyé. After numerous obstacles attributed to spirits, Shantarakshita suggested that the king invite Padmasambhava to subjugate the spirits.


66. Tib. Ma jos and Pha jos. I was unable to find reference to these two persons.


67. Langdarma only reigned from 838 to 841, but his destruction of the Vinaya lasted for nearly seventy years.


68. These are the three men who preserved the pratimoksha under Langdarma. Referred to in Tibetan as smar g.yo gtsang gsum, their full names are ’Jad kyi gyel mi gtsang pa rab gsal, g.Yo dge ’byung, and sTod lung pa smar shA kya mu ni.


69. Tib. srang. This is a coin of either gold or silver weighing approximately one ounce.


70. Tib. Lam sgron.


71. For more information, see Alexander Gardner, “Atisha Dipamkara,” Treasury of Lives, http://www.treasuryoflives.org/biographies/view/Atisha-Dipamkara/5717.











Day Three


[image: Image]


[In Guide to the Bodhisattva’s Way of Life,] the great bodhisattva Shantideva proclaimed,


Having found a life of leisure such as this,


If I don’t use it to acquaint myself with virtue,


Nothing else could be more foolish than this;


Nothing else could be more ignorant than this!


Cultivate the proper motivation to listen to the teachings by thinking, “Since I have found merely this one time a human life that is difficult to obtain and has great meaning, if I don’t use it to accomplish my everlasting aspirations, there could be nothing more unimaginably ignorant than this. Therefore, I am not going to fall under the influence of the affairs of this life but instead strive to extract its unique essence. For that purpose, I am going to listen to the teachings.”


After giving this short introduction, Pabongkha Rinpoche covered the headings.


Yesterday we left off at the point of Atisha’s biography. Your activities should be practicing the Dharma, and moreover, it should be unmistaken [that is, pure Dharma]. Regarding such a thing, there is nothing superior to this lamrim. Moreover, it reveals both the vast and profound aspects of the perfection of wisdom sutras, whose lineage was sequentially passed down from Maitreya and Manjushri, and from Atisha the lineages of both the vast and profound and the vast activities were combined into a single stream.




Because of the excellent way in which Lhatsun Jangchub Ö requested the Dharma, Atisha’s mind was extremely pleased, and he composed the Lamp for the Path. Drom[tonpa] Rinpoche returned from Kham and said to the Tibetans, “I will try to invite Atisha to [Lhasa] in Tibet, and you should invite him as well.” Atisha was not going to stay in Tibet for more than three years, at which point he would return to India, because his elder at Vikramalashila had made Nagtso promise that he would send Atisha back in three years. [However,] a war broke out between two rival kingdoms along the way, blocking the route and preventing Atisha from returning. [Atisha] sent a letter, along with a copy of Lamp for the Path, which was examined by the assembly of pandits of India, and they all sang its praises and compliments. The elder [at Vikramalashila] said it was excellent that [Atisha] had gone to Tibet and permissible for him to stay in Tibet but that he needed [Atisha to compose] an autocommentary.


Next, [Atisha] made his way back [to central Tibet]. Drom[tonpa] wrote a letter inviting Atisha and sent it with Lekpai Sherab and others, clearly stating the names of Tibetan lamas of various statuses and saying that they should set out to welcome Atisha. Kutön Tsondru Yungtrung said, “My name is not listed there.” Told that he was included in the “and so forth,” Kutön was not pleased. They set off in a greeting procession, according to the general custom. According to the Swift Path, [Atisha] was in Nyethang for nine years.


Regarding the “three causes of a composer of commentaries,” he [or she] should possess either all three of the following or have them as complete as possible: (1) skill in the objects of knowledge of the five sciences, (2) unbroken oral instructions of holy beings, and (3) a direct vision of his [or her] personal deity and [the deity’s] permission to compose. Atisha possessed the complete authentic instructions of this teaching of the Buddha.


Regarding [Je Tsongkhapa’s] threefold division of his outline — “How [Atisha] Took Rebirth in an Excellent Lineage” and so forth — and applying it to practice, you must attain a special physical form to be able to accomplish the complete path and in particular to work for the welfare of the teachings and living beings. Next, you must engage in much learning and properly practice its meaning. Once you attain special signs, you should undertake the welfare of the teachings and living beings. Without learning, you won’t be able to practice; therefore, there is no way to benefit others by teaching, either. It is extremely important to understand the way the outline of this teaching of Je [Tsongkhapa] is arranged, as well as the essential points of the teachings of practice. You should also understand the way to incorporate the practices of each of the other outlines as well with depth and stability, whereby you will develop an understanding and an honest belief in each one.


The lineage of oral instructions of equalizing and exchanging self with others comes from Manjushri, and its way of practicing is called “the lineage of vast activities.” Moreover, there is the lineage of the philosophical tenets, the lineage of blessing, and so on. Regarding the lineages of various instructions, all of the practices that come from the Narthang Gyatsa,72 our way of making tsa tsas,73 Tara practice, torma gyatsa,74 and so on, all came from the kindness of Atisha. While Atisha was teaching the Lamp for the Path, he also disseminated many other teachings, such as those of Malgyo Lotsawa, Lokya Lotsawa, Sakya Bari Lotsawa [1040–1111], [Sachen] Kunga Nyingpo [1092–1158], and others. However, the sole essence of them all is Atisha’s Lamp for the Path.


From [Geshe] Potowa [Rinchen Sal (1027–1105)] up to Dragor Khenchen are the Kadam Shungpawas. Those belonging to the Kadam Shungpawa [that is, the scriptural tradition] engage in extensive study in dependence upon the great treatises, such as the Six Treatises of the Kadam75 and so forth. Regarding the Kadam Lamrimpa [that is, the stages of the path tradition], the lineage begins with glorious [Palden] Gonpawa [Wangchuk Gyaltsen (1016–82)], and their teachings are based on the Supreme Path,76 the Blue Udder,77 and others. The lineage of Kadam Managpa [that is, the oral instruction tradition] begins with [Geshe] Chen-nga-wa Tsultrim Bar [1038–1103], and their exposition and study relies upon texts such as Atisha’s commentary on The Essence of Dependent Relationship.78 In the same way, listening, contemplating, and meditating on the five texts of scriptural instructions and so on is similar to the Shungpawas’ exposition and study. Relying upon [Je Tsongkhapa’s] Great and Middle-Length Treatises on the Stages of the Path [to Enlightenment] is similar to the exposition and study of the Lamrimpas. Receiving commentaries in addition to the guru’s oral instructions on brief texts such as the [First Panchen Lama’s] Path to Bliss and [the Second Panchen Lama’s] Swift Path is equivalent to the Managpas. Therefore, Dagpo Lama Rinpoche [1845–1919] said that these days we also have all three lineages.


In this case, we are Lamrimpas because our explanation is based on [Je Tsongkhapa’s] Middle-Length Treatise on the Stages of the Path. In general, the teachings of Jetsun Tsongkhapa the Great are not even slightly mixed with the nectar of Manjushri’s words.79 Yet when it came to his trip to Olga to live as a hermit, he asked Manjushri for guidance on almost everything — when to leave and stay, when to arrive, and even who should be his attendant. Previously, when the three great scholars80 assembled in Tölung at Namse Deng,81 each one gave teachings. Their disciplinarian was named Karma Konchog Shönu, who, with an extremely pleasant expression, extolled the virtues of Tsongkhapa and had harsh criticisms for the others. While in Tölung, Je Rinpoche [Tsongkhapa] made some inquiries about the Vinaya concerning what should be abandoned and what should be adopted. At that time the Vinaya had reached a state of serious decline, so he worked to make significant improvements. When it came to the teachings of the Vinaya, Je Tsongkhapa was extraordinarily kind. In particular, while staying in the monastery of Ratreng,82 he made supplications to open the door of the supreme path and composed the Foundation of All Good Qualities83 and others.


In the summer at Ratreng, he taught the lamrim Dharma extensively. With the encouragement of migrating beings, both gods and men, he also composed The Great Treatise on the Stages of the Path to Enlightenment84 at Ratreng. At that point, there were not many who had faith in the Prasangika Madhyamaka viewpoint. Therefore, he thought, “Even if I compose the section on special insight, it will not benefit beings. As a result, I will set aside composing the special insight section temporarily,” and he went to ask Jetsun [Manjushri] questions. Jetsun [Manjushri] said, “I am elated. This is most excellent. You should definitely compose the special insight section, and it will be moderately beneficial for beings.” This Great Treatise on the Stages of the Path is the sole crown ornament of this world. Although [great beings] may compose other teachings, they will never match its significance. Regarding that point, Panchen said,


Gold is more precious than sandalwood,


Yet the foolish compare it with charcoal.85


Since this is the case, we should not become like that. The teachings of Jamgon Tsongkhapa are blessed, so the fact that they have at least come into our hands makes us extraordinarily fortunate. The Great Treatise on the Stages of the Path to Enlightenment was composed when Je Rinpoche [Tsongkhapa] was forty-six, and the Middle-Length Treatise on the Stages of the Path was composed when he was fifty-nine. Je’s Great, Middle-Length, and Concise Treatises on the Stages of the Path,86 as well as [the Third Dalai Lama’s] Essence of Refined Gold, [the Fifth Dalai Lama’s] Manjushri’s Oral Instructions, the [First Panchen Lama’s] Path to Bliss, the [Second Panchen Lama’s] Swift Path, and Dagpo Gomchen Ngawang Drakpa’s87 teaching The Quintessence of Excellent Explanation make up the “eight famous lamrim texts.” Although we consider secret mantra to be the most extraordinary teaching ever, without the stages of the path to enlightenment, the secret mantra would not even have existed. Therefore, the stages of the path are very important. Je [Tsongkhapa’s] Middle-Length Treatise on the Stages of the Path is not that much more concise than his Great Treatise on the Stages of the Path to Enlightenment. The teachings of Panchen Palden Yeshe state that the Great Treatise primarily explains the Scriptural Lineage and the Middle-Length Treatise on the Stages of the Path addresses the Hearing Lineage.


The Greatness of the Dharma


The stages of the path to enlightenment have three unique qualities and four greatnesses that make them vastly superior to other scriptures.88


[The Three Unique Features has three sections:


1. THE FIRST UNIQUE FEATURE: IT EMBODIES THE ESSENTIAL POINTS OF BOTH THE SUTRAS AND TANTRAS


2. THE SECOND UNIQUE FEATURE: THE STAGES ARE PRIMARILY COMPOSED TO SUBDUE THE MIND, THEREFORE, THEY ARE EASY TO PUT INTO PRACTICE


3. THE THIRD UNIQUE FEATURE: IT IS ADORNED WITH THE INSTRUCTIONS OF THE TWO GURUS SKILLED IN THE TRADITION OF THE TWO GREAT TRAILBLAZERS, THEREFORE, IT IS SUPERIOR TO OTHER TRADITIONS]


The First Unique Feature: It Embodies the Essential Points of Both the Sutras and Tantras


The first unique feature [of the stages of the path to enlightenment] is that they embody the essential points of both the sutras and tantras and are the purpose behind the phrase “by teaching it, the complete subject matter is covered.” For subduing the mind or pacifying degenerations, they contain the essential points of meaning of the sutras and tantras.89 The cycle of Dharma for a person of small capacity is for the trainee who is striving to subdue his [or her] mind for the welfare of just this life, as well as those striving to subdue the mind with the mere wish for a happy migration. The cycle of Dharma for a person of middling capacity is for a person striving to subdue his mind for the sake of the mere happiness of liberation. The cycle of Dharma for a person of great capacity is for a person striving for complete enlightenment for the welfare of all living beings. A sutra states,


Do not engage in any nonvirtue;


Engage in perfect virtue;


Thoroughly subdue your mind;


This is the teaching of the Buddha.


The first line explains the higher training of moral discipline; the second, the higher training of wisdom; and the third, the higher training of the mind [that is, concentration]. Thus, this presents subduing the mind with every form of abandonment and acceptance, through the complete path of the three types of beings. The Ornament90 declares,


This path of peace for living beings


Is abridged in four aspects.


This quote reveals that the teachings are abridged in four aspects that contain all the essential points of bringing benefit and that are the method for pacifying degenerate migrating beings.91 The cycle of Dharma for beings of small capacity is the means of pacifying the degenerations of the lower realms. The cycle of Dharma for beings of middling capacity is the means of pacifying the degenerations of samsara. The cycle of Dharma for beings of great scope is the means of pacifying the disadvantages of nirvana, the mind wishing for that state, and so on. The subject matter of all the essential points of the scriptures being thoroughly complete [in the lamrim] is the first unique quality. Je Tsongkhapa offered an official letter to Lama Umapa,92 stating,




Looking at the instructions of the great being, glorious Atisha, I am amazed at how they reach an unmistaken definitive conclusion about the stages of the path and the mantra vehicle, and I instruct my disciples to rely solely upon these stages. These instructions also have a way of teaching where they combine into a single path all the oral instructions of the scriptures and their commentaries composed by great Indian masters. Developing an understanding through their expositions and an understanding through listening is sufficient to understand not only how to practice the minor oral instructions for practice but all the scriptures as well. Therefore, I teach it as much as possible.





Although there are numerous other insignificant commentaries teaching the preliminary practices, they are unnecessary. The lamrim teaches the utterly complete path from the proper reliance upon your guru up to the attainment of Vajradhara. Regarding the preliminary practices in general, they are not merely going for refuge, prostrations, mandala offerings, and so forth. Instead, the preliminaries such as the jorchö [that is, lamrim ritual preparations] have the actual path of a being of small scope as well as the path of small scope as the preliminary, the actual middling scope as well as the path of middling scope as the preliminary, the actual great path . . . up to the preliminary of the union of no more learning. Although you may merely engage in a scanning meditation on these stages of the path, it constitutes a scanning meditation on the complete path. Although this may be explained only one time, at the end of the teaching the complete essence of all the world’s scriptures will have been revealed. Geshe Tolungpa stated,




When I teach the stage of this teaching, each of the books and scriptures of this world tremble and think, “This grey-haired old monk just explained all of our meaning.”





And when [Geshe Tolungpa] taught, he said, “I slaughtered the great yak of the Dharma.” Previously, when Changkya Rolpai Dorje taught the emperor of the Manchu dynasty, he taught the lamrim that contained the complete meaning using very few words. He had in fact given a commentary on the lamrim in dependence upon the lamrim verses composed by Dorje Dzinpa Konchog Gyaltsen.93


The Second Unique Feature: The Stages Are Primarily Composed to Subdue the Mind, Therefore, They Are Easy to Put into Practice


Although all the scriptures are nothing other than means to subdue your mind, you will be deliberately causing disturbances if you have decided to forgo the oral instructions and instead blindly enter into the scriptures without relying on the oral instructions of the guru. For example, although it states at the end of the chapter on Sadaprarudita in the Perfection of Wisdom Sutra in Eight Thousand Lines94 that in beginning stages of practice you need to practice, if you begin [your practice] in that sequence, it will not be easy. A beginner in the lamrim does not go from his [or her initial] state right to that of a buddha. [Rather,] you progress along the path like on the steps of a ladder, without making a mess of the teachings. Furthermore, you will not be able to evaluate properly what is to be rejected and accepted, and the [teachings] will not be in their proper sequence. The sutras use the example of polishing a jewel for the sequence of subduing the mind. Initially, you subdue the mind’s attachment to the appearances of this life. After that, you subdue the mind’s craving for the next life. After that, you subdue the mind’s self-cherishing, and so on. The stages are primarily so that the teachings are all easy to put into practice. For example, it is similar to a three-step process of preparation for clothing — bringing it from a state of sheep’s wool to processed wool and finally making it ready to wear. If we consider beginners such as ourselves, sheep’s wool is like the teachings of the Buddha, processed wool is like the commentaries on that, and [a garment] being ready to wear is like being ready to put [the teachings] into practice; this is the guru’s oral instructions on the lamrim.


The Guhyasamaja Root Tantra does not teach sutra, and the commentary [on the perfection of wisdom sutras entitled] Ornament of Clear Realization does not teach mantra. Although these two are similarly established, they don’t teach the principal stages for subduing the mind; therefore, they don’t have the complete characteristic of making them easy to put into practice. Not only that, but we undertake famous teachings such as mahamudra and dzogchen, saying how profound they are, but none of them has all the unique qualities in the same way this does.


The Third Unique Feature: It Is Adorned with the Instructions of the Two Gurus Skilled in the Tradition of the Two Great Trailblazers, Therefore, It Is Superior to Other Traditions


Regarding this point, it is adorned with the oral instructions of Serlingpa, who was the guru skilled in the tradition of the great trailblazer Asanga, with his presentation of the sevenfold cause and effect and equalizing self with others for training the mind in bodhichitta. Therefore, it has a unique feature that surpasses the Hinayana and so forth. It is adorned with the oral instructions of Vidyakokila the Younger,95 who was the guru skilled in the tradition of the great trailblazer Nagarjuna, whose instructions unmistakably and nondeceptively explain how things are merely imputed through corresponding names, signs, and reasons established through logical proofs, with the view of Prasangika as the supreme pinnacle of philosophical tenets. Therefore, it has a unique feature that surpasses other traditions, such as the Svatantrika and so on.


If you don’t understand the lamrim, you will not know how to do anything besides meditate on some deity and count some mantras. Sometimes we don’t think anything other than “I am Vajrabhairava” or “I am Chakrasamvara.” We pretend we are counting the YAMARAJA mantra and so forth. Sometimes we merely think that we are different from others and we have wings like Vajrahumkara, great and glorious Phurpa, Chemchog Heruka,96 and so on. The previous Kadampas said,


Everyone has a deity body to meditate on,


Everyone has a mantra to count,


Yet no one has a Dharma to contemplate.


Accordingly, if you don’t understand these stages of the path to enlightenment as an object of contemplation, you may stay in your meditation house yet do nothing more than paint, count something similar to a mantra, engage in sewing, spin thread, and so on.


The Four Greatnesses [has four sections:


1. THE GREATNESS THAT YOU WILL COME TO REALIZE THAT ALL THE TEACHINGS ARE NOT CONTRADICTORY


2. THE GREATNESS OF ALL THE SCRIPTURES APPEARING AS PERSONAL INSTRUCTIONS


3. THE GREATNESS OF EASILY DISCOVERING THE ULTIMATE INTENTION OF THE CONQUEROR


4. THE GREATNESS OF STOPPING THE GREAT MISDEED]




The Greatness That You Will Come to Realize That All the Teachings Are Not Contradictory


The first greatness is that you will come to realize that all the teachings are not contradictory. The lamrim of Je [Tsongkhapa] also contains a vast amount of oral instructions of Jetsun [Manjushri] that don’t exist in the Lamp for the Path. Before Atisha arrived [in Tibet], people did not understand the stages of the path, and migrating beings thought that sutra and tantra were as contradictory as hot and cold and were incapable of understanding that they were in fact noncontradictory. The term “noncontradictory” means they are mutually inclusive. Whatever the Buddha taught was taught as a means for a single person to become enlightened. Moreover, with the exception of a few of the unique teachings, such as striving for the bliss of liberation from the Hinayana, they should all be practiced by a bodhisattva. The common Mahayana [practices] and [the uncommon practices of] secret mantra should all be practiced only by bodhisattvas. The paths of the beings of small and middling capacity are from the collection of teachings of the Hinayana.


To generate bodhichitta, initially a mind of renunciation that is detached from samsara is indispensable. In general, the primary object of desire for a bodhisattva is to work for the welfare of living beings. For that, they must extend their care to the three types of trainees. For that, they must understand the various types of realizations of the three vehicles; therefore, they must master their understanding of all the paths of shravakas, pratyekabuddhas, and bodhisattvas. Apart from the mind striving for the bliss of nirvana for oneself alone, which is unique to Hinayana, all the other teachings from the Hinayana basket are common with the Mahayana and you should meditate on them all. This includes meditating on the sixteen aspects of the four noble truths, such as impermanence and so forth, as well as the twelve limbs of dependent relationship. Relying on the path in this way, you should realize not only that all the teachings are noncontradictory but that all the teachings are noncontradictory in accordance with their result as well.97




A buddha has eliminated all faults and is endowed with all good qualities. Moreover, there is not even the slightest fault in the Conqueror’s teachings, and there is not a single good quality that you are not capable of developing. Therefore, you should practice them all, out of desire to attain enlightenment. Some people think that, other than renunciation, bodhichitta, the four noble truths, and so on, presented in the sutras, they don’t need to practice secret mantra; however, this is not the case. The reason bodhichitta is included within whatever meditations there are, such as the generation and completion stages of secret mantra, is that [bodhichitta] is the solitary cause of proceeding to the Mahayana. The mantra vows and other verses state,


I shall generate the sacred


Unsurpassed bodhichitta.


And the Vajra Peak Tantra98 proclaims,


Do not forsake bodhichitta


Even for the sake of your life.


If you assert that you don’t need bodhichitta in the practice of mantra, then you incur [two] faults: (1) there is a bodhisattva who has not generated bodhichitta, and (2) there is a buddha of the mantra vehicle who belongs to the Hinayana. The fact that all the buddhas first generated bodhichitta is also explained in the Sutra of the Fortunate Eon,99 which proclaims,




First generate the mind of enlightenment . . .





There are also many other teachings that contradict [that mistaken thesis]. For that reason, when you come to an understanding that everything that was taught by the Bhagavan was intended solely for a person’s practice of enlightenment, all the scriptures will coalesce into the stages of the path. Your faith will also greatly increase. There are also many ways of explaining the [colloquial] expression “Carrying all the teachings of a four-sided path . . .” My guru explained it by stating, “Just like carrying the entirety of a square sitting mat, all the teachings should be carried by a single practice for enlightenment.” If we understand this point for the stages of the path, we shall know how to “carry them” [that is, put them into practice]. [Vasubandhu’s] Treasury of Abhidharma100 states,


The two aspects of the Teacher’s holy Dharma


Are the nature of scripture and realization.


The definitive number of the Muni’s [that is, the historical Buddha Shakyamuni’s] teachings is two: scripture and realization. Therefore, Acharya Avalokitavrata101 stated,




The transmitted scriptures of the Buddha reveal the unmistaken teachings on the four noble truths for those wishing for liberation.





Accordingly, the valid scriptural tradition is to be understood as a means of assisting a single individual in his [or her] progression to enlightenment, and one must realize that every type of abandonment and realization contained in the subject matter of Hinayana and Mahayana, and all the teachings of scripture and realization, are noncontradictory as complementary factors for a single person’s enlightenment. This view prevents speculation that is in opposition to that, as well as the view of whether it exists or doesn’t exist and so on. There is no need to realize that all philosophical views are noncontradictory, such as those designated dzogchen, mahamudra, and so on, as well as the Dharma traditions of the Bon. The phrase “all the teachings are understood to be noncontradictory” is not intended to mean that you must realize that all the philosophical views are noncontradictory. In short, although at first glance the language of some of the teachings from sutra and tantra appears to be as contradictory as hot and cold, in fact, they teach the means of eliminating all faults; therefore, they are necessarily noncontradictory according to a single individual at various times of their practice. For example, although it may appear contradictory when a doctor tells a sick person to both eat meat and not eat meat, and even though this may apply to the same individual, it is in fact necessary for the sick person to apply [both instructions] at various times during his illness.


The Greatness of All the Scriptures Appearing as Personal Instructions


The king — or, in other words, supreme — oral instructions are the precious spoken words of the Conqueror102 as well as the commentarial collection103 such as [the works of] the six ornaments,104 the two supreme beings,105 and so on. There is no oral instruction superior to these. Moreover, in this world the oral instructions taught by a guru do not surpass those of the Buddha Bhagavan. The oral instructions also do not surpass the precious spoken words of the Conqueror. The regent Maitreya states in his Ornament of the Mahayana Sutras,106


There is no one in this world who is wiser than the Conqueror.


No one else perfectly understands in every way all there is to know about supreme suchness.


Therefore, do not wreak havoc with the sutras set down by the Sage himself.


By causing harm to the holy Dharma, you will also destroy the system of the Muni.


We regard the Kangyur and so on as nothing more than objects of worship and don’t understand that they could be meant for far more than ritual recitation. This is the fault of not developing an understanding of the stages of the path. Although the Bon teacher Shenrab107 and others claim that they are related to the Teacher, there is no evidence of this whatsoever. Although some claim that Dharmakaya Samantabhadra, Vajradhara, and so on are superior to our Teacher, such a thing is simply not possible. Once the Teacher attained the ultimate state of fearlessness, he became enlightened. If there was a buddha superior to that, this would mean that [Buddha Shakyamuni] would not be enlightened and, therefore, that, instead of becoming better, he got worse.


If you understand the lamrim, whenever you assess the scriptures, you will immediately be able to identify them with one of the three types of beings of the lamrim. For example, if you have a small quantity of barley in a container, and you get a little more from somewhere else, you will be able to add it to that. Previously, when the supreme siddha [Drubchog] Losang Namgyal108 was giving the oral transmission of the Perfection of Wisdom Sutra in Eight Thousand Lines, Trichen Ngawang Chogden,109 the tutor to Gyalwa Kelsang [Gyatso, the Seventh Dalai Lama], said, “When I listen to a commentary to the lamrim in the presence of Jamyang Shepa Ngawang Tsondru,110 [I realize] that when I undertook my previous philosophical studies, I was in fact undertaking a study of the lamrim.”


Thus, all the great scriptures are the lamrim. However, not recognizing them as the lamrim stems from the fault of not developing an understanding of the lamrim. For example, when dancers train in dancing, they should train in whatever dance they are learning. Likewise, you should study and contemplate whatever you are meditating on. You should meditate on whatever study and contemplation you undertake. Je Rinpoche [Tsongkhapa] also proclaimed, “Just as it would be a source of laughter to show a horse track to a horse and then have the race somewhere else, how can it be acceptable to learn and contemplate something and then settle upon something else for your practice?” This is stating that it would be inappropriate to study and contemplate one thing and then meditate on something else and is the same as studying and contemplating the Five Treatises and then settling upon something else as your object of meditation. If you develop an understanding of the stages of the path, it is utterly impossible that you will not learn how to apply everything you come across to your practice, all the way from the spoken words of the Conqueror to a discarded page in a tsa tsa house.


Previously, while Je Lama Dorje Chang [that is, Pabongkha Rinpoche] himself was staying at a monastic center, he found a page in the tsa tsa house that was a teaching from the Supreme Conqueror Kelsang [Gyatso, the Seventh Dalai Lama], which stated, “The young tiger bee . . .,” and he knew without a doubt that it belonged to a being of middling scope and immediately applied [its import] to the faults [of samsara].


Some people assert that it is sufficient to practice some separate, insignificant oral instruction, such as a small manual, and think that the spoken word of the Buddha is only for performing ritual recitations for hire. Yet if we behave in this way, we will have very little faith in the scriptures and will regard the Kangyur and Tengyur as something not intended for practice, whereby we will accumulate the extremely grave karma of abandoning the Dharma. Those people will have created obstructions to developing faith in the stainless scriptures and their commentaries. For that reason, you should sincerely apply yourself to the stages of the path to enlightenment as a means of developing an understanding and faith in the great scriptures as well. Je Tsongkhapa the Great stated,


The fault of abandoning the Dharma despite much study


Is due to the scriptures not appearing as instructions.


Previously, a scholar from Sera Monastery visited a great Nyingma meditator from Kham and requested separate teachings to put into practice; this is the fault of not understanding the lamrim and is due to [not implementing] the two distinguishing features of realizing that (1) all the teachings are noncontradictory and (2) all the scriptures appear as personal instructions. For example, a tangkha painter arranges all his goods necessary for tangkha painting, such as his paint pot for painting the deity, his white, yellow, red, and green paints, his paintbrush, and so on, and doesn’t leave even one thing out. This is analogous to realizing that all the teachings are noncontradictory. Likewise, understanding nothing more than the fact that the Conqueror’s scriptures and their commentaries are intended for a single individual to put into practice means that you will not discard even a single letter. Thus, not only does the tangkha painter understand that the paints and so forth are indispensable for painting the deity, but he understands how to paint the deity image with a complete set of features, which is analogous to the scriptures appearing as oral instructions. Not only will you understand that all the scriptures and their commentaries are completely necessary for a single individual’s enlightenment, but you will see that they are noncontradictory and intended to be put into practice, which is the meaning of “knowing how to put them into practice.”


The Greatness of Easily Discovering the Ultimate Intention of the Conqueror


Finishing a tangkha painting is analogous to the third greatness of easily discovering the ultimate intention of the Conqueror, which means “discovering the jewel-like ultimate intention of the Conqueror through practice.” In general, the Three Principal Aspects of the Path possesses the ultimate intention of the Conqueror, which is within the ocean-like scriptures of the Conqueror. If you rely upon the boat-like stages of the path to enlightenment and the skillful captain-like guru, you will easily be able to discover the underlying intent of the Conqueror. The Three Principal Aspects of the Path is the underlying intent of the Conqueror. Also, the words of the Three Principal Aspects of the Path from Je Rinpoche [Tsongkhapa] state,


For as long as you accept the relationship between


The nondeceptive dependent arising of appearances


And emptiness as being separate,


You still have not realized the true intent of the Muni.




This verse is in reference to the correct view of emptiness. And:


This is the essential meaning of all the Conqueror’s scriptures.


This also reveals the Conqueror’s underlying intent about renunciation. Regarding bodhichitta, this is the absolute greatest underlying intent of the Conqueror.


The Greatness of Stopping the Great Misdeed


If you give rise to all three of the previous greatnesses of the lamrim, you will automatically stop the great misdeeds of abandoning the Dharma and so forth. This teaching refers to the smallest misdeed of abandoning the Dharma, such as merely [abandoning] its symbolism. In accordance with the hidden meaning of that, through the stages of the path endowed with three greatnesses, you will stop the misdeed in your way of relating to the spiritual guide, such as not having faith in your spiritual guide and so on; this stops the misdeed of wasting your life with what is meaningless and mistaking what is meaningful through “the great meaning and great difficulty of finding this leisure and endowment,” and it stops the misdeed that comes from grasping at permanence through the point of view of death and impermanence and so on; [thus, you also need to] apply the same thing to the remaining points. As you undertake listening to and contemplating the words proclaimed with these four greatnesses, you should combine the subject matter of the four greatnesses with your mental continuum.





72. The Narthang Gyatsa is a collection of approximately one hundred different empowerments and blessing permissions.


73. Tsa tsas are small clay cast images of enlightened beings.


74. Torma gyatsa is a practice where one makes a hundred torma offerings, among other types of offering.


75. The six great treatises are (1) Shantideva’s Compendium of Trainings, (2) Shantideva’s Guide to the Bodhisattva’s Way of Life, (3) Maitreya’s Ornament of the Mahayana Sutras, (4) Asanga’s Bodhisattva Levels, (5) Aryashura’s Jataka Tales, and (6) the Collection of Uplifting Sayings.


76. Tib. Lam mchog.


77. Tib. Be’u bum sngon po, by Dölpa Sherap Gyatso (1059–1131).


78. Tib. rTen ’brel snying po.


79. This means that despite the fact that Lama Tsongkhapa received numerous teachings from Manjushri, all his writings are based solely on the various great treatises that originate with the historical Buddha Shakyamuni himself. The special instructions of Manjushri are maintained in the Ganden Hearing Lineage.


80. These three great scholars were Lotsawa Kyapchog Palsang, Rendawa, and Tsongkhapa. See Thuken Losang Chökyi Nyima, The Crystal Mirror of Philosophical Systems, trans. Geshe Lhundub Sopa with E. Ann Chávez and Roger R. Jackson (Boston: Wisdom, 2009), 254.


81. Tib. gNam rtsed ldeng.


82. Tib. Rwa sgreng. This was the first Kadampa monastery, which lies to the north of Lhasa.


83. Tib. Yon tan gzhi gyur ma.


84. Tib. Lam rim chen mo. This has been translated in three volumes as Tsongkhapa, The Great Treatise on the Stages of the Path to Enlightenment, 3 vols., translated by the Lamrin Chenmo Translation Committee (Ithaca, NY: Snow Lion, 2000–2004).


85. I was unable to locate this quotation, so I am uncertain to which Panchen it is attributed.


86. Here Tsongkhapa’s Concise Treatise refers to his Songs of Spiritual Experience; see note 6 above.


87. An important lama of the fifteenth century (dates unknown), Dagpo Gomchen Ngawang Drakpa was a direct disciple of Khedrup Je and Gyaltsab Je. He established Dagpo Shedrup Ling Monastery.


88. Here we follow the system of Tsongkhapa’s Middle-Length Treatise on the Stages of the Path — namely, that of presenting “The Three Unique Features” followed by “The Four Greatnesses.”


89. The following sentences have an obvious error that must have occurred somewhere along the process of printing the Tibetan text. What appears above reflects my corrections made to the following, which originally appeared in the Tibetan text: “The cycle of Dharma for a person of small capacity is for the trainee who is striving to subdue his mind for the welfare of just this life. The cycle of the Dharma for a person of middling capacity is for those striving to subdue the mind with the mere wish for a happy migration. The cycle of Dharma for a person of great capacity is for a person striving to subdue his mind for the sake of the mere happiness of liberation.”


90. The Nitartha Online Tibetan-English Dictionary (http://www.nitartha.org) states that this is a contraction for the Ornament of the Mahayana Sutras.


91. Here the four are not clearly enumerated.


92. Tib. dBu ma pa dpa’ bo rdo rje (dates unknown; fourteenth century) was a Karma Kagyu lama who was one of Tsongkhapa’s teachers and confidantes.


93. His dates are unknown; however, his guru Losang Chökyi Gyaltsen lived from 1570 to 1662, so we can assume that he was born sometime after 1570.


94. This story is briefly summarized in Kachen Yeshe Gyaltsen, Manjushri’s Innermost Secret: A Profound Commentary of Oral Instructions on the Practice of Lama Chöpa, trans. David Gonsalez (Seattle: Dechen Ling Press, 2013), 191: “Furthermore, the bodhisattva Sadaprarudita viewed his guru as superior to all the buddhas and although he directly perceived numerous buddhas, that was not sufficient and he sought out his spiritual master Dharmodgata and relied upon him without any regard for his body, life, and enjoyments whatsoever and through his worship, he progressed in a few short years from the stage of accumulation to the first bodhisattva ground which would have otherwise taken many eons to accomplish.”


95. Vidyakokila the Younger was also known as Avadhutipa. He was the direct guru of Jowo Atisha who transmitted the lineage of the profound. His own guru was Vidyakokila the Elder. Although his exact dates are unknown to the translator, since Atisha lived from 982 to 1054, we can surmise that Vidyakokila was born prior to 982.


96. These are various wrathful deities, each of whom has wings as part of its iconography.


97. According to the Mahayana, once a Hinayana arhat attains the state of nirvana, the buddhas eventually awaken him [or her] from his meditative equipoise and encourage him to enter the Mahayana. Therefore, even the shravaka and pratyekabuddha vehicles eventually lead the Hinayana practitioner to the state of full enlightenment.


98. Tib. rGyud rdo rje rtse mo.


99. Tib. mDo sde bskal bzang.


100. Tib. Chos mngon pa’i mdzod.


101. Avalokitavrata was a disciple of Bhavaviveka, the founder of the Svatantrika tradition of Madhyamaka.


102. Tib. bKa’ ’gyur (Kangyur).


103. Tib. bStan ’gyur (Tengyur).


104. The six ornaments are Nagarjuna, Aryadeva, Asanga, Vasubandhu, Dignaga, and Dharmakirti.


105. The two supreme beings are Shakyaprabha and Gunaprabha.


106. Tib. mDo sde rgyan; Skt. [Mahayana]sutralankara.


107. Tib. gShen rab. Shenrab was the purported founder of the Bon tradition, according to which Shenrab predated Buddha Shakyamuni.


108. Tib. Blo bzang rnam rgyal (1670–1741).


109. Tib. Khri chen Ngag dbang chos ldan (1697–1751). He was the root guru of the Seventh Dalai Lama, Kelsang Gyatso, as well as Changkya Rolpai Dorje and many others.


110. Tib. Ngag dbang brtson ’grus (1648–1721).











Day Four


[image: Image]


Drom[tonpa] the king of the Dharma proclaimed,


The wondrous teachings are the Three Baskets,


Which are beautified by the instruction of the three scopes of beings;


This golden rosary of the precious Kadam —


Whoever tallies its beads becomes meaningful.


Regarding the supreme means of leading migrating beings along the path of liberation and omniscience, it is the Three Precious Baskets. The meaning of all three of those is contained in the three scopes of beings. Furthermore, because it is a teaching that condenses all the stages of the path, this teaching is not like other teachings, such as secret mantra and so forth; it will bring nothing but benefit to all who practice it, and it is not possible that they will ever sustain a loss. These stages of the path to enlightenment are a Dharma that will benefit anyone with a supreme, mediocre, or inferior mind. Adjust your motivation by thinking, “If I sincerely apply myself to this my human life of leisure and endowment that I have obtained, [my life] will become meaningful; therefore, from this day forth, I shall put it into practice.”


After giving this brief introduction to adjust our motivation, Pabongkha Rinpoche restated the topics.


Yesterday we already covered the first two benefits. The third heading is this:




How to Listen to and Explain the Dharma Endowed with Those Two Greatnesses has three sections:


1. HOW TO LISTEN TO THE DHARMA


2. HOW TO TEACH THE DHARMA


3. HOW TO CONDUCT THEIR COMMON ENDING


This outline on how to listen to and teach the Dharma constitutes the instructions for how to effectively listen to the Dharma.


How to Listen to the Dharma has three sections:


1. CONTEMPLATING THE BENEFITS OF LISTENING TO THE DHARMA


2. DEVELOPING REVERENCE FOR THE DHARMA AND THE DHARMA TEACHER


3. THE ACTUAL WAY TO LISTEN TO THE DHARMA


Contemplating the Benefits of Listening to the Dharma


If you contemplate the benefits of listening to and studying the Dharma, you will develop a desire to listen. These days we think it is sufficient to meditate on the Dharma and not necessary to study. Unless we have very good mental imprints from our previous lives and awaken those slight imprints, it is utterly impossible to generate qualified realizations. Sapan stated,


Although you apply yourself merely to meditation,


Without study it is the means of accomplishing the animal state.


Therefore, to practice Dharma you must understand how to practice, for which you must study. Hence it is extremely important that you initially engage in study. The Arhat Chökyab famously compiled the miscellaneous teachings of the Buddha as the Dhammapada,111 which is now included in the Kangyur. If you don’t study, you won’t know how to go for refuge or even as much as how to make a prostration; you won’t even know how to offer a mandala. If you do study, although you may read just a single line in a text, you will develop wisdom eyes that can make a proper estimation of it. Without studying, no matter how intelligent you may be, it will be as if those with eyes have arrived at a place of complete darkness. If you have studied, it will be like igniting a bright flame in a dungeon, and you will clearly understand everything. It is extremely important that you do so now, while you are young. If you do, you will be able to practice Dharma when you have reached a more advanced age. If you don’t study, you will be [as dumb] as a donkey when he encounters the Dharma, and whenever it comes to worldly matters you will be as [brilliant] as Manjushri.112


When you study, you begin by studying, then contemplating, and then developing wisdom arisen from meditation. Je Tsongkhapa appeared to Panchen Losang Chögyan in a dream and proclaimed,


For the sake of benefiting yourself and others,


Do not be satisfied with your learning.


Be like the bodhisattvas who have attained the third bhumi113


Who are not satisfied with their learning.


Although Drubwang Ngagsur Dorje Chang114 was in his eighties, he memorized the Concise Perfection of Wisdom Sutra, and before he died he recited it from memory a hundred times. If you haven’t studied, your view, meditation, and action will be analogous to being unable to distinguish flour, wheat, and baking soda: you will just say, “Everything is the same — white!” In the same way, your entire view and meditation will be greatly flawed. The reason for that was explained by Je Tsongkhapa when he addressed questions to Tibetan scholars and great meditators in The Questions of Perfectly Pure Superior Intention,115 at which time no one was able to answer. Later, Losang Chökyi Gyaltsen offered his services to untie the difficult points of [Je Tsongkhapa’s] intention.


Those of you who are young and have sharp minds must complete your studies of the great treatises at the great monastic institutions. If you do that, you will be of great benefit when you return to your homelands. For those of you who are old and not so bright, if you alternate study and contemplation on something concise such as the [First Panchen Lama’s] Path to Bliss or the [Second Panchen Lama’s] Swift Path, this will be sufficient to cover the entire journey along the path, from prior [to entering the path] through entering the path [and] up to the ground of buddhahood. Although Je [Tsongkhapa’s] Concise Treatise on the Stages of the Path116 has few words, it is well known to contain the abridged meaning; therefore, you should use it as a means of at least grasping the main points and then work your way up to formulating an understanding of the precise meaning of the words.


Through your study, you have the means of training in the Dharma of moral discipline and so forth. Through your study, you have the means of concentration if you [forsake] the meaningless; through your study, you have the means of training in the wisdom [attaining] nirvana. Moreover, through study you have a way of sequentially developing your wisdom of the Dharma, such as listening, contemplation, and meditation. Anyone who has become knowledgeable through completing his [or her] former studies and through these studies has developed the three types of faith, as well as the wisdom of listening, contemplation, and meditation, can even be called “self-realized”; nevertheless, he should never be content with his studies. Moreover, even though you may be called “self-realized,” it is appropriate to pay for the opportunity to listen and study even with the weight of your own flesh. Even learning the alphabet — even as many as two thousand letters in a single book — you will develop the wisdom of understanding them all.


Considering this, we should collect learning as our collection of essential wealth. In particular, we who are ordained should absolutely accumulate it, since faith, study, moral discipline, and so on are the seven jewels of the aryas.117 If we have them, although we may not have anything other than our robes and a cup, the [seven jewels of the aryas] are the supreme riches. They also cannot be stolen by thieves and so on. In our future lives, and even until we attain enlightenment, we shall pursue them. No matter how much concern we may show toward our worldly belongings, if we don’t have the seven jewels of the aryas, we are as poor as a beggar. When we die we must leave behind all our worldly companions and wealth. If we have learning, we have something of value that can never be stolen and that is not as meaningless as a penalty incurred from a government official, for we know that it is an adornment that will eventually transform our suffering into happiness. Study has such kindness.


Previously, Tse[chok] Ling Yongzin Pandita, [Kachen Yeshe Gyaltsen]’s [1713–1793] maternal uncle, pretended at first that he didn’t know him. Later, when [Kachen Yeshe Gyaltsen’s] good fortune had increased, his [uncle] returned, saying, “I am your uncle!” Also, another person felt the need to say, “I prostrate to you, piles [of wealth].” For that reason, your worldly relatives and all your wealth are deceptive and without essence. Listening and so on is your supreme wealth and the very best of all your relatives, friends, medicine, and so forth. If you are learned, you will be able to give a multitude of eloquent discourses even in the presence of the learned; otherwise, you will be like the disciple of Lama Menkhapa who waited until he was old to become ordained without any knowledge of Dharma, while [the great scholar] Zhog Donyon Khedrup was trying to have a conversation with him.


For those who have studied, when it comes to needing the help of others for gaining certainty, through having analyzed its meaning, they are absolutely self-reliant. If they have fully perfected their practice through meditating on the meaning [of Dharma], they will generate the wisdom arisen from meditation which [realizes that] rebirth is the fortress of samsara.118 Moreover, if you become someone for whom it is not necessary to take on the contaminated appropriated aggregates, you will be liberated from samsara. Nagarjuna proclaimed,




Make every effort for the sake of overcoming rebirth.





Although you may be someone who studies and contemplates a mere portion of the futility associated with the difficulties of samsara presented in the stages of the path to enlightenment, complete enlightenment will not be difficult. Even if you merely apply yourself each day from the depths of your heart to the lamrim for the length of time it takes to make a cup of tea, you will most certainly reach progressively higher realizations. Je Lama [Tsongkhapa] also stated,




In this day and age, those seriously pursuing yoga have done little study . . . 119





Developing Reverence for the Dharma and the Dharma Teacher


Arrange a high throne for the lama who is expounding the Dharma to sit on, and so forth. It is said that during an oral teaching, when the recipient is someone like the Conqueror Father and Son [that is, the Dalai Lama and Panchen Lama] and the presenter of the offering is someone like one of their tutors, it is permissible that the height of their thrones be equal. When someone is presenting an opposing philosophical position [in a debate], he is called “presenter of the current teaching,” and the listener [that is, the Dalai Lama or Panchen Lama] sits on a higher throne. Although it is also the tradition that the expounder who is a simple monk and of lower status sits on a lower throne and “offers it upward,” 120 it is an extremely grave fault not to show respect for the Dharma once he receives it by setting it aside.


Previously, after a lama did just that [that is, had to sit on the ground and offer the teachings “upward” to a person on a throne], the [lama] offering the Dharma [sarcastically] stated, “From the time of the Bhagavan Buddha until me, the Dharma has only been offered downward. Yet presently, I am ‘the fortunate one who gets to present the Dharma upward.’ With displeasure I will offer the teachings while remaining in the lowest possible position.” 121 This was taught in the biography of the Prince Agastya Muni.


The Actual Way to Listen to the Dharma has two sections:


1. ABANDONING THE UNFAVORABLE CONDITION OF THE THREE FAULTS OF A VESSEL


2. CULTIVATING THE SIX RECOGNITIONS


Abandoning the Unfavorable Condition of the Three Faults of a Vessel


An [upside-down vessel] is analogous to an upside-down teacup: although you may pour tea on top of it, not a drop will make it inside. In the same way, although you may be sitting amid the Dharma assembly, if you don’t listen with all your attention, you will incur the fault of being like an upside-down vessel.


Although you may have an upright vessel, if the interior is unclean, the tea and so forth that mixes with it will not be appropriate to use, which is like examining the lama and thinking that it is you who are a great scholar. With respect to thoughts such as “What use can there be in that famous teaching called the ‘lamrim’?,” this is like a defiled vessel.


With respect to being like a vessel with a hole in its bottom, although you may have listened well, you can’t remember what was said due to forgetting what you received. This is the case with the majority [of people]. As soon as most of us receive Dharma teachings, we immediately forget what was received and so on. To ensure that that doesn’t happen, it would be excellent if you wrote down notes once you heard [the teachings]. You should also reflect on them on your own, and once you establish a foundation of each heading, you should go over each point of the outline until you have filled in all the empty sections within each one. It is also acceptable to conjoin them with the oral instructions of the lamrim texts of other lamas and, once you do, compare them with each other and count the number of steps in the outlines. A sutra states,




Listen well, thoroughly, and retain it in your mind.





This quote is in reference to the way to apply [these three points] to various aspects of the teachings such as the three faults; being virtuous in the beginning, middle, and end; study, contemplation, meditation; and so on. The person listening to the Dharma should not act in such a way as to let his [or her] mind wander from a single portion of the recitation “all sentient beings” to something else. The oral instructions of Choné Rinpoche122 state that “listen well” is an affirmation and that the term “well” means you are being impartial and straightforward. “Listen thoroughly” means to be wise, and “retain it in your mind” means striving. In terms of what to negate, you should think over the rain falling but not soaking in and so forth, and the sick not relying on medicine, and how we eat food. You should think over the benefits of listening to and studying the Dharma, and once you are uplifted and inspired with bodhichitta and so forth, you should listen.


Relying upon the Six Recognitions as Favorable Conditions has six sections:


1. ESTABLISHING THE RECOGNITION THAT YOU ARE A SICK PERSON


2. ESTABLISHING THE RECOGNITION THAT THE DHARMA TEACHER IS LIKE A DOCTOR


3. ESTABLISHING THE RECOGNITION THAT THE DHARMA TEACHINGS ARE MEDICINE


4. ESTABLISHING THE RECOGNITION THAT PERSISTENT PRACTICE WILL CURE THE ILLNESS




5. ESTABLISHING THE RECOGNITION THAT THE TATHAGATA WAS A HOLY BEING


6. ESTABLISHING THE RECOGNITION THAT THE DHARMA MAY REMAIN FOR A LONG TIME


Establishing the Recognition That You Are a Sick Person


It is not that you think of yourself as a sick person when you are not. The Kadampa Kamawa stated,




If that were not really the case, then our meditation would be misguided. However, we have in fact been afflicted with the virulent disease of extreme intensity through the three poisons yet have no idea whatsoever that we are ill.





Accordingly, being tormented by the disease of the afflictive emotions, you are in fact ill but don’t realize it. You are like a sick person who has been seized by a high fever and doesn’t realize he [or she] is ill. This severe illness is extremely intense! You also have the agony of being tormented by anger, attachment, and so forth, which, when generated with extreme intensity, has never before brought you any happiness. Moreover, since beginningless time, you have been tormented by many hundreds of illnesses of afflictive emotions. [Geshe] Potowa proclaimed, “A patient that will never be cured . . .” [Shantideva’s] Guide to the Bodhisattva’s Way of Life states,


If even someone who is stricken with an ordinary illness


Should act according to his doctor’s advice,


What need is there to mention someone constantly stricken with


The illness of a hundred faults such as attachment and so forth?


You will also experience the suffering of the lower realms through the illness of the afflictive emotions. Although [ordinary] illnesses come from wind, bile, phlegm, and so on, the afflictive emotions are not generated in that way.




Establishing the Recognition That the Dharma Teacher Is Like a Doctor


In this way, you are a patient who is tormented by an illness, and you seek out a skilled physician; yet you are extremely foolish if you don’t follow his [or her] advice. Just like a sick person who searches for a doctor, listens to his advice, and takes his medicine, you are seized by the illness of the afflictive emotions and therefore seek out a spiritual guide who is similar to a skilled physician. The proper way of relying upon him is similar to the way a patient relies upon a doctor.


Establishing the Recognition That the Dharma Teachings Are Medicine


You should highly value the oral instructions of your teacher the spiritual guide, which are just like medicine that functions to dispel the illness of the afflictive emotions.


Establishing the Recognition That Persistent Practice Will Cure the Illness


In the same way that a patient who doesn’t take his [or her] medicine according to the doctor’s instruction will not be able to cure his [or her]illness, if you don’t put into practice the instructions you listened to in the presence of your spiritual guide, you will not be able to dispel the illness of the afflictive emotions; therefore, you must put them into practice. The King of Concentration Sutra123 states,


Although I have explained the most excellent Dharma,


If you don’t perfectly apply it upon hearing it,


You will be incapable of curing your illness


Despite being given a bag full of medicine.


And,




Having received medicine that is plentiful, good, and valuable,


If you don’t take the medicine that can cure your disease,


The doctor is not to blame, nor is the medicine at fault;


It is the fault of the patient himself.


Likewise, how can someone who ordains in this teaching,124


Who has learned all the powers, concentrations, and sense faculties,
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