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FOREWORD

Knowledge of the healing science of Tibet is slowly coming to the West as more and more publications in English are being made available to the non-Tibetan reader. Bob Sachs’s work Health for Life is a major departure from these publications because it not only emphasizes the practical side of Tibetan medicine but also integrates aspects of other related sciences of Tibet, such as Yantra Yoga, meditation, and spiritual practice, in a way that presents a true picture of the holistic nature of Tibetan medicine.

Tibetan medicine was probably the first integrated system of ancient healing sciences. From the seventh through the tenth century, Tibetan kings encouraged physicians from India, China, Nepal, Persia, and Greece to come to Tibet to teach their traditional medical sciences to Tibetan physicians, who were then primarily influenced by shamanic and Ayurvedic systems of medicine. Consequently, in the eleventh century the famous Tibetan physician Yutok Yonten Gonpo produced the four medical tantras, the first major texts on Tibetan medicine, which present Ayurveda, Chinese medicine, and Persian and Greek medicine from a Buddhist philosophical and psychological perspective.

Unfortunately, in the last century Tibetan medicine as science and practice has primarily focused on herbal medicine and limited use of acupuncture while ignoring many other forms of treatment such as pancha karma, lifestyle management, and Yantra Yoga. In the last few years I have attempted to revive these aspects of Tibetan medicine in the West, and Bob Sachs has been a very valuable assistant in this process.

For several years Bob Sachs has been studying Tibetan medicine with me and other physicians. Because of this knowledge and his familiarity with other medical science systems, such as Chinese and naturopathic medicine, his book discusses these lesser but equally important parts of Tibetan medicine in a more comprehensive manner than previously. I therefore feel honored to present Health for Life and hope that Bob will continue to promote the teachings of the Buddha and the Tibetan healing sciences with the vigor and clarity that reflect the spirit of the Buddhist healer.

As we move into a new age of healing in which reliance on physicians and technology has to be matched by a recognition and trust of our own capacity to heal, we are called upon to acknowledge more and more the relationship between mind, body, and soul as the ultimate basis for genuine healing. This book provides an avenue for incorporating Tibetan healing concepts into our daily lives, not just as an intervention against sickness but as a part of our overall well-being.

Dr. Lobsang Rapgay


PREFACE

My interest in Tibetan medicine began in 1972 when I became involved with Tibetan, or Vajrayana, Buddhism. But it was not until 1977 that my wife Melanie and I were able to pursue this interest when we became part of a Tibetan medical study group in London under the guidance of Dr. Tom Dummer. Other than information on Tibetan medical philosophy and theory, little material about daily health practices in the Tibetan medical system had been translated. However, from my study of other Eastern medical traditions and martial arts, I was convinced that such day-to-day practices must also exist in the Tibetan medical system.

Soon after moving back to the United States from England, I met the Venerable Khenpo Karthar, Rinpoche, abbot of Karma Triyana Dharmachakra in Woodstock, New York. An impeccable teacher with a sixth sense of what needs to be answered beyond the question posed, Khenpo Rinpoche answered all my questions about Oriental medicine, with an explanation of why the question was not a correct one. This process of redefining and refining went on between Khenpo Rinpoche and me for five years. As I look back I see that during that time my understanding of medicine and healing was being steered to a deeper level of awareness with great subtlety.

In 1984, it was announced that Khenpo Rinpoche would be giving a month-long seminar on the practice of the Medicine Buddha. Looking forward to the seminar with great anticipation, I believed that I could finally get all my questions about Tibetan medicine answered.

However, what transpired during the seminar was not at all what I had expected. There were no lectures on anatomy or physiology; nor were there any on food, herbs, medicines, or medicine theory. Instead, our group was given a thorough explanation of the meditation practice on the Medicine Buddha. Day in and day out we learned details of visualization and the importance of the symbology. Day in and day out, we recited hours of Medicine Buddha mantras. Day in and day out, Khenpo Rinpoche reframed our perception of reality, revealing the enlightened nature of all aspects of our existence, taking us beyond what we thought was possible. When it was time to leave, I had learned something far more important than what I had expected, something that was to affect all my future studies of medicine and healing.

In the practice of Medicine Buddha meditation, one visualizes that the teachings of the Medicine Buddha come pouring into one in the form of colors, sounds, and impressions. While engaged in visualization and reciting the mantra, one may consider some health issue for oneself or someone else. Whatever one needs to know flows into one in a similar manner.

When practicing meditation following a spiritual path, there is a point at which one knows that the world is much vaster than normally perceived. Thus a leap of faith is necessary. This leap is supposed to be grounded in confidence, both in the practice and in the teacher empowering one to do the practice. Visualization in the Tibetan Buddhist context is not creative imagery or a mere affirmation of what we want to see. According to tradition, what is visualized is the reality we would know if we were not blinded by our preconceptions.

In this context, from the time I received these teachings from Khenpo Karthar, Rinpoche, and began doing daily recitations of the Medicine Buddha practice, a continuous flow of information regarding both Indian and Tibetan Ayurvedic medicine has been imparted to me in such a manner that I have been able to integrate it into my daily life. The teachers and the published and unpublished materials I have discovered since then have not only deepened my knowledge of Tibetan medicine and healing arts but have also provided me with insights into what I had previously studied about alternative and traditional medical practices.


INTRODUCTION

The purpose of this book on preventive health care in Tibetan medicine is twofold. First and foremost, in a time when health care has become a major personal, social, and political issue, this book offers useful information for building a balanced lifestyle that promotes health and prevents disease. In the Tibetan medical tradition there is a more comprehensive preventive health-care model than can be found in current Western conventional and alternative health-care models. Diet, exercise, relaxation, environmental consciousness, meditation, rejuvenation, and spiritual growth, all extolled as essential for the promotion of health and personal growth, are part of this great tradition. What makes the Tibetan model even more appealing is that, unlike the current holistic health models, which are a patchwork of insights and practices from various systems, it is an integrated system rooted in one well-formulated philosophical perspective. In the Tibetan system practices done are designed to be complementary, and the logic for various practices within the system is based on a specific philosophy of life and health that extols the importance of balance for creating a healthy, productive, and meaningful life.

The second purpose of this book is linked closely to the first. Until now, proponents of Tibetan medicine have not fully demonstrated how it fits into Western culture and the modern world. Great Tibetan doctors have come to the West. Their interaction with the Western medical community has been written up in medical journals. These doctors have met hundreds, if not thousands, of people as clients, taking pulses and prescribing medicines. Yet while some people have benefited from their guidance, they have not received comprehensive instruction in Tibetan daily health-care and lifestyle practices. This volume is an attempt to change this situation. In a spirit that honors this great tradition, the preventive aspects of Tibetan medicine are presented in a form adapted to a Western audience. Readers who sincerely want to assess their lives and make intelligent choices based on Tibetan tradition will find what is offered here easy to follow and beneficial.

The primary source for much of the material presented here are the four great medical tantras, called the Gyud-Zhi. This is a shortened name for what is translated as “The Ambrosia Heart Tantra: The Secret Oral Teachings on the Eight Branches of the Science of Healing.”1 The word tantra literally translated means lineage.2 It implies a teaching that has been passed on in an unbroken line since the time it was transmitted by an enlightened being to at least the time when the teaching was “officially” put in the written or oral form used since. According to the sacred history of Tibet, tradition teaches that the origin of these tantras is Buddha Vaidurya or Buddha of Aquamarine Light, who first presented them in a paradise known as Tanatuk. In that celestial paradise, Medicine Buddha (as he is commonly known) emanated Himself as two beings: the sage Yile Kye and the sage Rigpe Yeshe. As is customary with many of the Buddha’s teachings, the transmission took the form of a dialogue. The sage Yile Kye raised pertinent questions, and the sage Rigpe Yeshe answered them.3 For those interested in a more secular historical view of events, Terry Clifford’s Tibetan Buddhist Medicine and Psychiatry4 provides details on how the Gyud-Zhi came from India to Tibet and what influence Tibetan shamanic and medical traditions, as well as knowledge that was passed along the Silk Road, had on the practice and interpretations of the tantras. Of particular note are the medical conferences organized by King Srongtsan Gampo in the eighth century. Physicians were invited from Persia, India, China, and other parts of Asia to share their knowledge of healing, thus enriching Tibetan medical practice and establishing Tibet as the holistic medical capital of Asia.

Whether one prefers the sacred or the secular historical account of the development of Tibetan medicine, the scope and depth of knowledge of anatomy and physiology, diagnosis, and treatment passed on in the Gyud-Zhi is extensive and impressive, even by the standards of Western medical science. What is pertinent for the Western reader is to distinguish the four levels of Tibetan medicine that are woven throughout the narrative of these texts.

The first level of medicine has to do with lifestyle changes: diet, exercise, relaxation, and daily, seasonal, and occasional behaviors. It is said that the Tibetan doctor will recommend such changes first unless a more invasive intervention is needed. This principle is very much in keeping with principles of modern holistic medicine; making healthy changes in one’s lifestyle goes a long way toward bringing the body back to viable balance, so that it no longer acts as host to whatever illness has beset it. At the same time, because lifestyle change means a change in one’s personal habits, with social and psychological repercussions, conventional Western physicians are inclined to approach the subject with trepidation. It means involving the patient in the cure. Inquiring into the patient’s lifestyle may be considered an invasion of the patient’s privacy. Unfortunately, if such an inquiry is not pursued until after other therapies have been implemented and have failed, the disease may have progressed to the point where lifestyle changes that earlier may have had a great impact and benefit are now either ineffective or meaningless.

Tibetan healers, in contrast, view lifestyle changes as less invasive because they do not involve any radical changes in body chemistry or procedures that would alter the body itself, as is the case with surgery. Thus the Tibetan doctor/healer first offers processes and remedies that will cause the least disruption to the body and energy of a client.

The second level of Tibetan medicine involves the use of herbs and specific medicinal preparations, massage, and techniques that cleanse and rejuvenate the body. In the Orient, Tibet was known as the land of medicinal plants, and Tibetan medicines were highly prized. One of the guiding principles in Tibetan pharmaceutical tradition is that once a proper diagnosis is made, the prescribed medicine (usually an herbal compound) should cause no side effects. Massage and various bodily cleansing practices such as herbal emetics, enemas, and purgatives are done in accordance with body constitution and presenting conditions. Massage is classified as a second-level therapy, more invasive than lifestyle changes, because it involves touching, hence changing the energy of the person being massaged. For Tibetans it is important that the practitioner using massage is medically and ethically competent to effect positive change through touch.

The third level of Tibetan medicine is the most invasive in its physical impact on the body. This includes acupuncture, moxabustion (a form of acupuncture using directed heat rather than needles), bloodletting, and surgery. Tibetans claim to have been the originators of the “golden needle” acupuncture practices but abandoned it as a therapeutic modality, passing it on to the Chinese. Surgery, graphically explained in Tibetan medical texts, was banned when a member of the Tibetan royal family died during an operation. Of the third level, only blood-letting and moxabustion are still actively practiced.

The fourth level of Tibetan medicine is spiritual medicine which utilizes specific rituals performed by the medical practitioner but also involves the patient. One could say that this level permeates all other levels of Tibetan medicine. Clients are asked to reflect on their condition and base their thought and action on religious and ethical principles. The purpose here is to eliminate the negative impressions of the mind and the activities that are often at the root of illness or imbalance.

What we shall be addressing in this volume are primarily the first two levels of Tibetan medicine: that is, lifestyle changes, herbal intervention, cleansing, and rejuvenation as well as the principles of basic meditation and spiritual training that are a part of the fourth level.

In addition to materials gathered from the Gyud-Zhi itself, the information in this volume comes from a number of sources, all of which are authentic as far as I can determine. It must be understood that the medicine and healing traditions of Tibet were influenced not only by the introduction of the Gyud-Zhi, indigenous Tibetan Bonpo shamanism, and the interfacing with other cultures but also by Tibetan social and cultural heritage, which molded this material in various ways to create local and regional variations in medicine and healing practices.

The great medical college of Chakpori in Lhasa has been the most important source for all of the various aspects that went into creating Tibetan medicine as it is represented to the world. For the most part, however, beyond the cosmopolitan atmosphere of Lhasa, Tibet was comprised of wandering nomadic communities or self-sufficient agrarian villages attached to various monasteries. These monasteries not only gave spiritual inspiration to the people but also trained its monks and lamas to become the doctors and healers for the communities. Because there were few major roads, travel was slow and somewhat hazardous. Thus while basic knowledge, such as that found in the medical tantras, may have remained similar from one locale to the next, local doctors and healers would come to their own unique understanding of that material and, in many cases, innovate in accordance with the needs of the environment and the people they served. Consequendy, even today some teachers may not be familiar with Tibetan rejuvenation exercises, tai chi, or kum nye, for example or many unique variations or different approaches to the same material or practices.

As Dr. Leon Hammer notes about Chinese medicine in his Dragon Rises, Red Bird Flies, in Tibet as in China, it is a misperception to assume that all that is known and practiced was a unified system and known by all “in the field” of medicine and healing.5 In instances when I have not had direct experience with a certain technique or practice I have reported the benefits that others have experienced through following practices that have been passed on to them as being Tibetan. Tibetans espouse a pragmatic approach to life and experience: Does something work, or doesn’t it? In the same spirit, I have included what I consider relevant data from other sources of natural therapies used today. Because of cultural and environmental differences, certain Tibetan healing practices require some adaptation or “updating.” Tradition is important insofar as it is relevant to present experience. As times and circumstances change, all traditions must inevitably grow into the present to be useful. My advice to the readers of this book is to take a pragmatic approach. Study, practice, and experience. See how these preventive health-care practices work for you. This is the spirit behind true preventive health care and especially behind Tibetan medicine and its preventive health-care practices.


chapter one

SELF-EVALUATION

The foundation of Tibetan Ayurveda and healing practices is an understanding of our relationship to the world around us. We are not separate from the cosmic and natural forces that exist in all that is created in this universe. The purpose of Tibetan Ayurveda is to gently remind us of this relationship. For when we live and feel at one with the forces within and around us, we have the optimal conditions for healthy life, personal transformation, and the resourcefulness to benefit others.

Tibetan Ayurveda, in keeping with its Buddhist philosophical underpinnings, asserts that we have the innate potential to be like a Buddha. “Buddha” here is meant as a description rather than as a tide. We have the potential to be awake and alive in the fullest sense. In truth, our bodies are like rainbows: translucent, yet capable of feats we now only hear of in history, myth, and inspired religious literature. Seen in their fullest splendor, our bodies would not be viewed as mere vessels or containers subject to illness and decay but as physical mechanisms capable of inspiring and touching the lives of others. Our speech and actions have the potential to be spontaneous, direct, and joyful. Our deep yearning for self-fulfillment and the desire to see a better world for ourselves and others is a testimony to the truth of this potential. Through tales or examples in our lives we have known people who have not seemed to be burdened by living and being in the world. Beyond these role models in our lives, we can surely see that when we feel clear and speak and act truthfully, we experience how much energy this gives to us and those around us.

Both our body and our activity potentials are dependent on our minds. In truth, our minds are luminous, clear, and unimpeded in time and space. They are not bound by size, shape, or color. The limitations we impose on our minds, no matter how apparently solid or convincing, are mere fictions that are ephemeral. As we come to know how our minds actually work, we see that all thoughts, all emotions come and go and that the rigid concepts we hold about our physical bodies and the world and objects prevent us from being the luminous light beings that we are. Whatever limits we impose, there is always space around them. This implies that there is always room to grow, to expand, to embrace more and more of our world until we come to the ultimate realization that we are not in the least bit separate from our world. Our minds, bodies, and actions come into total balance and harmony with the world around us. And because our perceptions have been cleared of delusion, we see the world in a new light. Perfection is always there if we were only to wake up to it.

THE THREE POISONS

What prevents us from realizing this perfection is that we fail to see, or we obscure these potentials by abusing them. Misdirected thoughts and actions lead to all the suffering that we experience in our lives. The medical tantras teach that all of our suffering, be it physical, emotional, or spiritual, is caused by what in Buddhism are known as the Three Poisons: attachment, aggression, and ignorance.1 Not being enlightened, we do not truly know what is going on, we cling to our misperceptions, and tend to be irritated and affronted by those around us who may suggest to us that our version of reality may not be entirely correct. Thus we react in inappropriate ways that further confusion and perpetuate our sense of alienation from ourselves and others. In this alienated state we lose touch with natural laws and begin to choose ungrounded, even chaotic ways of living in the world. This includes even basic survival skills such as knowing how to eat, exercise, relax, behave, communicate, and so forth. We thus reinforce our confusion and its resultant, which inevitably leads to mental and physical illness.

Within each of us there is an essential — although perhaps very dim — knowing that something is not quite right. But being caught up in our attachment to our view, we may deny this instinct within us. The degree of this denial of what we know in our depths to be true is proportional to the amount of suffering and disease we will experience. This may be denial in the present moment, or it can be the residual effect of transgressions born from the Three Poisons experienced in previous existences. We can never fully escape the repercussions of our previous actions. It is usually an awareness of, or disillusion with, our ego-driven version of the world and an initial acceptance of the potentials we may only have vague inklings of that is the first step in our transformation and healing at all levels. Thus the first step of healing is a spiritual one. As part of the healing journey we must take in order to realize our potentials, we need practices to help uproot the Three Poisons.

If we closely examine our lives, it is not hard to see that each one of us possesses the Three Poisons of ignorance, attachment, and aggression. At the same time, because of our experiences and how we have responded to them, one or two of the poisons will tend to be more pronounced in our psychological makeup and way of being. Some of us will be more gripped by attachment, some by aggression, some by ignorance, some perhaps by a combination of ignorance and attachment, some by attachment and aggression, and others by aggression and ignorance. Please bear in mind that each of the poisons, no matter how ingrained, is ephemeral. Each can be transformed. To transform the root cause of all disease is in fact to conquer that which causes suffering. Attachment can be transformed into a mind that is totally compassionate and expresses its quality of being luminous, clear, and unimpeded. Aggression can be transformed into joyous and spontaneous skillful action. Ignorance can be transformed into a panoramic awareness that allows us to experience our rainbow body and the rainbowlike nature of all phenomena. These are some of the potentials hidden behind the Three Poisons.

THE THREE HUMORS (Tibetan: NYEPAS)

Which poison or poisons is dominant will determine not only how we are programmed to perceive our world, but also how we will feel and the expectations we have regarding how our bodies should be and function in the world. Consequently, we shall have tendencies towards certain afflictions more than others. As the Three Poisons become translated into physiological, psychological, and spiritual tendencies they are known as humors, or nyepas (pronounced nyay-pah). In Sanskrit these are known as the doshas. The names of the three nyepas and their associated poison are:
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According to Tibetan Ayurveda, all cosmic and natural forces are classified within the triad of nyepas. Thus the three nyepas are the foundation of our existence, and they are found in each one of us in varying amounts. Variation in their dominance leads to each person having their own unique traits. This affects our stature, build, whether we easily lose or retain weight, the strength of our digestion, the shape of our eyes, hands, and other features, which organs are strong and which will be weak or problematic, emotions, what illusions are likely to arise when we are unbalanced, and which of the poisons will need to be primarily addressed in our mental development and daily physical care to promote wellness and spiritual development.2

CONSTITUTION (Tibetan: Rang-Zhin) Our Blueprint for Well-Being

Our unique mix of the nyepas forms our basic constitution, what in Tibetan is known as rang-zhin. The rang-zhin is like this lifetime’s blueprint. If we come to know which of the poisons is dominant in our constitution, we have a reference point from which to build a sane, healthy lifestyle that will support our efforts in efficiently and effectively aiming our life force towards true happiness and enlightenment. A more theoretical description of the theory of the three nyepas and an explanation of how mind states and the Three Poisons affect our psycho-physical makeup are found in Appendix One and Appendix Two.

In Tibetan Ayurveda, there are seven basic constitutional types. Three are one-nyepa dominant constitutions, three are two-nyepa dominant constitutions, and one constitution has all three nyepas in perfect balance. This latter constitution type implies that all poisons have been transformed. This is the manifestation of a saint or bodhisattva.

As the greater portion of this chapter is devoted to the reader finding out what their own constitution is, the following general descriptions of the three one-nyepa constitutions are offered. The purpose here is to help the reader get a sense of how to look at their traits in a collective, holistic manner.

LUNG-type dominant constitution arises from a predominance of attachment to this world. Such a person has a quick, bright mind, which, if imbalanced, becomes flighty, perhaps spaced out, or obsessional. They can be indecisive and worried. Physically, they are akin to the ectomorph in Western physiology. They can be tall and skinny. Or they can be very short. Even if they are of a normal stature, they will have anomalous features; perhaps they will have hands, feet, jaw, torso, or eyes that seem disproportionate to the rest of their body. They thrive in warm, moist, peaceful environments and do worse in environments that are cold, dry, and chaotic. They can be most disturbed by the wind. Their hair is usually dark, perhaps brittle, but of a usual thickness, and they can have the greatest problems of all the constitutions with dryness of the skin. Typical health symptoms they exhibit are bloating, gas, constipation, pains that move from one part of the body to another, and a tendency towards difficulties and pains in their joints. They have the greatest tendency of all the constitutions to experience mental imbalances. They can be energy junkies who want but are disturbed by having constant change and stimulating events. Their energy level is variable. They can go along fine, wake up the next day feeling like they can’t even get out of bed, then fine again the next day as if for no apparent reason.

When balanced, the LUNG-type constitution person is brilliant, compassionate, and inspiring to be around.

TrIPA-type dominant constitution arises from a predominance of aggression. Such a person is a critical thinker and decisive. They want to know what is going on but can go to an excess in being “control freaks.” They are often identified as the Type A personality. These are the athletic types, most associated with the mesomorph of Western physiology. Well proportioned, they often have fair skin, light-colored eyes, and hair that is blond, red, prematurely grey or white, or thinning. They freckle in the sun and may have a noticeable sensitivity to bright light. They do better in temperate, cooler climates as they are hot blooded. They do worse in very hot humid weather but often love to sweat in the intensity of the heat. These are people who usually tend to push things to an extreme — “to the max.” They want to do things when they want to do them; thus they can be pushy and rebellious to a beneficial routine. They often like foods that are the worst for them, like chili, coffee, alcohol, meat, and spicy things. The TrIPA-type can withstand a great deal of physical stress, but if they crack, the physical damage may be extensive as a result of not paying attention to or denying early warning signs. Such signs can be migraines, a tendency towards diarrhea, reproductive tract problems, and various inflammation-type conditions.

When balanced, the TrIPA-type is joyful, dynamic, and magnetizing to those around them.

BEKAN-type dominant constitution arises from a predominance of ignorance about this world. Such a person is slow, methodical, and thorough. If imbalanced, they can become lackadaisical and inert. If pushed too far (which takes a lot as they are very tolerant people), because their mind energy is strong they can be the type that is very resentful and holds deep grudges. Physically, they are associated with the endomorphs — rounded, stocky types with dense bones, thick tissues, large eyes, and way of moving that gives you the impression that all their joints are well lubricated. They almost glide through space. Thus of all the constitutions they can endure the most physically and by and large feel no sense of physical threat from those around them. At the same time, they have a tendency towards laziness, which means they will get less stimulation or physical activity than they really need. They may have a sweet tooth, and certainly have a tendency to put on weight more easily than other constitutions. They can just look at food and put on weight. Such people can have problems that are the result of overburdening their stomach and thus blocking their lymphatic systems. Excess mucus and catarrh are classic BEKAN symptoms. These people do well in environments that stimulate them to move.

When balanced, the BEKAN-type person is generous, kind, tolerant, and projects a sense of security

Of course, such descriptions are overly simplistic, but will hopefully be a starting point for all who wish to explore their nyepa dominance more thoroughly through the tests provided in this chapter.

In Tibetan medicine, knowing a person’s constitution, or rang-zhin, is essential to find an effective cure for any symptoms that may arise. Its holistic approach offers different levels of healing intervention depending on how acute or chronic symptoms are. The role of a Tibetan doctor is to restore one’s rang-zhin when one experiences imbalance and disease and to maintain that person in balance with his or her rang-zhin. The closer we are able to stay to our original blueprint, the more quickly we will come to know ourselves, what we need to work on, and what means are most effective for us. Thus our path for transformation from our self-limiting reality to the awakening of our potentials is more straightforward and our efforts more streamlined. It is for this reason that physicians of Tibet were not only medically trained in the sense that we use in the West but spiritually trained as well. The doctor must have the outlook of a bodhisattva, a saint, seeing as his or her aim the alleviation of suffering and the promotion of health and healthy conditions so that the patient attains the optimal healthy state: enlightenment.
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