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All the water and drink you’ve consumed


Through beginningless time until now


Has failed to slake thirst or bring you contentment.


Drink therefore this stream


Of enlightenment mind, fortunate ones.


—Milarepa




Preface


by LAMA KUNGA RINPOCHE


formerly Thartse Shabthung of Ngor Monastery, Tibet


MILAREPA IS ONE OF THE MOST celebrated spiritual teachers of all time. He was not only an eminent leader of the Kagyupa lineage, but also a very important teacher for all schools of Tibetan Buddhism. He was a star of early Buddhism in Tibet, and a brilliant star of yoga that shines on the path of Dharma today. Certainly he was not a paranoid man who left society and hid in the corners of deep caves. In fact, he was an adventurer who reached the summit of the high mountain with a panoramic view of samsara (saṁsāra). He was a true warrior who succeeded in conquering the real enemy, thus becoming a savior of beings.


He was a man of three powers. His body was equivalent to the body of Vajrapāṇi, his voice was the voice of Mañjuśrī, and his hearing was the hearing of Avalokiteśvara. Milarepa was a healthy, vital man of matchless endurance in the search for liberation. His voice was beautiful and capable of rendering anything in spontaneous song, and with it he expressed the essence of the Buddha’s Dharma in ways understandable to all types of listener. His hearing was as penetrating as Avalokiteśvara’s, the compassionate bodhisattva the Tibetans call Chenrezi, who attends to the voices of all living beings.


There is a saying among the common people of Tibet, “In the forest the baboons and monkeys are most agile. In the barnyard the cows and sheep are most stupid. In the mountains Milarepa is the most skillful in meditation.” As I said, Milarepa was a very illustrious yogi in Tibet, and perhaps the best known in the rest of the world. When his guru Marpa Lotsawa went to India to study with Nāropa, Nāropa said to him, “You should know that in the future you will have a disciple who will excel even his own teacher. The son is greater than the father, and the grandson will be greater than all of us.” He then folded both hands together at his chest, bowed in the direction of Tibet, and saluted the future yogi Milarepa with this verse:


I bow to that buddha


Named “Mila Who Is Joy To Hear,”


Shining like the sun on snow peaks


In the dark gloom of the Land of Snows.


Milarepa sang many songs in his lifetime. It is said that most of them were stolen by the ḍākinīs. It seems that Mila was a popular teacher among nonhumans also! The particular collection of songs we have translated for this book has never been rendered into a western language before. We were very fortunate to have come across this rare and precious book and to have been able to translate it through the auspices of Lotsawa and Ewam Choden Center.


If the reader is expecting something like a magical and instantaneous reward from this book, I would say that it is rather difficult—do something else. This book is not just a collection of entertaining short stories. It should be read like a road map while traveling through the unfamiliar inner roads on the way to the central valley of the fully aware mind where you can peacefully camp out. It is not like tantalizing a child with the sight of plastic toys just out of reach. This is the real thing—like a child being nourished by a good mother. So read this book carefully with the alert attention of a traveler. However, everything will not be immediately understandable. When traveling by map and reaching an unfamiliar town one must stop and get detailed information of the locality that is not clear on the map. Similarly, the reader of this book should find assistance to get at the meaning of these songs, a special teacher who is skilled in this particular subject. The book, the reader, and the teacher together might produce something of value, something useful. It’s good to read this kind of book, but studying it is better. And better yet is to extract its significance and apply it in practice.


I’m very grateful to my co-translator, Brian Cutillo, whose knowledge of Tibetan and the subjects of Buddhism and whose experience in translating Buddhist works have made this collaboration successful. I am grateful also to those who have helped in this work, particularly Vivian Sinder and James Wallace in the development and editing of Drinking the Mountain Stream as a book, Acarya Losang Jamspal for clarification of a number of points in my absence, and Nathan Swin for furnishing the Tibetan xylograph.


I sincerely wish that all readers of these songs of Milarepa find the inspiration to practice and ultimately realize the true meaning of human life. Thus this book is dedicated to the work of Ewam Choden and to religious practitioners everywhere.




Introduction
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Milarepa’s World


THE INDIAN MASTER PHADAMPA SANGYE once told Jetsün Milarepa, “Your lineage is like a river stream—it will flow a long way.” And it has, remaining vital and alive up to the present day. It’s no coincidence that Milarepa’s extemporaneous teachings in song are receiving attention now from the western world’s practitioners, for our religious situation is much like that of Mila’s time.


Until the advent of Buddhism in Tibet, the people were for the most part religiously naive, following a cult of elaborate shamanism. As Buddhism began to be assimilated through the teachings of representatives of many diverse schools, a process of evaluation, adaptation, and integration was begun, leaving in its wake a newly awakened religious consciousness. Likewise in the West, our religious traditions have been established for many centuries as a tacit acceptance of certain beliefs and codes rather than a practice of self-liberation. And here also the impact of the religious systems of the East has lent impetus to the birth of a more comprehensive awareness of our spiritual nature and its potential.


A major element in any time of profound transition is confusion. Faced with so many alternatives in belief and practice, the Tibetans brought into play their basic sense of perspective and inclination toward unity, just as we, with our characteristic drive to ascertain the unifying principles of things, always push toward an integrated, well-ordered view of the universe. Both cultures have succumbed at times to the same mistakes in assimilating this new material: oversimplification to the point of uselessness, mixing divergent elements instead of integrating them into a unified system, unproductive intellectual speculation, and dogmatic adherence to one interpretation over all others.


During such transitional periods persons of practical bent are primarily concerned with evaluating the various systems of thought to ascertain the “right practice.” Milarepa appeared at such a time when a good number of practitioners were so engaged. Some pursued their quest in the large or small groups of monastic institutions, while others, like Milarepa, wandered the mountains and countryside in the lifestyle of the Indian sannyasin—long haired, socially aloof, homeless and without possessions, begging in the streets of villages and meditating in isolated retreats. This is the most significant difference between Milarepa’s cultural environment and ours. In the Tibet of Milarepa’s day as in India before that, there was social acknowledgment and even respect for the pursuit of self-realization. Though it was beyond the scope of most people, a space existed outside the confines of social forms for those who were willing to give up home and possessions for the slim chance of gaining realization.


Even with social acceptability life wasn’t easy for a yogi of Milarepa’s time. There was competition from other hungry mendicants and from more established religious institutions. It wasn’t always easy to beg a meal from poor peasants who were tired of tending the needs of wild-eyed strangers in their villages. For these villagers Milarepa was a constant wonder and challenge. He entertained them with song, scolded and criticized, cajoled, played sarcastic jokes, and encouraged them with his compassion. He taught them the straight Dharma, and through all of it shone the uniqueness of his personality, the penetrating intensity of his intellect, and the radiance of his realization.


Mila’s life and his many exploits are best told in his autobiography and in the Hundred Thousand Songs. He frequently had to explain himself, and he told his life story many times, as in the first selection in this volume. He was born in 1052 in a small town in provincial Tibet. His family name Mila descended from a paternal ancestor who was credited with powers of exorcism, and he was given the surname Thöpa Ga, Joy-to-Hear. Because of his father’s successful trading business, his family was wealthy by village standards; but his father’s death, while Mila and his younger sister were still children, left them homeless. They were victimized by a paternal aunt and uncle, who forced the mother and her two children to work as servants and laborers.


Mila left and, on his mother’s instruction, went to study with a shaman skilled in supernormal powers. Mila had a natural bent for mystical things and quickly acquired powers of a destructive nature, particularly that of causing devastating hailstorms. Thus equipped, Mila returned to his village to satisfy his mother’s desire for vengeance. He committed the murder of his aunt’s entire family and then fled. Eventually he regretted his actions and the enormous karmic obstruction they perpetrated. Realizing that this action had to be corrected in this same lifetime to prevent a very unfavorable rebirth, he sought religious instruction in Buddhism. His first teacher was of the old school, the Nyingma, who assured him that his system would give certain and immediate results. After a period of fruitless practice, the teacher told Mila that his karmic connection was stronger with another lama named Marpa Lotsawa, “The Translator of Mar,” and sent Mila to find him.


Marpa was an unusual person. He was a married householder, a great tantric teacher, and the translator of many Sanskrit Buddhist works that have become a standard part of the Tibetan canon. He survived several difficult and dangerous trips to India on which many of his fellow Tibetans had died. In India his principal guru was Nāropa, and Nāropa’s in turn was Tilopa, who had received his teachings from their originator, the transhistorical buddha Vajradhara, the primordial buddha of the Kagyu sect. Thus Marpa was the direct successor of the Kagyu lineage. Back in Tibet Marpa translated the works he had learned in India and transmitted their teachings to his disciples.


In teaching, he projected a stern and forbidding personality over his basically warm and compassionate nature. This method of working with his disciples proved especially appropriate for Milarepa, whose many negative elements and great karmic obstructions had to be purified. Marpa subjected Milarepa to several years of frustrating trials before he taught him directly. After such intense purification and appetite-whetting, Mila devoted himself wholly to the task of practicing these teachings newly transplanted from India onto Tibetan soil. He was successful, or so the Tibetans believe, and achieved his goal of full experiential verification of the Buddhist system of liberation, leaving in his wake generations of accomplished practitioners and a wealth of teaching in song.


Once Mila had left Marpa and was on his own, he pursued his practice continually, staying mostly in caves in the more desolate mountains of southwestern Tibet and western Nepal. His austere practice of wearing just a single cotton robe year round earned him the title “repa,” which when added to his family name forms “Milarepa.” Occasionally he would visit a village or encampment of herders to beg for food, and in return would sing extemporaneous teaching songs, a custom already established in his day. Things were hard at times, but Mila always exhibited indomitable courage in facing the hardships of practice and adverse conditions. Eventually word of him spread among the people, and some believed him to be an accomplished siddha.


Fame didn’t please him, however, and he wasn’t easy to meet. One might think he was a yogi so concerned with his own welfare that he had lost all interest in human relationships and viewed social contact as unnecessary trouble. Mila did state such feelings in his songs, and it seems as if he were always rejecting would-be disciples and their offerings; but this is just one of the many paradoxes of his unique personality—paradoxes he used with great skill in training people. Mila had a wry sense of humor tending to sarcasm and was absolutely candid and direct in dealing with people. But he was not without method, differing on the surface from Marpa’s but, judging from the number of his accomplished disciples, even more effective. He had a lot of followers for someone who made such an effort to avoid people. They were drawn to him, like satellites succumbing to the irresistible pull of a great planet: loners, scholars, disciples of other teachers. And there were even innumerable peasants and householders whose natural human drive for transcendence was kindled on meeting this great yogi.


In getting to know Milarepa, then, weigh his words against his actions; it is in their contradictions and complements that Milarepa’s skillful handling of personality and relationships is brought to light.




The Buddhist System of Liberation


TO DEFINE PRECISELY a basic system of Buddhist practice is an impossibility because of the great number of schools and styles both in India and Tibet. However, it is possible to form a general picture of the Buddhist system of the Great Vehicle as explained by Milarepa in many of his songs and stories. Taking into account that his explanation and emphasis varied according to his audience, we can reconstruct a brief “stages of the path” text wherein the basic elements of the Smaller, Great, and Tantric Vehicles are placed into perspective in a consistent, effective system. This shows that even at this early stage in Tibet there was a tendency to integrate the three vehicles and diverse schools of Indian Buddhism into a unified system. The following excerpts are from “Mila’s First Meditation” and “Rechungpa’s Mahāmudrā Pride,” both from the large collection Stories and Songs from the Oral Tradition of Jetsün Milarepa, from which all the material in this book is drawn.


The first step is to understand the leisure and opportunity for liberation provided by well-endowed human life:


This fragile body of flesh and blood endowed with a subjective consciousness results from the twelvefold chain of dependent origination—ignorance and so on. It is the great ship of leisure and opportunity for those endowed with merit and the urge for liberation. However, for the evil-natured who use it to pile up sin upon sin it is a guide leading them to lower states. It stands on the boundary between development and degeneration. I have understood in the nick of time this critical situation, which can lead to lasting good or lasting ill.


Mila explains the general condition of samsara, or cyclic, mundane existence, in this way:


Living beings of the six realms (the life-forms of samsaric existence), afflicted with ignorance and attached to illusory appearances, have been bewildered throughout beginningless samsara. They take what is selfless to be a self—what is egoless to be an ego—and thus are adrift on the ocean of samsaric misery through compulsive attachment to the imprints of evil action.


Every action, every experience, has left its traces imprinted on our minds in the form of “seeds” for the recurrence of such experiences. The primary imprinting is that of ignorance, which engenders the mistaken world view of the existence of egos in persons and identities in things just as they appear to the ordinary individual. In the wake of this mistaken gut feeling about the nature of our experience the afflictive emotions of attraction, aversion, and so on are brought into play.


Now to explain the inner workings of this: beings wander in samsara due to the action of the twelve causal links of dependent origination. First, ignorance—that is, “not knowing,” “not understanding,” “not realizing” (the actual condition of the objects and events of our experience)—provides the condition for the synthetic operation (of the elements of samsaric existence). This process continues up to the inevitable miseries of recurrent birth, sickness, aging, and death.


This chain of dependent origination is the process by which beings are born repeatedly into the samsaric condition with its six life-states: hell beings, hungry ghosts, animals, humans, gods, and anti-gods. The state and condition of their births and lives is determined by their re-actions (karma) to experiences in previous lives.


The majority of beings take lower rebirth (as hell beings, hungry ghosts, or animals) through the force of bad action. Such lower states are miserable, and even lives in the (three) higher states have a nature of misery.


The way to correct this sequence is to understand at the beginning the difficulty of obtaining the leisure and opportunity (of well-endowed human life)—that such leisure and opportunity found only once in a hundred births is impermanent and that the time of death is uncertain. You must reflect on the fact that there’s no telling where you’ll be reborn after dying, and since we are inexorably impelled by the force of action, you must consider the cause-effect relationship of action.


So according to Mila, the first step is to have a thorough understanding of the samsaric condition and its causes, to meditate on misery, death, and impermanence to quicken the initial impulse for freedom into a powerful drive for liberation, and to understand that our present human existence is the best possible opportunity for overthrowing the oppression of ignorance and achieving such liberation.


Motivated by these understandings one then enters the door of actual Buddhist practice:


For protection from lower births


Caused by the force of evil deeds,


Lama and the Triple Gem are the sole refuge.


In all Buddhist schools the beginner takes refuge in the Triple Gem consisting of the Buddha, who is able to guide others through his own freedom from samsara (saṁsāra), the Dharma (his teachings), and the Sangha (the community of practitioners). This refuge doesn’t involve a denial of worldly pursuits but places them in perspective with regard to these effective guides to liberation. Since the Triple Gem cannot at first be a living presence to us, the lama (guru) is their living representative. Thus in Tibet the lama is placed first in importance even to the buddhas, for it is through him that we’ll eventually meet the buddhas. Mila calls this understanding of commitment to a lama “the first key of great importance.”


After this it’s necessary to rely on a basis constituted by whichever of the vows for personal liberation are appropriate (to oneself), with an urge for liberation from samsara compelled by reflection on death, impermanence, the cause-effect relationship of action, and the difficulty of finding the leisure and opportunity (of human life again).


The commitment to personal liberation (prāṭimokśa) refers to the vows of the Small Vehicle, which serve as guidelines for behavior conducive to nirvana, one’s own liberation from misery. Hence the name “Small Vehicle”—one that can carry just oneself. It’s necessary to expand this motivation further. The Great Vehicle encompasses all sentient beings in its scope, for in fact, all life is inextricably bound together, and the struggle for enlightenment must be pursued for the sake of everyone. Mila explains this as follows:


I understand that such orientation toward one’s own peace and happiness constitutes the Small Vehicle, and that the Great Vehicle involves dedication of all one’s activities for the welfare of others with the love and compassion of the mind aimed at enlightenment by the desire to liberate all beings from samsara.


This emphasis on the mind aimed at enlightenment (bodhicitta) distinguishes the Great Vehicle from the Small Vehicle. It is the sine qua non of Great Vehicle practice, for the penetrating wisdom by which we will eventually see the true void condition of all things must be balanced by the love and compassion of the mind-for-enlightenment in order to yield the perfect, nonexclusive freedom from samsara known as enlightenment. Even in the Tantric Vehicle, which is a refinement in method but basically the same in philosophy as the Great Vehicle, the mind-for-enlightenment is a necessary prerequisite for practice. The Sanskrit term for this, bodhicitta, can be defined as the condition of mind wherein all actions are performed spontaneously for the benefit of all. It is almost an instinctive drive for one’s own freedom so that one may have the ability to guide others. On the other hand, bodhicitta is not itself directly productive of liberation, for unless tempered by wisdom it will only bind the practitioner more tightly to samsara.
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