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AS THE MYSTICAL TEACHINGS OF DZOGCHEN are becoming more widely taught in the West, those who wish to gain further insight into these clear and powerful practices will find The Flight of the Garuda to be essential.


The book conveys the heart advice of one of the most beloved masters of Tibet. The itinerant yogi Shabkar communicates the essence of the Dzogchen teachings through songs both poetic and poignant.


Along with Shabkar’s songs, Keith Dowman has translated four other seminal Dzogchen texts, including one by Patrul Rinpoche that is new to this edition.


Dzogchen practice brings us into direct communion with the most subtle nature of experience, the unity of samsara and nirvana as experienced within our own consciousness, bringing the meditator face to face with the nature of reality. Buddhists of all stripes, including practitioners of Zen and Vipassana, will find ample sustenance in these lyrical explications of the Dzogchen view.


“THIS SOARING TRANSLATION of Shabkar Rinpoche’s venerated Dzogchen teachings is in good hands with Keith Dowman. I heartily recommend it to students of this path and to anyone interested in Buddhist songs and spiritual enlightenment.” — Lama Surya Das, author of Awakening the Buddha Within


“A WONDERFUL AND USEFUL BOOK, extremely helpful in my Dzogchen studies.”


— Ram Dass, author of Be Here Now


KEITH DOWMAN has received lay ordination in the Nyingma school of Tibetan Buddhism and is the author of more than a dozen books on Tibet and Tibetan Buddhism, including Natural Perfection and Original Perfection.









For Jason and his generation:


May all manner of things be well.









PREFACE
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IN THE FIRST YEARS since the work that comprises The Flight of the Garuda was done, a wealth of Dzogchen texts has been translated and published. This has provided insight into both the breadth and depth of Dzogchen. This revised edition takes those new insights into consideration but contains only minimal corrections to the original translations so that the integrity of those translations could be maintained.


To the four basic texts I have added a translation of Patrul Rinpoche’s Extraordinary Reality of Sovereign Wisdom. If it is possible that a Dzogchen meditation manual exists then this is it. Shabkar Lama’s Flight of the Garuda includes some precepts and meditation instruction on Dzogchen preliminaries, and indeed Dzogchen meditation itself. But Extraordinary Reality provides a complete practice including instruction on view, meditation, and action. Simply reading the text may induce the state of nonmeditation that is then to be sustained in the meditation session. In this way it is an initiatory text and, as Patrul Rinpoche asserts, identical to the mind of Garab Dorje himself. Since my first translation of this text was published in 1982 several excellent versions have become available. The improvement of this very important translation over the years is indicative of the increase of our understanding and expression of Dzogchen. My thanks to all who have made it possible.


Keith Dowman    


Surendra Bhawan    


Kathmandu    









TECHNICAL NOTE


[image: image]


I HAVE ADOPTED the following conventions in an attempt to make the text as accessible as possible. I have used Tibetan or Sanskrit words in the text only when I have been unable to find an English equivalent. Tibetan words appear in italicized, phonetic form in the text, with their transliterated form in the index. In the notes and occasionally in the text Tibetan words are transliterated according to the Wylie system. Many technical Sanskrit terms have now been assimilated into English (yoga, samadhi, nirvana, mandala, etc.); those that have not appear in italics with appropriate diacritical marks. Whenever the Sanskrit equivalent of a Tibetan word may be of use, primarily in the footnotes and glossaries, I have included it after the transliterated Tibetan word.









PREFACE TO THE FIRST EDITION
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THIS BOOK CONTAINS the English translation of four Dzogchen texts belonging to the Nyingma school of Tibetan Buddhism. Dzogchen, the Great Perfection, is the quintessence of the tantric paths to buddhahood.


Among these texts, Secret Instruction in a Garland of Vision is one of three texts said to have been written by Padmasambhava, Tibet’s great guru, who visited Tibet in the eighth century. It belongs to the lamrim genre, a stage-by-stage description of the path to buddhahood. The Flight of the Garuda, written by Shabkar Lama in the nineteenth century, comprises a series of twenty-three songs composed to inspire and instruct the yogin practicing Dzogchen tregcho meditation. The two shorter versified works are extracts from liturgical “revealed texts.” Emptying the Depths of Hell, revealed by Guru Chowang in the thirteenth century, provides a Dzogchen confessional liturgy, and The Wish-Granting Prayer of Kuntu Zangpo, revealed by Rigdzin Godemchen in the fourteenth century as part of an extensive Dzogchen tantra, is a prayer for attainment of the Dzogchen goal.


In the introduction to the book I have attempted to place Dzogchen in a nondogmatic, less abstract, and more human context, by providing a subjective explication of it. Necessarily, Western notions and personal proclivities, needs, and biases have slipped into this interpretation. Insofar as my understanding is imperfect, the result is partial and unorthodox. However, the reader may benefit from this personal commentary if, through inspiration derived from the translations, he fills the gaps, bridges the contradictions, and jumps beyond the verbal inadequacies to a Dzogchen view. But no text or commentary is a substitute for transmission from an exemplar of Dzogchen attainment who demonstrates the Dzogchen path spontaneously and directly.


For my understanding of Dzogchen I have been dependent upon the kindness of many lamas. Kanjur Rinpoche, Dudjom Rinpoche, Khyentse Rinpoche, Jortra Lama, Jatrul Rinpoche Sangye Dorje, Namkhai Norbu Rinpoche, Dodrubchen Rinpoche, Trinle Norbu Rinpoche, and Taklung Tulku Pema Wongyel have all given me crucial insights into the tradition. The merit of any benefit accruing from this book is dedicated to their aspirations. Also, I am very grateful to Martin Parenchio and my wife Meryl for their assistance in editing the manuscript.









INTRODUCTION
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I. THE THEORY AND PRACTICE OF DZOGCHEN


The Starting Point:1 A Personal Perspective


“SIMPLICITY” was a word that my lama2 often extracted from his small store of abstract nouns to express the nature of Dzogchen in English. It is the simplicity of Dzogchen that makes it so difficult to speak about, so elusive, and also, when the mind is veiled by its usual ignorance, somewhat nebulous. But what is implied by simplicity3 is the key to the lama’s mysteries, his power and knowledge, the key to the state of being that would make a world emperor envious. It is the “simplicity” of Dzogchen to which the highest yogin aspires; and it is the reward that the lama proffers his disciples during the frequent discourses upon karmic cause and effect and the precious human body, and during the arduous practice of prostrations at the beginning of the path. The buildup is systematic, prolonged, and intense, but from the very beginning Dzogchen is the goal. This Dzogchen of which I am speaking is the highest, most secret, and most direct of the paths to buddhahood in the tradition of Tibetan tantric Buddhism. It is the most sacred of paths, the essence of the mystic wisdom of the East, the most treasured jewel in the sacred treasury of Buddhist Tantra, and it is called the Great Perfection.4


Before and after shades of the prison-house closed around me, I felt, yet sought reassurance, that a human being is perfectible. Many in the generation that matured during the 1960s found confirmation of this intuition in Buddhism’s teaching that there is no limit to the potential of a human being. Later such individuals, becoming the harbingers of a significant social movement, found that the Buddhist Tantra presented this and other essential practical existential theses in a vital and immediate form that exercised the intuition more than the intellect. The bodhisattva path of the exoteric Mahayana, which teaches without any equivocation beings’ perfectibility, demands many successive lifetimes of self-sacrificial devotion before the goal is achieved. The “here and now” ethos of the sixties was not conducive to a long hard slog toward a goal to be achieved after innumerable rebirths. Besides, to the childhood conviction that man was perfectible had been added the post-adolescent belief that the rational, speculative intellect was at best a tool for manipulating reality and was more likely to be a guileful deceiver creating mental miasmas, sometimes in intoxicating forms, but ultimately to be damned by its onanistic nature. Such notions brought into question even the supportive, liberating concepts of both Eastern and Western philosophical and metaphysical systems. Logical, systematic analysis and deductive and dialectical thought were of use in science, but truth was enigmatic, paradoxical, and supra-mental.


Gnosis,5 compassion, tranquillity, a radiant multidimensional Gestalt, and existential fearlessness were the functions and attributes that I required of my reality. This reality was best expressed in paradox. The reality of the Indian mahāsiddhas6 of the eighth to the twelfth centuries as demonstrated in their songs and legends evinced these characteristics, and the Tibetan lamas were the holders of the lineages the mahāsiddhas founded. The Indian sadhus of the Nāth community, for instance, also held lineages originating from the mahāsiddhas, and their lifestyles were also attractive and their existential fearlessness self-evident. But to identify a living Eastern tradition that teaches the techniques of awareness and mastery that I desired was one thing; to gain access to the tradition, find a teacher, and obtain initiation was another. What is it that determines which path is followed when we reach a crossroads lacking a signpost? What determines which people we meet and with whom we fall in love? What allows the turtle to win a race with a hare? On the great Indian spiritual quest, or the quest for the Holy Grail in Albion, action taken in the face of imponderables at a crossroads determines whether we are to find, for instance, the Tibetan lama or the Nāth guru, or whether we return the way we came. The quest can rarely begin if the seeker has a round-trip ticket and a home and family awaiting him, or if he runs hither and thither on a preconceived mission with the pretension that he can control his fate. “Nonaction” and “aimlessness”7 are required to develop the receptivity and tranquillity necessary to take correct action at the point of indecision, to find the teacher — and the tradition.


In the search for a master, the truth of the adage “When the disciple is ready the master will appear” seems fundamental and incontrovertible. There is nothing to do but await in mental silence for recognition of the true guru, the guru within and the guru-buddha outside, when he appears. The holistic laws of synchronicity may consummate the encounter with the guru-buddha immediately, or perhaps the seeker must wait until the moment before the final goal is attained — there is no telling. But the twelve-year sādhana the Indian siddha Nāropa practiced before his guru Tilopa decided the time was ripe for his initiation, for instance, was as significant a part of his training as the post-initiation period. Thus the teacher chooses the disciple, and the tradition entered upon is determined by the shape of the receptive framework of the mind that allows this guru, rather than another, to embrace it. So when, for example, I say that I came to India to study Tibetan Buddhism, find a teacher, and practice Tantra, the guru knows that actually while roaming aimlessly in samsara I was sufficiently one-pointed in my dissatisfaction, and in my drive to reach existential roots, that emotional attachment along with preconception and strong belief was sufficiently neutralized for me to recognize the shape of the guru resident from the first in the simplicity of our original existential condition. The shape of my karmic predisposition led me to the Tibetan Buddhist Tantra, and initiation into a tantric lineage was inevitable after reaching the requisite degree of honesty necessary to face my deepest proclivities without equivocation and without veiling reinterpretation.


So Tibetan Buddhism, the tradition of the lamas, was my own predilection, though at the beginning I had not heard the name of Dzogchen, the yoga that guarantees buddhahood in this lifetime. I had not yet heard expounded any tradition that formalized my untutored and disparate intuitions about Reality, or the process of realizing it, which seemed to me to be the main purpose of life.


It may be that there was never any doubt about my fate, that nothing I could do would alter my destiny. But in the Dzogchen view destiny and free will are no dichotomy: whatever “is” arises spontaneously as magical illusion in the ground of being, neither coming into existence nor ceasing to be. In the ceaseless dance of yogins and yoginis in the buddhafield of pure pleasure there is neither freedom nor bondage, no awareness nor ignorance, no coming nor going, no renunciation nor self-development, no self-determination nor predestination; and if such transcendence is not the present actuality, then it is better to keep quiet rather than utter this or that partial, biased opinion. This may appear to be an elitist viewpoint. It excludes those not yet on the path from knowledge of it. But the truth of Dzogchen is applicable only to those in the natural authentic state of total presence (rig pa). For others there is validity and purpose in the truth of karmic inevitability, moral cause and effect, and the progress of self-determined self-development on a relative level to a place where the Dzogchen vision may be glimpsed and nondual precepts given meaning.


There was never any doubt in my mind about the credibility of the tradition or its teachers. The lineage was at least a thousand years old, and before the Communist invasion of Tibet in 1949 the entire culture of the Land of Snows was directed toward the attainment of the Dzogchen goal or a similar formulation of buddhahood.8 While I was wearing the maroon robe of the Tibetan Buddhist orders, mere mention of the word Dzogchen to the informed layman would evoke respect for the Western student who aspired to it. Acknowledgment of this highest aspiration to a visiting lama invariably provoked amazement that a foreigner had gained access to Dzogchen instruction, leaving one feeling like a worm aspiring to divine rebirth. Perhaps such a lama would indicate in his inevitable circumlocutory style that Dzogchen was so secret that even he had no knowledge of it, and certainly never was his conceit so great that he had ever aspired to attain its goal! If he was prevailed upon to impart precepts, he would announce perhaps an elementary topic and speak about the rainbow body, or maybe he would label a talk on karmic retribution an essential lesson in Dzogchen: the theoretical axiom that Dzogchen cannot be spoken of directly is constantly demonstrated by the lamas in practice. The most potent source of teaching is the mudrā, mantra, and tantra of the Dzogchen lama’s walking, sitting, talking, eating, drinking, laughing, and meditation, while the most potent exterminator of doubt is the real lama’s blessing.9


There were few texts pertaining to Dzogchen available in English translation at that time.10 The lack of available texts in English was filled in part by many literal translations of liturgical texts that gave first indications of the nature of Dzogchen’s foundation practices. For myself they also gave the initial encouragement to learn the Tibetan language not only to facilitate practice of the liturgical meditation rites, but also to produce translation that reflected the original as divine revelation, or inspired scriptural poetry, with multilayered symbolic meaning replete with nuance, pun, and paradox. However, unless an art or science — painting, music, poetry, engineering — can be fully integrated into the yogin’s sādhana in the manner of the mahāmudrā siddhas, like Tantipa the Weaver or Dharmapa the Scholar, the lamas advised that these talents should be abandoned for meditation until the purification phase was complete. This was a lesson that several fellow artists seeking initiation learned with some misgiving.


Then what of the lamas themselves? The mirror-like inscrutability that provides the perfect tabula rasa for devotees’ mental projection; the unique Tibetan Buddhist sensibility and refinement whereby buddhafields are simulated in every detail of the daily round, even to the extent of transforming feces by mantra into liberating nectar for insects; the humility allowed by the complete self-assurance and integrity of a consummate spiritual aristocracy who have served as the high priests of Central Asia for centuries with an incomparable magic; and the profound depth of human understanding and responsiveness, which I will call buddha-compassion, exemplified by the exceptional lama — these four elements can create a certainty within the seeker that many of these divine beings actually hold the secrets that others claim for them, and that their tulkus (incarnations who have undergone unique conditioning) are indeed the tenth or fifteenth reincarnations of buddha-lamas. In the euphoria and with the high expectations of that time there was no difficulty at all in accepting the elder generation of lamas, those who had completed their training and established themselves as teachers of their peers in Tibet, as accomplished bodhisattvas at the very least. Even the younger generation of lamas, who almost without exception were tulkus whose training had been broken by political turmoil, had a certain conviction and awareness about them, together with the same aura of compassion. This added to the sense that Dzogchen training was like a miracle panacea, invariably bringing automatic results.


In the older lamas’ formula for success that brought them disciples from all over the world it may be that the unique element was the extraordinary catalyst to their spiritual evolution provided by barbaric foreign invasion, war, rape and pillage of their country, their exile, and that vast welter of suffering. As the legends of the eighty-four Indian mahāsiddhas demonstrate, suffering provides the essential motivation for renunciation and meditation practice. In the lamas’ pure-land “exile” means “renunciation of homeland and family,” a vital precept found in all the texts.11 Poverty, a practice instituted by Śākyamuni Buddha himself, is a wellspring of experiential learning, particularly if those with whom the beggar interacts perceive him as a mendicant with some ethical integrity. The monastic cloth has the effect on its wearer of intensifying the hells and heightening the heavens.


The wholesale destruction of Tibet’s ancient religious culture and the genocidal extermination of “reactionary” monks and laymen during the Cultural Revolution of the sixties can in no way be justified. But a lama whose vision is always a buddhafield remarked that the lesson of impermanence taught by the Chinese Red Guards, the truth of suffering taught by the People’s Liberation Army, not to forget the instruction on karmic retribution inculcated by defeat, is worth three lifetimes of meditation in a hermitage. The theocracy that was so abused by Maoism was by no means perfect, and the inflexibility and attachment to the status quo that had ossified parts of Tibetan consciousness cried out for surgery. The radical solution provided by the Chinese to the Tibetans’ almost genetically conditioned conservatism was a hellish fantasy made manifest by demonic apparitions. The Red Guard leaders were driven by a “rational” ideal divorced from existential understanding. They pursued a Machiavellian goal justified by a means that mutilated human sensitivity and affection, while their followers were possessed by hungry ghosts, by denizens of hell, and by animal spirits reveling in jungle law. But this grist to the Dzogchen yogin’s mill of meditation that history has recently provided, like the stroke of the zazen master’s cane on the acolyte’s back, can have a highly beneficial effect on the mind’s state of awareness. In many ways, experientially, this generation of lama-exiles has been blessed by the silver lining in the disastrous political misfortunes of Tibet.12


An existential glow radiated from the pain-lines superimposed upon the wind and sun-worn faces of yogins and monks recently descended from the Tibetan plateau in the winter. This created a strong positive impression upon this cultural exile from the West in quest of the means to deal with his own small burden. Later, the Tibetans’ success in establishing themselves in the harsh alien environment of the Indian plains, sustaining communal feeling, maintaining their spiritual practice, building monasteries and temples to reproduce in detail the monastic ambience they had left behind: all this was nothing short of magic, or at least the demonstration of mastery of the skillful means that when applied with flexibility overcome whatever obstacles arise in the adept’s path. So it was not only the attraction of the metaphysics, the aesthetics, and the theory of meditation that brought many of us to the lamas, but also their good humor and a demonstrable power and high awareness all fired in the crucible of vast suffering.


In a broader analysis, social and political circumstances were conspiring in Europe, the United States, and Central Asia to create in India and Nepal the conjunction that would fulfill both lamas’ and students’ destinies. While the Tibetans were arriving in their Indian exile, numbers of Europe’s sons and daughters were for the first time in history setting out for India to absorb and practice the practical philosophies and psycho-spiritual arts and sciences of the East — their forebears had come to India to trade and rule. In the middle of the twentieth century, after pursuing rational, scientific dualism beyond their ability to retain connection with their subconscious roots, Western societies were losing touch with the irrational, subjective, nondual foundation of consciousness. The thousands of Western seekers in the East demonstrated the need, and the innumerable Asian-originated sects in the West now show the result.


The lamas’ physical need for food, shelter, and clothing, and the imperative to fulfill the prophecy that “when the iron bird flies the Dharma will go to the West,” coincided in synchronistic harmony with the needs of Western societies represented by post-sixties seekers. The lamas’ needs were fulfilled through their magnetic receptivity. At this point they were mainly unaware of the social pressures and both personal and social neuroses that had formed the minds of the gathering numbers of potential disciples and yogins seeking instruction, but the lamas were nonetheless eager to fulfill their destiny. Individuals who had traveled East for a month or a year, drawn by adventure into India’s vast psychic space and personal freedom, frequently found themselves involuntarily pulled within a lama’s mandala and appointed to any of many various functions: monk, yogin, scholar, secretary, translator, patron. The legend of Guru Rinpoche, Padmasambhava, the eighth-century founder of Buddhist Tantra in Tibet, who converted the Bonpo shamans and Tibet’s gods and demons, extorting vows of service to the Dharma in return for certain powers and awareness associated with a guaranteed status in the nascent spiritual hierarchy, casts analogical illumination upon the relationship between the lamas and their Western acolytes. Certainly I for one had not gone to India with any intention of devoting my life to the translation of Dzogchen texts, and if anyone had then suggested that I leave England in search of a vocation that promised a life of poverty, I would have responded with incredulity.


The Starting Point: Ignorance


To avoid the unnecessary obstacles that the ego will erect when it is asked to accept its own ignorance as the starting point, ignorance must be clearly defined. In Buddhism ignorance is dualistic perception, the absence of gnostic awareness.13 It is easier to accept our failure to achieve buddhahood than to come to terms with living in ignorance. Still, insofar as “thinking of the key confirms the prison,” any consideration of the means to attain enlightenment asserts our ignorance. At the same time, thinking of the key confirms the possibility of freedom, even if we are ignorant of it. My belief is that everyone at some time has glimpsed a state of beatitude that is liberation from the state of ignorance,14 or nirvana, although it may not have been recognized as such at the time. Further, I think that the Buddha’s liberation is known to us all, familiar like an old friend with whom we have lost contact but whose mind we know intimately. If it were not so, how could the imagery of the Mahayana sutras describing the buddhas’ pure lands strike such vibrant chords of recognition and appreciation? How is it that so many of us identify immediately with the events of Śākyamuni’s life? Why do we immediately intuit the veracity of the Abhidharma’s psychological analysis of the process of enlightenment?


Childhood with its “trailing clouds of glory” can be the most fertile period of gnostic experience, the least “ignorant” period of life, because the preconceptions and preoccupations that form the veil of mental concepts have not yet evolved into rigid mindsets. Chemical psychedelics can, if only temporarily, have the effect of freeing those concepts, and the result is “regression” to a childlike state of freedom from conceptual blocks. In the mahāsiddhas’ songs of realization the analogy of childhood is employed frequently to evoke the siddha’s state of enlightenment. Seen in this light “ignorance” is not only ephemeral twin veils15 obscuring what the sages and scriptures assure us is the natural state of gnostic awareness, it is the means of reaching a fundamental level of reality, omnipresent and indestructible — vajra-like — that we can know experientially and can learn to abide in constantly and uninterruptedly.


This is not to underestimate the dogged persistence of the proclivities that give rise to emotional clouds and incomplete thoughtforms that obscure reality. One of the most significant features of Dzogchen, an aspect that characterizes it as a “shortcut approach” to buddhahood, is a glad acceptance of the virtual impossibility of eradicating the propensities conditioned genetically, karmically, or in childhood “education” that produce our habitual reaction patterns. This understanding is reflected in the basic meditation precept “Leave alone whatever arises in the mind. Do not seek to change or alter anything. It is all perfect as it stands,” and so on. Relaxing the mind, the propensity to evaluate, judge, and react positively or negatively to whatever arises, falls away. Thus detachment evolves. Detachment is the key to penetrating the two veils. In other words, the twin veils are not to be torn down but, rather, penetrated by the eye of perfect insight that perceives the emptiness within through detachment from the form without.


Thus we have a more precise notion of ignorance: it is a function of attachment. The unifying factor of gnostic awareness is the emptiness of both sensory stimulus and penetrating insight. Dualistic perception, ignorant perception, is the tendency to objectify the form of the sensory stimulus due to attachment to it. In a more blunt formulation, for the Dzogchen yogin hatred, lust, and the other passions are not ignorance; they are friendly helpers on the path that create energy and light, and they turn the wheel of life to create the six mental environments that give our lives shape. Thus, although still we may be faced with heaven and hell, the animals’ jungle realm, the realm of hungry ghosts, and so on, when we are free of attachment we are exemplars demonstrating the techniques of liberation in the guise of the “hungry-ghost buddha,” “dharmarāja buddha, “lord-of-beasts buddha,” etc. This is one of the meanings of the axiom “The starting point is the goal.”


The Starting Point: Initiation


This introduction is structured according to the traditional triad of starting point (or ground), path, and goal. In Dzogchen “The starting point is the path, the path is the goal, and the goal is the starting point.” If the mind is dull or meditation unusually bleak, a predictable response to that statement may be “Since there is nowhere to go and nothing to do, what is the purpose of Dzogchen, and why practice any form of yoga?” “The starting point is the goal” refers to the unchanged form of awareness: the forms that arise are the same as ever. The difference lies in the all-important detachment from these forms and the cessation of grasping and clinging. The purpose of Dzogchen is to bring the aspirant to recognition of what is as obvious as daylight; and the blinders to recognition are attachment to the twin veils of emotion and intellect. With a modicum of detachment it becomes evident what happens to emotion and thought. They may not disappear but there is a radical transformation of quality, and motivation becomes that of the bodhisattva vow. Thus, although there may be no striving toward a bodhisattva’s state of mind, there is a spontaneous evolution toward it.


However, in a state of ignorance, how do we meditate with detachment? If nothing is to be done, if nothing can be done because all effort is derived from counterproductive attachment, how can we break the continuum of ignorance? The answer is initiation, initiation by direct introduction to the nature of mind. Such initiation induces the state of mind that breaks the vicious circle of moral and mental cause and effect, replacing “horizontal” rational thought processes with a “vertical,” creative, muse/ḍākinī-inspired effusion of primal awareness. Meditation upon that state (formless meditation) deconditions consciousness, leaving the original existential condition to arise spontaneously moment by moment.


We are still not out of the woods. If initiation is understood as an enlightenment experience, how can this spontaneous event be induced? Is it simply a matter of formal initiation? This problem should not be glossed over. What error to mistake formal initiation for a real initiatory experience upon which meditation can be based! Initiation implies discovery of the real buddha-lama (in distinction to a human preceptor), and seeking precludes finding. The basis of Dzogchen achievement is not attained without initiation; initiation is the function of the lama; and the “buddha-lama” is a state of acausal primal awareness. The Indian mahāsiddha Nāropa, the “Indomitable,” with his unflagging quest for the unfindable represented by his guru, Tilopa, is the exemplar in this situation. Without experiential initiation we must practice preliminary techniques and the tregcho meditations described in The Flight of the Garuda. These are the meditative techniques of Dzogchen, so finely honed by generations of yogic experiment in the laboratory of the mind that inevitably they bring quick results. They prepare the mind for initiation, and initiatory experience can arise during practice of them.


The mainstream Dzogchen schools, the Longchen Nyingtig lineages for example, do not teach the uncompromising dogma of sudden liberation, the doctrine that implies the futility of attempting to condition the relative mind to an absolute reality. Going beyond specious argument there is commitment to a middle path of “absolute relativity” in which the aspirant is induced to accept buddhahood intuitively here and now. In practice, consideration of the dichotomy of sudden and gradual enlightenment should not enter the mind, while at the same time the aspirant practices on the graduated path that may lead to the pith meditations of The Flight of the Garuda. But service to sentient beings, generosity, regular offerings of flowers in the temple, prostrations, visualization, and mantra are all skillful means to the attainment of Dzogchen, and any of them can provide the psychic environment in which initiation, or sudden liberation into one’s true condition, is achieved. Furthermore, such practices generate vital merit — credit in the karmic bank. On this path the mind may be reconditioned by replacing useless, confused thought processes with merit-generating processes that induce the requisite susceptibility to the buddha-lama’s blessing — premonition of initiation — and the ground of initiation is cultivated thereby.


The nature of the ground of initiation can best be understood by introducing the basic concepts and meditations that the Buddha Śākyamuni taught. It may appear at times that Tantra in general, and Dzogchen in particular, are far divorced from the teaching of early Buddhism. On the contrary, it is assumed that the fundamental truisms contained in the four noble truths form the bedrock of the aspirant’s mentality: suffering as the nature of existence, desire as the principal human drive, nirvana as the only human goal worthy of aspiration, detachment as the path to happiness. Any progress toward eradication, neutralization, transformation, or full awareness of the twin veils of emotion and mental concepts can prepare the ground for initiation. Discursive contemplation derived from the four noble truths, discussed in the following paragraphs, can be highly efficacious in establishing a receptive attitude to the lama. When such analysis is understood experientially the roots of desire and suffering are severed. If our attachment to thoughtforms can be decreased, gaps in our slavish obedience to the mind’s “rational” dictates leaves space for the buddha-lama to make himself known. Since much neurotic or uncontrollable thought is provoked by fear — our insecurities sometimes arise in the most outrageous thoughtforms — fear can be reduced by quietening anxiety about the nature of existence and the purpose of life. Experiential understanding tames our mundane hopes and fears about food, shelter, and clothing, and the eight worldly obsessions16 — all the rubbish of the mind.


The following questions and answers were the Buddha Śākyamuni’s own. The four noble truths arose out of these questions on the nature of existence and reality. The primary question is “What is the principal attribute of existence?” Answer: suffering, the first noble truth. The second question is “What is the cause of suffering?” Answer: desire, the second noble truth. The answer to the first question is reached by equating existence with suffering. Existence consists of birth, sickness, old age, and death. Existence is sustained on every level by desire: desire (including its antithesis) and concomitant attachment and clinging are the dynamics of existence. Any taste of true happiness that we achieve in existence is the result of the cessation of attachment. Happiness is not nonexistence since the same situations (birth, sickness, etc.) still arise; and it is not existence because the quality of happiness is unending, empty, blissful awareness. If happiness does not possess these attributes it is not the buddhas’ happiness, but rather, a lesser degree of suffering in which attachment is still operative. Thus, in the buddhas’ terms, the happiness of the gods is not true happiness because attachment, as fear of eventual loss of divinity through death, works in the gods’ minds like a canker conceived in their spring of seeming contentment to mature in a winter of bile and gall.


Suffering is failure to get what we want; suffering is getting what we do not want; suffering is fear of loss; suffering is losing what we have. After obtaining our desires we suffer the pride of possession; we suffer jealousy if someone else has what we want or something better than we have. In all these situations desire and grasping are the cause of our suffering. To take sexual desire, one universal desire, as an example: we suffer pangs of desire; we suffer the anguish of longing; we suffer unsatisfied lust; we suffer selfish satisfaction; we suffer loss in lust’s aftermath; we suffer loss of the object of desire; we suffer the perversions of desire; we suffer unformed adolescent desire, the frustrations of mature desire, and the rage of impotent desire; we suffer lovesickness, falling out of love, and all the neuroses of love and desire; and we suffer sexually transmitted disease. There is some form of pain involved in every stage of sexual desire. Indeed, love and desire are all suffering unless and until there is detachment from this desire. Whatever of the buddhas’ happiness there is in desire, and in its corollary love, is the result of transcendence of desire, a state obtained through eradication, neutralization, or intensification of passion.17 The third and fourth noble truths are the truth of cessation of desire (nirvana) and the truth of the path to cessation, which is practical experience of Buddhadharma, particularly Dzogchen precepts.


The yogin is separated from those who have no knowledge of the four noble truths by his conviction that happiness has nothing to do with satiation of desire. By karmic propensity, by the grace of a teacher, by fortuitous revelation or insight, he has seen that nothing so ephemeral as desire fulfilled is worth the striving. Life is short; death is always at hand; the potential of the human being is far too great to waste on simple psychological, sensual, or physical gratification. He must have had a vision of the greater existential potential, a vision partaken of by yogins, saints, seers, and sages in every part of the world since time began. His definition of happiness begins at freedom from desire. And what remains after desire no longer directs his body, speech, and mind? Simple but pure sensory perception!18


Such was the Buddha Śākyamuni’s insight. Virtually the entire Buddhist canon, both Sutra and Tantra, is concerned in some way with the mechanics of desire and of sensory perception, the part played by ethics and behavioral discipline, and particularly in the Mahayana by selfless giving, which arises simultaneously with the attainment of the primal awareness inherent in unobstructed sensual perception. To comprehend the sophistication and complexity of the various solutions to a problem that in its bold, unadorned, interrogative form seems to be a simple psychological problem, but which upon investigation turns into an insoluble, labyrinthine enigma, we need only look at the mandalas, mantras, and metaphysical equations that constitute a root tantra. Such is the complexity of mind, and it is all in answer to the question of how to sustain pure sensory perception unclouded by thought and emotion.


Sensory perception begins at the moment of birth and continues every moment until death. In sleep our senses are interiorized in dream. What is the constant in this sensory process? It can only be the absolute element of being. Some Hindus call it satcittānanda — truth, consciousness, and bliss. In Buddhism, since this constant cannot be located or specified in any way, it is called śūnyatā — emptiness.19 This emptiness, which can also be conceived as a “fullness,” is synonymous with “thatness,” “the nature of mind,” “the womb of buddhahood,” and “reality”: there is no trace of world denial in the Buddhist tantric view of life. Emptiness does not exist — if it can be said to exist at all — as an independent entity;20 it is best described as “all-pervasive,” “all-penetrating”; and there is nothing that it excludes. Further, since it is identified with the nature of mind, once detachment is achieved it is with emptiness that the yogin identifies, and identifying with emptiness he identifies with the nature of all things. In this way the buddhas’ omniscience and omnipotence are a function of simple sensory perception, and simple — pure — sensory perception is the starting point and the goal.


The ground of initiation is laid by absorption of this vision and by any of the innumerable techniques of meditation that facilitate it. The primal awareness, the pure gnostic awareness of sensory perception that is the starting point and the goal, is also the initiation. I have already defined initiation as the enlightenment experience that is the condition sine qua non of finding the buddha-lama. The buddha-lama is the agent of the initiation. After initiation the practice of maintaining constant union with him is the essential Dzogchen discipline. Upon initiation, both relative and absolute pledges (the samayas) are sworn: the relative pledges of buddha-body, buddha-speech, and buddha-mind support the yogin in action, speech, and samadhi, while the central practice is to condition his being in maintaining the constant primal awareness inherent in each moment of perception until gnostic vision is the irrevocable norm.


The Starting Point: Karmic Acceleration


The Dzogchen yogin consciously entered a dangerous, shortcut, existential path by committing himself to his samayas at the time of initiation. It is probable that the wisdom that guided him was the precipitation of a serious trauma, or was it the product of a series of extraordinary events that caused rapid karmic acceleration? Meditation is the most prudent, controlled, and highly tested karmic accelerator. War, rape, a near-fatal accident or disease, or any profound emotional trauma can also give the victim an understanding of his own mortality and bring consequent appreciation of the rare and precious opportunity that human birth affords. Such experiences impress the victim with the significance of the truth of impermanence and with the urgency of making up for time lost, and it involves an awakening to the laws of moral or behavioral cause and effect (karma). Such understanding is vital in accelerating karma to the point where renunciation of the hedonistic world is a necessary prerequisite to continued existence on the planet, and where it becomes evident that one’s own best interests are intrinsically bound up with the good of all sentient beings. The four mindbenders,21 discursive contemplations comprising preliminary exercises to tantric meditation, are undoubtedly effective and induce such realization without risking life and limb or sanity, and they may provide other benefits besides. But experiential lessons engraved in consciousness never to be forgotten, informing every impulse, provide the more valuable foundation to Dzogchen practice.


The Path: Entering the Stream


The streamwinner is already a yogin. He gains this status by a profound recognition of his own ignorance. Ignorance, defined above as an absence of gnostic awareness, is experienced in everyday life as confusion, neurosis, stupidity, sloth, bewilderment, and unfettered emotivity and thought. There are vulgarisms that best describe this state. Recognition of the emotional confusion of our lives and the psychologically negative role of interpretive, judgmental thought is the first positive step in the direction of attaining a higher state of awareness, and our emotions are the most accessible field of experience where, with penetrating insight, emptiness can be perceived. As The Flight of the Garuda has it, “How ridiculous to expect to find primal awareness and emptiness after you have suppressed passion!”22 Thus the Dzogchen precept “Do not suppress thought and emotion” is as valid for the egoist, whose superego refuses to allow him to acknowledge his base self, as it is for the self-righteous, pious, “disciplined” altruist who rationalizes away his fears and inhibitions by invoking the moral code of his order. To deny desire is to kill the goose that lays the golden egg. In this way recognition of our confusion, which is only thought and emotion, is the beginning of the path.


Complete and perfect recognition23 is initiation itself. But it is a very lucky person indeed who has a moment of sudden recognition of the nature of his entire being and sustains it. Most of us go through a process of self-knowledge gradually unfolding successive levels of the subconscious mental waste that have accumulated since childhood and through many lives. The revelation of this subconscious material can be a very painful experience, exacerbated by the pain inherent in understanding how far we fall short of the view we have of ourselves. Some New Age cults are dedicated to the admirable task of revealing this aspect of the psyche, each cult with its own aims and different degrees of compassion for the initiate. In Dzogchen, recognition of the nature of mind alone is the aim. Once this is achieved, the power of pure perception with its inherent self-originated total presence leads on to perception of the next instant of self-revelation, producing a stream of consciousness that can become a continuum of pure pleasure and delight.


Confession is the ritual formulation of this necessary psychic cleaning. The Dzogchen prayer of confession, Emptying the Depths of Hell, shows how the Dzogchen vision must be applied to whatever mental rubbish or conflicting emotions are revealed during the time of self-appraisal. To identify with or reject the contents of one’s mental rubbish are both mistakes leading to a false view that escapes the reality of our own being: it is evident that the dangers of departing from a neutral, middle view into extreme, potentially unhealthy reactions and emotional upheavals can produce insanity. Indeed, even if this process of purification is practiced in the light of Dzogchen vision, the dangers are manifold. The Flight of the Garuda mentions only the greatest evil, which is identification with the vast psychic power released at the end of the process, creating a malicious demonic force.24 Another more potent technique in the canon of preliminary Dzogchen instruction teaches the initiate how to evoke the psychic environments produced by the various six basic emotions and how to utilize emotion to fuel this fire.25 This is instruction in the method of recognition of emotion and thought when they arise in daily practice.


To apply the axiom “the starting point is the goal” to this particular aspect of the path, recognition is the first act of the initiate and the last, and it is the path itself. The ground of the path consists of emotion and thought. The more intense the emotion, and the more fearful and fragmented the thought, the greater the potential for the light and awareness that penetrates to the emptiness of the form: the path consists of a razor’s edge that the yogin walks in constant peril of falling into the vajra hell. However, in the mainstream of Dzogchen practice, this razor’s edge is internalized. Passion is not to be invoked and exaggerated in any public forum. The uncontrolled yogin is not free of moral cause and effect, and gross literal practice of these precepts will result in a fall as surely as smoke arises from fire. Only if the yogin’s karma is such that recognition is insufficient to neutralize gross active manifestation of passion will he fall into the error of taking the meditation into passionate situations outside the retreat hut. The overriding precept is “neither indulge nor reject” in respect to the situations that karma provides, and constant training in this practice modifies karma, as “horizontal” or linear causation becomes subservient to the “vertical” effusion of compassionate energy.26


The Path: The Dharma As a Raft


The Dharma is likened to a raft carrying sentient beings across the ocean of life. On the bank of the other shore is the death beyond which is eternal life. In the case of the Dzogchen adept there awaits a rainbow body. The mind of the adept becomes one with the vast field of space that is the ground of being. Out of this ground are emanated all of samsara and nirvana in variegated lightforms, and tulkus are manifest in bodies of light to work for the salvation of all beings. The raft of Dharma is abandoned on the other shore, for here the names of samsara and nirvana are unknown, the path called no more learning begins, and simultaneous with the landing is the realization that the Dharma is as temporal and ephemeral as the rest of creation and that its truth is expedient to accomplishment of its own end. Its purpose is usurped by no-purpose, for the keyword on the other shore is spontaneity. Certainly, a purpose can be discerned by the ignorant conceptualizing mind, and clearly the intent of all movement and quiescence is the enlightenment of all sentient beings. But the acausal, nonoriginated emanations, which comprise the dance of the empty awareness-ḍākinī, arise adventitiously and spontaneously, forming a synchronistic pattern lacking evident linear relationship. However, from the point of view of the devotee at the boarding stage on the near shore, the raft seems to be an absolute.


There must be no doubt as to the efficacy of the method upon which the sādhaka’s entire life fortune and future lives depend. So the lama and the scriptures make much of the safety of each particular boat, stressing the superior design and construction that allows quick and easy access to the other shore. In Dzogchen the proclivity for doubt is especially potent, and invariably at some point the questions Why meditate? and What use is the Dharma? will arise. Before realization of the nature of reality as emptiness, of form as phantom and illusion, of speech as empty echo, and of the Dharma as an expendable prop becomes a spontaneous and reflexive response, there is danger of the yogin cutting off the hand that feeds him while his appetite is yet unsated. The Flight of the Garuda recommends recommitment and reinitiation at the lama’s feet in times of doubt and pride.27


The Path: Vision


Vision is an unchanging perspective on the nature of reality. The path, the four noble truths, the nature of ignorance, and Dzogchen are all vision. The concept of vision will be discussed in detail in the introduction to the Garland of Vision (see p. 160). In the fourfold framework of analysis of the path provided by vision, meditation, action, and the goal,28 vision or view is the first head, and everything that can be written, spoken, or thought is seen from the standpoint of Dzogchen vision. Thus this entire work is a commentary on Dzogchen vision, and the discursive mind is the filter through which the vision is expressed. Another analysis identifies vision as the starting point, meditation as the path, and action as the goal. No doubt such a view teaches a valuable truth about the fundamental but limited use of the intellect, but vision has another meaning, which is best translated as seeing. This is the practical aspect of the precept vision as opposed to the theoretical exercise in this verbal explanation of the Dzogchen yogin’s perspective. Perhaps the only distinction between these two aspects is the level of clarity of the mind involved. When the buddha-lama writes this introduction his thoughts are the direct expression of his enlightened detachment at the moment of writing. When he rises from his seat of inspiration his vision is sustained. He still “sees” all appearances as buddha-body, all sound as the buddha-speech, and all thought as pure gnostic buddha-awareness. When the buddha-lama thinks “all emptiness is form and all form is emptiness” (if such an absurdity ever crosses his mind) it is so. When we think such a thought we may be affected for good or bad by the degree of our attachment to the words.


There is a dialectic in Dzogchen thought, difficult to catch and analyze, that is effective in detaching the mind from all concepts whatsoever and persuading the intellect that the middle path of perfect detachment is the path to that holistic balance wherein the human potential for power and awareness is maximized. Evidently, this process is not neti neti (not this, not that), the process of systematic denial and refutation of whatever concept arises, which has been employed by Hindu schools to great effect. Rather it is an application of Ārya Nāgārjuna’s formula of fourfold refutation.29 The nature of the Dzogchen yogin’s reality is frequently described as indeterminable30 or that which cannot be described by any of the eight extremes: coming into being or ceasing to be, eternal or momentary, existent or nonexistent, as appearance or as emptiness. This indeterminable nature of the Dzogchen yogin’s reality can be restated in the anuyoga metaphor: the energies of the right and the left psychic channels emptied into the central channel, the avadhūti. When a perfect holistic balance is obtained, the excluded middle is realized. Guru Chowang’s confessional Emptying the Depths of Hell is a fine expression of this balancing act.


Since no concept is ultimately valid, every concept is valid to some degree. The validity of an idea is determined by its efficacy. Ideas such as those embodied in the bodhisattva vow and the Heart Sutra are universally efficacious, although even these transcendental notions may be poison in the minds of some unbalanced individuals. Every idea has its time and place. From the Dzogchen viewpoint argument as to the ultimate validity of an idea is the occupation of fools.


The Path: Meditation


If vision is the function of pure perception, meditation is an unbroken stream of seeing. (Action is the dynamic form of the yogin’s being.) Dzogchen meditation is a formless meditation, which means that there is no object upon which to concentrate, no visualization to construct and contemplate, no distinction made between subjective cognizer and sensory object. Meditation in the Dzogchen context is the active expression of gnostic awareness. It is outside the realm of cause and effect, so there can be no question of directing the mind toward any form of samadhi. Whatever arises appears spontaneously without coming into existence or ceasing to be, and the awareness from which it is inseparable is likewise an aspect of the continuum of space, color, and name that is beyond the function of the mind to express. Attachment and detachment are perceptual errors in the dualistic realm of sensory object and mental subject: in Dzogchen meditation there is no duality and no problem generated by ignorance.


The Dzogchen meditations described in the translations herein are preliminary exercises. The adjective Dzogchen indicates the goal of a lineage of practitioners, but may not pertain to the definition of meditation as given above. The analysis of consummate Dzogchen meditation is a description of the enlightened mind from the standpoint of perfect awareness, total presence (rig pa), and it remains unutterable.


The Path: Action


The Dzogchen yogin is first a shape-shifter. No outer or inner form expresses his secret nature, which is emptiness, more than any other; no one specific form of practice is correct practice; and no one outer form of conduct can be adopted as a universal method of service to sentient beings over any other. Insofar as each situation demands a different form of response and expression, the Dzogchen yogin is a chameleon. Just as the chameleon naturally and spontaneously changes color as the chemistry of response works in his body, so the yogin changes his mudrā (gesture, posture) and mantra (spoken word) as the bodhicitta of compassion floods his being at the inception of each new human situation in his sense fields. The entire gamut of emotivity, intellectual stance, and social role comprise his wardrobe; he is as much at home in the temple as in a brothel; and his friends may be found as well among thieves as courtiers. Tinker, tailor, soldier, sailor, the Dzogchen yogin can manifest in any form in any milieu.


However, until he has reached the end of the path, there are certain inner modes that the Dzogchen yogin may find more expedient than others. After all, the bodhisattva vow is an unsleeping master, and some social roles virtually preclude loving one’s neighbor on an overt level. So before the drawing of breath also becomes fulfillment of the vow, it may be expedient to seek situations where altruistic aspiration has free play. Later, when the bodhicitta arises spontaneously in a constant stream, when transcendent compassion is an integral part of every moment of pure sense perception, the Dzogchen yogin can manifest only as a bodhisattva. Thus the compassionate nature of the Dzogchen yogin’s vision and his consequent activity is not systematically cultivated. Rather, compassion is the goal itself under a different name, and having achieved the goal, nothing that can be done is free from compassionate motivation. As Shabkar Lama says in The Flight of the Garuda, “Coincident with the development of a happy, glowing, thought-free samadhi is the birth of authentic compassion, which is like the love a mother holds for her only son… This compassion is a very special feature of Dzogchen vision.”31


Whatever his outer form, the practitioner of Dzogchen is always a yogin, and the yoga he practices is atiyoga (sustaining total presence). Any other technique, from simple calisthenic yoga32 to manipulation of the vital breath with mantra and visualization, is employed as required. The Dzogchen yogin’s cave is the cave of emptiness, where Kuntu Zangpo, the Primordial Buddha, sits in eternal meditation. In the realm of radiance and vibration he is the Yidam buddha-deity, his bone ornaments the five passions33 recognized as the five aspects of primal awareness. In the realm of compassionate reflexive action he is Guru Rinpoche; his vajra sceptre, unfailing compassion; and his bell, penetrating insight into the nature of all situations as emptiness; and so forth.


However, in Himalayan Asia many renunciate yogins skilled in yogas besides atiyoga are Dzogchen practitioners. My first and most loving Dzogchen teacher was a Khampa yogin named Jortrala, who lived near Darjeeling as his patron’s house priest, wore the hair knot, and demonstrated a traditional disregard for personal appearance. Tibetan yogins rarely went naked or wore the single piece of cotton cloth unless they were practicing tumo, heat yoga, on the snow line. So, the Dzogchen yogin may also be a priest, and insofar as many great lamas of Tibetan refugee society are priests as well as Dzogchen yogins, the impression is rife that Dzogchen is essentially a monopoly of the hierarchical priesthood of tulkus. Such an impression is false. Many of the great lamas of Tibetan refugee society, including the Dalai Lama and of course many of the Nyingma school lamas, are Dzogchen yogins, but they all would vie to disavow any superiority in Dzogchen over its humblest mendicant practitioner. The role of priest may actually work against progress in Dzogchen, since the tendency to identify the absolute with the sacred, as against the profane, is sometimes present in the priest’s work.


Another role expedient in the practice of Dzogchen is that of healer. Since healing is essentially a reimposition of balance and detachment, the Dzogchen yogin who stands identified with the empty awareness and compassion that transcend all sickness (and health) is in a position to transfer the energy and love required to reimpose equilibrium within the patient’s unbalanced psycho-organism. Skill in the science of energy-flows in mental, neural, and hemal spheres, in pharmacology and posology, etc., assists the healer’s essentially psychosomatic art. A healer may not always be a Dzogchen yogin, but a Dzogchen yogin always has the capacity to heal.


To those ignorant of psychosomatics — and semantics — healing can appear to be magic, and indeed the Dzogchen yogin is always a magician in many senses of the word. The magic of shape-shifting and healing has already been mentioned. The magic of the mahāsiddhas, such as materialization, walking through rock, speed-walking, alchemical preparation of the elixir of deathlessness, raising the dead, and so forth, (each of these an ambiguous expression of an equivocal achievement) is attained at the end of the path. The most important magic, the enchantment that is indicative of the supreme siddhi’s accomplishment, is gnostic awareness of the moment-to-moment spontaneous manifestation of the grand sensory illusion that is mahāmudrā. Then besides those powers, called siddhi, the Dzogchen yogin has minor powers like extrasensory perception and ability to manipulate “external” phenomena — psychokinesis — that are termed ṛddhi. There is no inducement to explain the nature of these powers to the skeptically inclined. The skeptic must make the commitment himself and discover experientially the nature of “magic.”


The Dzogchen yogin, however, is not at all a puritan. No vow inhibits him from sensual indulgence or intellectual creativity. No action of body, speech, or mind is forbidden him, and his sainthood is attained by means other than conformity to moral laws. Detachment from every situation and compassion for every sentient being without exception are the signs of his achievement. Again, detachment is not to be understood as distant diffidence or dispassionate indifference. The scriptural definition molds the word as “without identification with or separation from.” The actor, the action, and the acted upon are a clear and delightful unitary perception about which the perceiver has an unequivocal attitude of detachment. This prevents involuntary involvement and permits the spontaneous motivating thrust of compassion to determine the tone communicated. The unbroken stream of compassionate detachment is the attitude that outsiders see as sainthood, if the result of the action is perceived as virtuous. To the Dzogchen yogin both socially acceptable and nonconventional acts are equally valid means of transmitting joy and awareness. If his karma is so pure that his activity is restricted to conventional virtue, then he will not only be a saint in the Mahayana sense but to Christian perception as well. From the Dzogchen standpoint his continuous, compassionate awareness is his great achievement.


The Dzogchen yogin in any culture is a traveler, a voyager in psychic spaces. In Western civilization, where adventure to alien shores, with or without weapons, has always absorbed the inclination to delve into the unknown, the age of terrestrial exploration is over. There is nothing left to explore but inner and outer space. This century has seen a radical intensification of interest in the human mind, and particularly to maps of the psyche drawn by Asians, whose introversive aspirations have been given maximal social support for millennia. The Dzogchen explorer faces the most dangerous path and the most rewarding goal. So the predicament of a lone space voyager faced by hostile, disembodied foes on a distant planet may be applied as an analogue germane to the neophyte’s career. The Dzogchen yogin’s milieu is like space because there is nothing substantial in his universe; there are no concrete points of reference to guide him, no infallible dogma to give his intellect structure or support, and no systematic metaphysical charts to steer him. As in space, there is no upside, downside, center, or circumference to his mandala, and there is no spiritual gravity to pull him down to earth should he fall. The space voyager’s fear of the vast immensity that is his environment is similar to the Dzogchen yogin’s apprehensive consciousness floating in the endless expanse of inner space. A voyager or explorer he certainly is, because he left all known mental and spiritual territory behind him when he committed himself to his samayas, allowing himself to be guided by his spontaneous response to the needs of all sentient beings and the constant imperative to maintain full awareness. He is alone because no matter how close he is to family or Dharma friends, and regardless of the density of other beings around him, he must always take complete responsibility for his own actions and accept the karma of others as if it were his own. At the same time he refuses every offer of complicity and the companionship that shares karmic effect.
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