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“This new collected edition of Khenpo Migmar Tseten’s Play of Mahamudra volumes constitutes a veritable treasure for all who are deeply engaged on the path to enlightenment. Khenpo Migmar’s translation of Mahasiddha Virupa’s Treasury of Dohas and of Sachen Kunga Nyingpo’s Praise to Virupa makes us intimately familiar with the essence of these root texts, and his elucidation of the Dohas offers us a deep and clear understanding of their core meaning. Anyone who truly contemplates on Mahasiddha Virupa’s words is certain to attain realization.”


His Holiness the Sakya Trichen


......................................


In this collection, renowned Tibetan Buddhist teacher Lama Migmar Tseten provides essential commentary on the mystical songs of the Indian Buddhist rebel-saint Virupa. One of the most celebrated tantric masters of Buddhist India, Virupa’s songs describe his realization of mahamudra, the ultimate nature of reality. Intimate and highly engaging, The Play of Mahamudra unpacks these songs with meticulous clarity, making Virupa’s insights accessible to modern readers.


Lama Migmar Tseten has served as Buddhist chaplain at Harvard University since 1997. He received both a traditional and a contemporary education in India, graduating from the Central Institute of Higher Tibetan Studies at Sanskrit University in Varanasi. He served as the head of the Sakya Center in Rajpur, India, and the Sakya Monastery in Puruwalla. Lama Migmar has supervised the editing and publication of more than fifty rare volumes of Sakya literature and is the author of many books, including Awakening to the Noble Truth, Wisdom Gone Beyond, and The Tibetan Book of Awakening. As the founder of the Sakya Institute for Buddhist Studies in Cambridge, Massachusetts, Lama Migmar leads retreats throughout North America and Europe. Learn more at https://www.lamamigmar.net. 
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Preface


The teachings in this book on the Mahasiddha Virupa’s mystical songs were conducted over the course of several months by Khenpo Lama Migmar at the Sakya Institute in Cambridge, Massachusetts. The classes were then transcribed and adapted to book form.


In the interest of making this work widely available to fellow yogis, and to preserve the spontaneous nature of these teachings, we have chosen to leave the transcriptions much as they were. For this reason, the book remains conversational and informal in nature.


It is our hope that the following pages offer a window into the awakened state of one of India’s greatest masters, and that the profound words of his song inspire you in your own practice. May all sentient beings everywhere experience peace.
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Completely Pure by Nature, Like Space
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THE TEACHINGS IN THIS book concern Virupa’s Treasury of Dohas. Virupa is one of the eighty-four mahasiddhas, the Indian masters who practiced meditation according to the Vajrayana or tantric Buddhist path and achieved high levels of realization. 


Why are these masters called mahasiddhas? Siddha means “accomplishment.” If we examine the different practices in Buddhism, we’ll see that there are four common siddhis, or accomplishments, that one can achieve. These siddhis are also called the four karmas. This means that meditation practice can be used to (1) pacify negativities, (2) increase all of our positive qualities, (3) achieve power and empower ourselves, or (4) destroy that which cannot be subdued. All meditation practice has a component of achieving one or more of these four siddhis or achievements. 


We can address the many different needs in our lives while on the path to achieving buddhahood and awakening ourselves completely. By needs I mean that sometimes we experience sickness, for example. So to pacify our sickness, we cultivate practices such as Medicine Buddha or White Tara. If we experience too much poverty, we will not be able to practice, so that’s why we have developed magnetizing practices, which attract positive circumstances. We have different practices to address the different challenges that may arise.


The main purpose of any meditation practice should be to achieve buddhahood or enlightenment. This experience of attaining enlightenment is known as the uncommon siddhi. In all of the meditation practices that we do, our ultimate purpose is to achieve the uncommon siddhi of buddhahood. All of the common siddhis are there to support the practitioner to achieve the uncommon siddhi. Mahasiddhas are called mahasiddhas — literally, “great siddhas” — because they have achieved the uncommon siddhi, which is awakening within themselves.


Mahasiddha Virupa was one of the eighty-four mahasiddhas. In Indian Buddhist history, we see that these eighty-four mahasiddhas were the greatest practitioners of tantra, the highest system of practice transmitted by the Buddha. They were the masters who achieved the very highest level of accomplishment, which is equal to awakening and becoming a buddha. From this realization many transmissions and many blessings were passed on to other disciples.


We have received many teachings from Mahasiddha Virupa. Many meditation practices like Hevajra came from Mahasiddha Virupa. Naropa is another mahasiddha; from him we received Vajrayogini practices. 


In Sanskrit, Virupa’s mystical song is traditionally called a doha. A doha is very different from commentarial writings, or shastras. A doha is also different from the Buddhist discourses, or sutras. A doha is something spontaneously sung or spoken by the master based on his meditative experience.


We don’t find many scholarly technicalities in dohas. Scholarly books are very dense and dry, and it takes a long time to understand them. If you study texts like the Abhidharma, there is a lot of counting, and the language is not very lively. 




These scholarly texts are mostly based on technical information. They are very useful for students who are pursuing knowledge, because students will learn a great deal. However, there is not much wisdom there. Wisdom comes from within us. Wisdom is not something we can gain from the outside world or external study.


It is very important to make a distinction here between knowledge and wisdom. Knowledge is information you have collected. The more information you have stored, the more knowledge you have. Knowledge tends to be focused on learning about others.


Scholars are always investigating something outside of themselves, such as studying plants, oceans, astronomy, or history. As scholars we can accumulate a tremendous amount of information about others, but this information rarely helps us to truly know ourselves.


As a result, scholars are not necessarily transformed, despite a lifetime of study, because their focus is primarily external. The physical universe is so big, and each new discovery acts merely to incite more hunger for knowledge and exploration. Meanwhile, our short lives will pass, and at the time of our death, there is not much in essence that we have achieved from all of that knowledge.


On the other hand, those students who have some meditation experience will have the opportunity for internal realization. If they have even a glimpse of wisdom, then that glimpse of wisdom is extremely precious and has the potential to be very transformative.


These mystical songs of Mahasiddha Virupa are coming from that wisdom that has been awakened within. I can share Virupa’s words with you, but how far that wisdom can be realized through you depends on the level of your mental cultivation. If our mental cultivation is not up to a certain level, then the words that we receive will not be very transformative.


But we can study these dohas and aspire to make a deeper connection. This is a fresh English translation that we have done from the original text. It is very challenging to attempt to translate from Sanskrit and Tibetan because those languages are very highly developed as far as spirituality is concerned. Perhaps they cannot contend with other languages when it comes to computer terminology or scientific language, but spiritually, Sanskrit and the Tibetan language are very advanced. 


As a result, sometimes when we try to translate these ancient texts into English, it can become very challenging to find equivalent words. We must also constantly ask the question, which approach is more important? Should we choose a translation that will ultimately make the meaning clearer to the listener, or should we adhere more literally to the words of the original text? If we try to translate verbatim from the original text, then due to the limitations of the English language, it may be more difficult for the English reader to understand. 


When we attempt to translate a doha word for word, then some of the original meaning may be lost. But if we try to translate focused only on transmitting the deeper meaning, then inevitably some words are missing. As a translator it is difficult to navigate these challenges. 


In the original Sanskrit and Tibetan, even one word is imbued with many profound meanings. The power of these multiple meanings simply cannot be translated into English. Sometimes we have opted to leave the original word in Sanskrit, like all of the Tibetan masters have done, since most of the Mahayana and Vajrayana Buddhist teachings were originally in Sanskrit. When these original texts were translated into Tibetan, there were many words that the masters could not translate, so they left them in Sanskrit as we have done here.


These dohas are coming from the realization and experience of Mahasiddha Virupa. We can see by reading through them that when there are attempts to sing the words that express very profound and deep meditation experiences, even in Sanskrit, there will always be the limitations of language.


• • • • •


In the beginning, Virupa made two homages:




Homage to Shri Vajrasattva.


Homage to blessed Nairatmya.


This tradition of paying homage has been adopted in almost all Tibetan Buddhist works. First we pay homage to a buddha or bodhisattva. The purpose of this is to accumulate more merit. Whatever work we are going to do, in order to achieve complete success and accomplishment, we always pay homage. 


In this case, Virupa paid homage to Vajrasattva because Virupa was a Vajrayana practitioner. He also paid homage to Nairatmya. Vajra Nairatmya is the consort of Hevajra.


According to Tibetan works on the history of Buddhism in India, while Virupa was teaching Buddhism during the day as the abbot of Nalanda University, he was using his nights to practice many different forms of meditation. It is said that he practiced for years without seeing any progress. 


Eventually he grew discouraged, and in his frustration, he threw his mala, or rosary, into the latrine.


The following day, at dawn, Nairatmya appeared to him. She encouraged him to continue his meditation practice, saying that now he was very close to achieving some higher realization. 


After the vision of Nairatmya, Virupa’s realizations became stronger and stronger. We have many records that tell of these experiences. This is why Virupa pays homage to Nairatmya. The first song begins:


The mahamudra of samsara and nirvana 


is completely pure by nature, like space.


“Mahamudra” is a very important term used in Tibetan Buddhism. Maha means “great” and mudra means “seal.” This mahamudra also refers to a profound meditation experience. 


The experience of mahamudra, for the yogi and for the meditator, is like space. We understand this inner space better when we look at external space. Outer space is unconditioned. It is not born, it will never cease, it is infinite, and it has been there from beginningless time.


How many planetary systems have come and gone? How many nations have come and gone? We are able to go back ten thousand or twenty thousand years through history, but beyond that, although civilizations have come and gone, space has remained unconditioned. Space is unchanged, unborn, and unceasing. It is there all the time. 


This outer space, in some sense, is a reflection of our inner space. For those who have had great meditation experience, that glimpse of inner space they achieve is actually similar to the outer space. 


It is similar to outer space in the sense that inner space is also unconditioned. It is there infinitely and is also not born and will never cease. It is beyond time and beyond space. It is always there. In this way we see that outer space can be a reflection of that inner space.


In the doha, Virupa is expressing his experience of this space. How many of us have had this kind of experience? The experience of inner space is very rare. We have so much internal expression, so much inner chattering. When we try to meditate, we are seldom in that inner space between our thoughts.


Instead we are full of ideas and constantly engaged in an inner dialogue with ourselves. As a result of this, all of our physical actions and our speech are merely the expression of those thoughts which are firing rapidly, one after another, in our mental continuum. We rarely have any experience of that inner space.


For someone like Virupa, who lives in that inner space all the time, there is no such thing as samsara or nirvana. Samsara is the cycle of birth, death, and rebirth. Nirvana refers to when that cycle has ceased. Unlike Virupa, because we have thoughts, our thoughts create karma. Thought and karma create our birth and fuel our entire cycle of life and death. As a result, we are constantly trapped in samsara. 


Until we can achieve nirvana, samsara and nirvana will seem to be two separate things to us. We will live in samsara and be bound by our karma and our emotions. We will think of nirvana as something separate that we think we can achieve. 




For Virupa, though, because he is in that state of inner space, samsara and nirvana are the same thing. Both samsara and nirvana are like space, and the nature of space is empty. In that empty space, then, both samsara and nirvana are the same.


When we have a very profound meditation experience and all of our inner chattering and thoughts are calmed and dissolved, then gradually we will know that space between our thoughts. 


As that inner space between our thoughts grows bigger and bigger, we are no longer even conscious of who we are. We lose ourselves. Not only do we lose ourselves, we also lose our idea of the “other.” When one’s self dissolves, then the concept of “other” will also cease to exist.


While we are self-conscious, we create the idea of other. Self and other are a dualism. Because we have self-consciousness, then everything else, the whole universe, becomes the other, separate from us. The tension of attraction and aversion is born in that dualism. In that separation of self and other, there is tremendous emotional and mental conflict.


When we don’t have that self-consciousness, then there is no such thing as the other. We go beyond both. Not only do we go beyond both, we also don’t have any awareness of time. We don’t have any consciousness of the past or future. We are always in the present.


Those of us who bring all of our past to the present will not have that experience because we can’t remain in that state of inner space. We drag all of our past into the present moment, and then we lose the present. Even if we are remembering only the wonderful times we’ve had, our attachment to those pleasurable memories will still make it impossible for us to live in the present. The same is true if we dwell on the pain and suffering that we have experienced in the past.


If we are immersed in thoughts of attachment to all the good things of the past, or in aversion to all the pain and suffering we’ve endured, these thoughts will create a reaction in us. This will perpetuate the cycle of action and reaction, which will then continue into the future, and our present will be lost. 


Meditators who are in that space do not react. They are not attached to all the experiences of their past. Therefore they are not creating future reactions. They have abandoned the idea of a self, so they no longer have the aversion and the attachment related to that self. They are beyond object and subject. They are also beyond time, because they are always in the present. They have even gone beyond space. 


When meditators are in that inner space, they almost become omnipresent. They also become omniscient because they have dissolved the dualism, so they are not separate from the universe. They are one. One space. 


Through this you can prove that when you are more awakened, you are more omnipresent, because you go beyond time. You are also more omniscient, because you have gone beyond space. This is why mahamudra is like space. The outer space is the reflection of the inner space. The realization of that inner space within the mind is mahamudra. 


Since the reality of the demonstrated object does not exist, 


it cannot be expressed through the medium of conventional words. 


We might be curious about the experience of that inner space. In that inner space there is no dualism. No dualism of the subject (the ego) and the object (the universe). They are all one.


This is something you will discover only through meditation experience. When you are in that deep meditation where all your thoughts and emotions and actions have calmed down, you will be at peace. You will not be conscious of a self or of others. You will become whole. You and the universe will be one and the same.


Normally we have so many attachments because we have this self-consciousness, this self-identity, and this ego. Because we have this ego, “I” is so important. Because “I” is so important, then “my” is important. So all of my possessions are the territory of the ego. 


Whenever we say something is “mine” because it is attached to “I” and “me,” suddenly its value goes way up. Its importance is increased dramatically because of the attachment and emotional involvement we have with it.


We can see this everywhere in our lives. We may go to a shop where many beautiful things are displayed. We may appreciate them to some extent, but the moment at which we purchase one of these objects on display, and suddenly we own it, our level of attachment immediately changes.


When we purchase something, we then identify that object as a part of ourselves, because if we exist, then that object must also exist. When we own something, the emotional involvement is increased, and so many new feelings are generated.


The realist thinks that because “I” exist, then my object should also exist. However, the teaching says, “the reality of the demonstrated object does not exist.” We live in a world where “I” exist and “my object” exists. Now concerning those who are enlightened in that inner space, their egos are dissolved. When the ego is dissolved, then its object is also dissolved. In that inner space the masters could not find anything that exists independently.


Right now, for us, the outer object exists because of our emotional attachment, based on our ego in reference to that object. “I” and “my” are very strong concepts for us. But when you are in that inner space, whatever is experienced by you, the yogi, cannot be expressed in any conventional words. The experience is beyond the confines of language. 


The words that we experience are mostly an expression of our emotions. Language is an expression of our thoughts and therefore of our karma. So when you are forced to express something through language, it cannot convey the experience of the ultimate. The doha says, “It cannot be expressed through the medium of conventional words,” meaning that inner space cannot be expressed by language. Words are conventional and were created to express our emotions and thoughts. Since the inner space is beyond thought, beyond emotion, and beyond words, it is impossible to describe. 




The essence without proliferation 


by nature is free from all dependent phenomena.


The essence here refers to that inner space, and that inner space is free from dependent origination, relativity, and interdependency. It is free from all of the extremes. “Without proliferation by nature” refers to freedom from all of the extremes of our conceptual thinking. Inner space is free from existence, free from nonexistence, free from both existence and nonexistence, and free from neither existence nor nonexistence. 


In our realm, almost everything is included in one of these extremes. That is why that inner space cannot be relative. It cannot be a dependent or interdependent phenomenon. 


Normally, when we discuss the truth, we distinguish between “relative truth” and “ultimate truth.” Relative truth is that which is created by causes and conditions and has a result. The whole principle of karma is part of relative truth. 


For example, when we see a flower, it has a cause, which is the seed, as well as all of the conditions of the soil, of the minerals, of the temperature, of the sunlight, and so on, which allow for growth. Gradually this will yield a variety of results. All of the results, however, are part of karma, and therefore they are all part of the relative world.


On the other hand, if you examine that same plant very closely, piece by piece, you will not find a cause. You cannot find the conditions, and you also will not find the result. If you don’t investigate, you will just assume the reality of all of this interdependence and relativity. 


When you examine something very closely, however, you will find no independent existence. Without investigation and deep study, though, when you look at any of these things, you will see only relative truth. 


There are many ways to understand relative truth. We can study this in more detail at the subjective level or at the objective level. When relativity is there, there is no independent existence. 


Independent existence is also called ultimate truth. In this case, ultimate truth refers to the inner space. Although we can refer to that inner space as ultimate truth, as long as we have to refer to it, then that ultimate truth can only be suggested by the words we use; it cannot be realized. 


The term mahamudra does not just refer to experience. It is an actual meditative state. This meditative state that yogis can experience simply cannot be expressed through language. The text says: 


It cannot be investigated or examined, 


it is free from demonstrative examples


That inner space that is called mahamudra cannot be investigated. You can investigate something only if it has parts and is relative, but this does not apply to mahamudra. We use different examples to attempt to express inner space, but no example can actually express it. The inner space of mahamudra is beyond examples. We may use examples as a reference point, but they cannot entirely convey that experience. 


it is also not abiding in freedom from examples, 


beyond the domain of the mind 


All of these relativities and all of these investigations are done by the mind. When something is beyond mind, it cannot be comprehended by the mind, so that is our challenge. 


When there is inner space, there is no mind. Mind is only drops of continuing thoughts, like a river. A river is made up entirely of drops of water. Between the drops, when there is a significant gap, where is the river? The river is only there when the drops of water are connected.


In the same way, the mind is merely drops of thoughts. Between our thoughts, if there is a gap, then where is the mind? You cannot examine that gap; you cannot find anything. You cannot find any conditions.


The doha is saying that the inner space is free from all of the conditions that the discursive mind creates. When something is beyond thought and beyond mind, however, then there are no conditions. This is why the outer space is a reflection of the inner space. 




Where are the conditions for outer space? If there are conditions, then we can prove that outer space was born during a certain century and will cease to exist at a particular age. Outer space is the environment that allows all of the interdependency to arise. This is how we have all of these limitless planetary systems. 


Within a planet like our earth, how many nations are there? How many things have come and gone? There is constant evolution. But outer space will remain the same, undisturbed by all of these changes. In a similar way, our inner space will never be affected by our emotions, our karma, and our thoughts. It is there from beginningless time until you become a buddha. 


One meaning of tantra is “continuum.” Continuum refers to the duration from beginningless time until you become a buddha. Inner space is unconditionally present all the time, and that is called tantra or continuum.


That continuum is there within all of us. Our sadhana practice and meditation practice allow us to see that inner space present in the mind. We rarely see that because our mind is always busy with thoughts and emotions — with action, reaction, and karma. We are consumed by our inner chattering. When we try to meditate, we see how our mind is busy with so many different things. Our mind is rarely calm because we are not seeing that inner space. 


Outer and inner space are the same in the sense that both are by nature empty. The only difference is that our inner space is not only empty by nature; there is also the wisdom to see that emptiness. That is the only difference.


When our mind sees its own true empty nature, which is space, then that is wisdom. In order to realize that wisdom, we need to do all of this practice. Then we need to go beyond all these conditions to that unconditioned state. 


Our meditation practice and all our accumulations of merit and wisdom allow us to go beyond these clouds of ignorance to see that inner space. Clouds come and go, but that inner space remains clear all the time.




not eternal, not annihilated, not samsara or nirvana, 


not apparent, not empty, not real, not unreal, not nonarising, 


not the original dharmata, and also not beyond mind


Once you are in that inner space, it’s inexpressible. You are rendered speechless; it is impossible to express. You cannot say that the inner state is there or not there. You cannot say it is samsara or nirvana; you cannot possibly express it in words.


You can realize that inner space, however. You can have the experience, but you cannot express it. So this is why in the Heart Sutra it says “no eye, no ear, no nose” and so forth. When someone is in that inner space, then they cannot project any identification to any object. Identification is there only at the relative level, not at the ultimate level.
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Not Eternal, Not Annihilated
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THOSE WHO HAVE STUDIED Buddhism and particularly Vajrayana may have heard the word mahamudra quite often. It is a very technical Sanskrit word, and it has many different interpretations according to different traditions. 


If we look at the two components of the Sanskrit term, maha means “great,” and mudra means “seal” or “stamp.” When something is stamped or sealed then there is a certification that it is authentic or empowered. 


This is why in ancient times whenever kings would make an impor­tant declaration, they would always place their stamp to seal that document. And instead of using a signature to authenticate or certify something, they would use this stamp or seal. 


In mahamudra, the “great seal” has a meaning that is based on meditation experience. Until you have that profound meditation experience directly, then mahamudra is just a word. It is just another expression.




Mahasiddha Virupa is a very highly realized person. He is enlightened. He is another buddha. So he is trying to share his wisdom with us through these mystical songs. 


Although he may be sharing a great deal and communicating so much wisdom to us, what we gain from this depends entirely on how we receive it. In one class a teacher may be teaching the same subject to many different students, but students will understand only at their own respective levels. 


So that’s why this is a meditation experience. If we have some meditation practice and realization, then I think we can relate to these expressions more profoundly. 


There are numerous kinds of practice, and we are all doing many different meditations. Some students may be doing just shamatha meditation. Others may be doing some mindfulness meditation. Some may be doing contemplative meditations, and others may be doing visualization meditations. But whatever we may be doing, based on that meditation, everyone has some personal experience. People come to see me, and in the interviews, they say, “In my meditation I have this vision.” People have many different experiences to report. 


What we really need to know is what this experience of meditation is. Can the real experience be shared? Is it even possible for it to be expressed? 


Often what we are sharing about our personal experience seems more like an extension of our inner chattering during the course of meditation. Although we may be sitting and meditating, we very rarely have that real experience of the meditative state.


We are mostly experiencing our inner chattering when we are trying to meditate. When we sit, we no longer have all the external busyness to engage us and stimulate our senses with outer objects. Instead we become more introspective, and we tend to remember more experiences related with past incidents. 


It is quite common that when these thoughts and memories surface in meditation, we mistakenly think we are having some meditative experience. Perhaps these thoughts have been repressed because circumstantially we have been so busy with other things for so long. We haven’t given these repressed memories a chance to arise until we sit still. 


Since our senses are not stimulated by outer objects during meditation, then we have more inner room to express. When all our outer senses are closed, that basic mind is now expressing all these buried thoughts. Quite often we think that these are meditation experiences that we are having, but they rarely are.


Virupa says that mahamudra is completely pure by nature and similar to space. We all know something about outer space, right? But if we want to describe that space, how will we? At this point we will describe outer space based on whatever that space is in reference to our inner conditions.


As long as we have some object, even something as vast as outer space, that is still not a real meditation experience. For that reason, I emphasize that the outer space is just another reflection of the true meditative state, which is the inner space. 


So imagine that the drops of thoughts in our mental continuum are rushing rapidly through our minds. These drops of thoughts are coming and going so rapidly that they have become a rushing river. In the midst of that rushing river, how many of us have experienced that space between our thoughts? 


If we have never experienced the space between our thoughts, then even though we may be trying to perfect our meditation, whatever experience we discuss stems from those drops of thoughts and not from the space between them. 


But if you do become familiar with that state, that space between our thoughts, then what will there be to express? Who is the expresser, what is the expression, and what is it that we can possibly express? 


This all may sound very impersonal. But as long as we have thoughts rushing one after another, these thoughts are there because of the person, because of the ego involved. So if something is experienced in that space between our thoughts, then that will be impersonal. And if something is impersonal, then how can you convey it by saying, “I have had this experience?” 




Sometimes that state of meditation, that space between our thoughts, is beyond time and beyond space. You don’t even feel your physical body anymore. That’s why sometimes it is called bliss or joy. It is beyond any feeling based on the ego because the ego is dissolved. The ego is gone. The ego has disappeared, and that’s why the experience is beyond any time or space or any feeling.


Now it is possible that when you emerge from that state, you may think that you have had such a great feeling or experience. But if you want to express that experience in words, it will be very challenging. 


Even though mystics are always trying to express their experiences, their expressions are mere words — they are just a reference point for us. They do not really express what the masters have experienced.


We can take an example from ordinary life. What if we try to share the experience of eating sugar? We say sugar is sweet, but how will you possibly describe what sweetness is to someone who has not experienced it? You may try to describe it with words and analogies to other things. But no matter what words you use, you will still be unable to express the real experience to someone who has never tasted anything sweet. 


Furthermore, we face so much miscommunication. We face miscommunication caused by different languages. For example, the word for sugar may mean something different in Hindi than it does in Sanskrit. We presume our native language should be the only language in the universe, but that, of course, is not the case. 


Language is something man has created for reference and communication. It is man-made; it is not a universal or divine method of communication! It is not based on natural law. It is something humans have created. For this reason, all languages have tremendous limitations. 


In order to communicate the sweetness of sugar to the seven billion people of the world, we would need to create a language that would have the same meaning for everyone — a universal language. 


But as we know, this is not the case. Within a given culture and a given time period, people have agreed to common interpretations of particular words. But the ways in which we understand and use those words has constantly changed throughout history. So language is always relative.


The scientific approach is to try to explain and prove the sweetness of sugar based on its chemical components. But understanding the chemical makeup of sugar will still not tell us anything about what it is to taste that sweetness. Science cannot explain that experience to us. 	Someone with certain neurological impairments or with no sense of taste will never know the experience of sweetness. Only when someone has tasted sugar will it be possible to say, “Sweetness is like this.” But still it is very subjective.


Whatever you have tasted or experienced on your tongue, with your senses, is very personal. So even our own personal sensory experiences are impossible to communicate to others completely.


This is how it is in the relative world. In order to discuss mahamudra, the ultimate nature, the individual ego has to dissolve. When we have transcended the ego and ceased to see ourselves as individuals, then our experience will be very different.


In that space between your thoughts, where is your subjective “I”? Where is the person? Where are your feelings? The moment that emotion and individuality arise, then you lose that space. But if you are in that space between your thoughts, all your ideas, feelings, and activities dissolve. That state of dissolution is the meditative state. All of the various types of meditation are trying to reach that same experience.


Those who believe they have experienced that meditative state may try to describe their experience to others. In their attempt to share, much is lost in translation. If we personalize that experience, speak of it as something we have accomplished, then in the moment we express it, something immediately is lost. Here it says:


not eternal, not annihilated, not samsara or nirvana


Those who are in that space cannot find any existence. We can begin to understand this by examining outer space. There are so many things that appear in space. The clouds come and go in the open space of the sky. All these planetary systems and galaxies come and go. The whole universe is subject to change. 


In the nature of space can you find any permanent, unconditioned existence? You cannot. But if you have strong attachment, you will not experience that space. Our attachment is the beginning of all of our creations. If you are very attached to the idea of having a house, then you will work very hard to buy or build that house in order to satisfy your desire.


So that intense need comes from the seeds of attachment inside our mind. In a similar sense our physical body is also a home. Although we don’t remember this, even our physical body was formed and created based on attachment. We can easily see how much attachment we have to others, but our primary attachment is to our idea of ourselves. It is because of our self-attachment that we grow attached to others. 


Although we cannot remember the moment of conception, our current life is proof of that conception. Our present life is also in some sense the witness who knows how we have lived our life from conception. 


Our lives are full of attachment. As long as we have attachment, we will always project some kind of existence — they go together. Attachment cannot live without the idea of existence. This applies not only to our attachment to objects but also to our attachment at the level of ideas, at the level of feelings, and at the level of actions.


As we become better meditators, we may grow more detached from outer objects. But until we have experienced mahamudra, that space between our thoughts, then we may still remain attached to some ideas. 


Why are we so fixated on wanting something to be permanent? In very basic ways in our own life we know that some things are not real or lasting, but still the power of our attachment wants to make them so. 


We all know that one day we will die. This is very difficult news because most of us want to live forever. Our attachment to permanence creates tremendous conflict in us. Who wants to die? Because we desire to live forever, when death is forced on us, it is often extremely painful on all levels. This is proof of how attachment is so related to existence.




If we look closely at our minds, we see that as long as we have attachment, we endlessly project different objects that we think we need in order to live comfortably. These objects could be material, they could be at the feeling or idea level, or they could even be at the level of the divine. Perhaps we are even clinging to our idea of a God in order to feel safe and comfortable. 


Based on our attachment we project something we desire. It is our clinging to that thing we want that creates eternalism. Even from a purely psychological standpoint we can prove this. So this is why Virupa says “not eternal.” When you want something to be eternal, then based on your strong attachment you will have insecurity and fear. 


Attachment, fear, and eternalism all go together and perpetuate each other. When you experience fear, then you need something to cling to, and you are always looking for something to make you more comfortable. In this way our whole psychology and mental involvement becomes very dependent. 


In this weakened state we are much like babies who need a mother or father to depend on. When fathers and mothers are around, we feel good, self-confident, and secure. We see this all the time. Children are very happy and relaxed when their parents are around. But when their parents leave, they often become very sad and insecure. Our life is often controlled by these polarities. 


Where there is attachment we project the eternal. But where there is aversion and anger we project nihilism. Attachment starts our life, and anger causes our death — death in the sense of nihilism. We hear many tragic stories about people who have ended their own lives due to so much self-hatred, despair, or mental illness. They may feel hatred toward the universe and anger at themselves. These emotions drive them to commit suicide because they believe the mind will cease. So this nihilism formed by anger and hatred is another extreme, another polarity.


Eternalism and nihilism are both extremes. They arise in us because we have a lot of attachment and aversion. Due to attachment and aversion we create and express these conditions. If you are a very centered and wholesome person, then you will not feel that same need to have some object to cling to. By “wholesome” I mean someone who is in that state between our thoughts where there is no attachment and no aversion. When you are in that inner space, you won’t feel the need to hate anyone. You will be free from both of these extremes. 


You will only experience this centered state when your meditation experience becomes better and better. When you begin to have that glimpse of inner space between our thoughts, then that is proof that there is a middle, that there is a center that is free from these two extremes. 


The experience of mahamudra is an experience that is free from all extremes. Our daily life is full of extremes. We are always living in polarities. We have excitement due to attachments, and we have depression due to anger. All of our feelings and projections are based on these extremes. 


The state that is “not eternal, not nihilistic” is the state of mahamudra, the great seal. This is the space between our thoughts in meditation that is free from all the extremes. For those who are in that state, they no longer have any inner chattering. For those who are not in that state, then regardless of what type of meditation they are doing, it is really just another occasion for more inner chattering. 


Early in your meditation practice you will have more and more inner chattering. One effective way to monitor your meditation experience is to keep a meditation journal. This is a journal where you can write about all your meditation experiences. When you go back and read them, you will have a good sense for how your practice is progressing. 


If the thoughts that surface in your meditation are thoughts of attachment, or if you are angry and imagining killing something, this is a good indicator that you are still caught in extremes. Your mind is still working in polarities. You are not in the center. You are not in the present yet. 


These impulses toward attachment and aversion are very related with our thoughts of the past. If you are truly in the present, you will not fall into these extremes. The mahamudra experience is free from all the extremes including samsara and nirvana. This is very important. 


Over and over again we are born, we live, and we die in this perpetual cycle of existence. As long as we do not know that inner space of mahamudra, we will be trapped in this cycle of birth, life and death. Our attachment will lead us to desire an object, and this will force our conception. 


If you read the Tibetan Book of the Dead, it describes the whole journey of living, the dying process, the bardo, and conception. Although we have experienced endless cycles of birth and death, we cannot remember them. For some of us this may be too much to consider at present. It may be easier to think of death as being similar to sleep. When we have a very deep sleep, we completely forget everything about the world. We don’t remember any thoughts. 


The cycle of sleeping and waking is a good way to contemplate death and birth. The buddhas or enlightened ones who have gone through all the stages of death, bardo, and rebirth are even able to remember conception and being just a fetus. These enlightened ones describe sleeping and waking up as an experience that is similar to death and rebirth. This may be challenging for us at this point because we cannot remember these experiences, and we may not be sure that there is rebirth. 


We fall asleep and wake up over and over again because there is a continuum. What is continuing is our consciousness. In the consciousness there is the ego with its attachment and aversion. So even deep in our dreams we have nightmares based on these emotions. 


It’s been said that everyone dreams regardless of whether you remember your dreams or not. In a sense your journey after death through the bardo experience is similar to dreaming. You will have scary dreams when you have lots of anger and hatred repressed inside your mind. And if there is something you’ve wanted very badly and you have not gotten it, then that unexpressed desire will also affect your dreams. 


The process is very similar to death. When we have these unsettling dreams, it means that there are still lots of emotions repressed in our mind and mental consciousness. These emotions propel us to wake up, to live, and to go back to sleep in this continuous cyclic journey.


Samsara is a continuation of the emotions in the mind from moment to moment. And based on those emotions we create all of our actions repeatedly. Due to these actions we create more karma and emotion, and this forces our mind to continue from one moment to another. This is how we remain in samsara.


Every moment we are continuing. Every moment we are born, every moment we are dying, every moment we are awake. That is samsara. So as long as we have ego and emotions, we are living. 


Meditators who have seen that space are no longer attached to self and other. There is no attachment, and because there is no attachment, there is also no longer any aversion. In that inner space there is no ego, and the self is gone. Without the self, the concept of other also dissolves. 


For those who have gone beyond self and other, there is no samsara. They are not forced to be born because they don’t have the ego to create attachment. And they don’t have attachment to create any aversion. 


It is important to make the distinction that mahamudra is not nirvana. Nirvana is the cessation of your karma, your feelings, your actions and everything. Nirvana is when you cease to be forced by karma to be reborn again and again. 


Samsara and nirvana are opposite extremes. Samsara is life continuing one moment after another, and nirvana is the cessation of that life. For those who have achieved nirvana, life based on the ego has disappeared, leaving only enlightenment and wisdom. But the important distinction is that mahamudra is beyond both samsara and nirvana.


Those who have studied Indian and Tibetan Buddhism know that mahamudra is the highest experience. Nirvana, on the other hand, is simply the experience of understanding selflessness and freeing yourself completely from suffering and rebirth.


Mahamudra is the nature of the mind, which is the union of wisdom and compassion. Mahamudra is also described as the realization of the union of clarity and emptiness. Clarity is that wisdom, and emptiness is free from all destructive emotions. 




Because mahamudra is the union of wisdom and compassion, the power of that compassion is what inspires the conscious reincarnation of enlightened beings. It is the compassion that activates the wisdom so that, even after becoming enlightened, a buddha will take rebirth in order to benefit others. In this way, mahamudra is not a cessation. It is beyond cessation and beyond both samsara and nirvana.


In contrast to this, the whole purpose of Theravada practices such as mindfulness meditation is to achieve nirvana. That is the ultimate goal of all Theravada training. 


But the purpose of Vajrayana and Mahayana practices is to experience mahamudra, which is the union of wisdom and compassion. Mahamudra is beyond both samsara and nirvana, so for enlightened beings who have experienced it, reincarnation is not forced, but rather a conscious choice, made with deep compassion for the sake of all sentient beings.


Now for those of us who do not have this enlightened understanding, our actions and emotions have forced us to be reborn again and again. For us, forced rebirth is painful. Living is also painful both physically and emotionally, and death is very painful.


Enlightened beings who have chosen to be reincarnated are not subjected to this same pain and suffering. They have chosen to take rebirth out of their own free will. They are reincarnating to benefit others. In this way, mahamudra is beyond both samsara and nirvana. 


Mahamudra is neither eternal nor nihilistic. Mahamudra is also not samsara or nirvana. So with this one line from Virupa, what we understand is that the meditative state of mahamudra is free from all extremes. It is beyond the cycle of birth, life, and death.
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Not Apparent, Not Empty


[image: Image]


VIRUPA’S MYSTICAL SONG IS based on meditative realization. As we meditate more, these words will make more and more sense to us. However, if we have never done any meditation, then it is very likely that reading and discussing these songs will not make much sense.


In fact, if we have no meditation experience, studying these songs and teachings could actually create more conflict in us. Our life is conceived with conflicting emotions. Our strong emotions of attachment inspire our feelings of aversion as well. We carry these conflicting emotions into our present lives, and as a result, we are very restless, very eager for distraction.


So we can prove this through personal experience. When we are not doing meditation, all of our senses are externally pursuing sensual objects. The song says: 


not apparent, not empty, not real, not unreal, not nonarising


The mystical song is challenging how we perceive things in our life. If we reflect on how we live, we see a paradoxical life of conflicting emotions. This is why we have all these objects of desire and attachment. We see that when this desire is not fulfilled, we have anger. 


In some sense our life is based on this interaction between desirable objects and the objects of aversion. When our desire is fulfilled, we feel pleasure, we feel happy. When our desire is not fulfilled, we feel angry. Out of that anger we have pain. 


When Virupa says “not apparent,” he is challenging how we interact with the universe and how our feelings, ideas, and so forth are based on these emotions. What are the causes of these emotions? If we can just examine how we act in the universe in the first place, we will develop a deeper understanding. 


We have eyes, and because we have eyes, we see something. We have visual objects. Ordinarily the deciding factor in proving whether something exists depends on whether you have seen it or not. For example, in jury duty, in the conventional legal process, what you have seen is taken as the truth, the proof that something happened or exists.


This may be the case in our ordinary life. But here in the songs, when it says that mahamudra or mystical realization is “not apparent,” it is challenging how we perceive our life. This reference to “not apparent” is also reflected in the profound words of the Heart Sutra, which say: 


No eye, no ear, no nose, no tongue, no body, no mind, no form, no sound, no smell, no taste, no touch, no dharmas.


For those of us who do not have mystical realization, when the sutra says “no eye,” and that ultimate realization or truth is not apparent, it doesn’t make sense to us. We know we have an eye! And because our vision is the basis on which to prove that something exists or not for all of the visual objects, we are convinced that everything we see exists.


We don’t have the required realization to go beyond both seeing and not seeing because we never have lived that life, and we don’t have that understanding. We operate as if everything in our lives is based on whether we have seen or not seen something. 




Seen and not seen are there because, in the first place, we have the eye organ. This does not apply to blind people who never have seen anything. For them, seen or not seen will not apply. Only for those who have healthy eyes will apparent visual objects apply. Whether you have seen or not seen is based on whether you have a working eye organ. 


So we’ve established that to prove whether something exists or not we rely on the eye organ. We make the eye organ so important in our lives that it is almost like the judge of everything we do and experience. But when the Heart Sutra says “no eye,” it is challenging us to ask how truthfully we are seeing things. When our eye is perceiving, how truthfully are we actually seeing that object? This is the wonderful challenge we face, the paradigm shift our spiritual practice demands of us. 


For those who are not doing any meditation, this challenge may not even surface in their consciousness. For most people, if the eye sees it, it exists. That is what is valid in shaping all of their decisions and reactions. 


But for those who have meditation experience, the more practice you have done, the more you can begin to go beyond what you have seen. Now you are not just relying on this flesh and blood and whatever organ is experiencing the world. You are going beyond those basic sense perceptions to see things with the wisdom eye. That seeing that is born from wisdom is a kind of seeing without eyes. 


Of course, most of the time we see with our eyes, and that’s why we presume that what we see is actually universal. We assume that what we see must be the same for everyone. With a little examination we learn that this is not the case. What we’ve seen is shaded by our emotions. My eye organ is reliable only according to my inner conditions.


For example, when we meet people, if we don’t have any information about them, and we are seeing them for the first time, we have no preconceived idea of who they are. But the more we spend time with them, the more information we gather about them; although we are still seeing the same person, we are beginning to see them in very different ways. 




As we gather more information about them, we begin to form concepts. We determine their value to us. We come to recognize either an attachment, an aversion, or an indifference to them. So although our eye organ is still looking at the very same people, we may see them very differently after we’ve spent more time with them.


So that’s why we say, “Beauty is in the eye of the beholder.” Beauty is just an idea that we have formed based on our inner conditions that are based on our emotions. The same person may appear beautiful to one beholder and very ugly to another.


We certainly see that definitions of beauty on a broader cultural scale are radically different. I come from Asia, so the standards for what is desirable may be very different from the ideals of beauty here in the West. If someone has access to a lot of food, they may become bigger, and in some Asian cultures this is a sign of wealth, a sign of abundance! Only the beggars on the street are skinny. In a country that has famine, thinness is not something people value or aspire to! 


Then we look at the Western world, and we see that all the models are skinny, and that thinness is seen to be beautiful. All the rich people try to be so thin as a sign of their success!


So in some countries being bigger is very beautiful. Even the buddhas are very fat! And in other countries being overweight is a sign of ugliness. But if we don’t have any cultural preconditioning, then neither is ugly nor beautiful. They are the same. 


We have to look more closely at who created the idea to project that value onto that object. And also, even within a given culture, our ideas of what’s desirable are constantly changing. Our ideas change as often as the design of our clothes. When I was growing up in India, young people liked to wear bell-bottom pants that flared at the bottom. They wanted their pants to be very big! Then later that grew out of fashion, and now jeans are supposed to be very skinny.


So everything changes according to the times. And then according to these changes, our emotions are also affected. When everybody is wearing bell bottoms, if we don’t have them, then we may experience so much pain worrying that we are not like everyone else!




Our values are based on the concepts we have formed through the influence of family and cultural conditioning. Then according to that conditioning, we project all the values and judgments onto the world around us. 


When a meditator like Virupa says that the meditative state of mahamudra is “not apparent,” what he is really saying is that whatever is apparent is not reliable. What he’s saying is that this relationship between the ideas in your mind, your six sense organs, and the six sense objects taken together form what seems apparent.


When we see, when we hear, when we smell, when we touch, when we taste — how reliable are these experiences? This is the question Vi­rupa is challenging us to ask.


We are under the mistaken impression that we don’t have a life if we are not constantly pursuing these sensual objects based on our emotions. Our eyes are always grasping at visual objects according to our attachments and desires. The whole entertainment industry is based on this pursuit of sensory distraction.


The same applies to our other senses, which are always craving sound, smell, taste, and touch. This is the driving force in our daily existence. We are desperately pursuing these sensual objects in the hopes of experiencing more sustained pleasure and happiness.


Our focus in meditation is the opposite of this pursuit of sensory pleasure. We are focused inward, and we are practicing renunciation from worldly activities. If you become a great yogi, however, and if you have gained deep meditative experience, it may be possible to carry that meditative state into all of your activities regardless of what you are doing.


At the moment we constantly carry conflicting emotions around with us. But if you are a great yogi, then outwardly you may appear to be doing ordinary activities, but really you are remaining in an extraordinary and constant state of meditative wisdom. That state is a place of total freedom, complete independence. Existence is a very different experience for those who have achieved this level of realization.




For most of us, however, in order to practice meditation, we first need to become very introverted. We need to try to bring all our focus and attention onto one object. This is because in the beginning our attention is dispersed across so many activities. We are constantly multitasking, and our focus is very scattered. Due to this frenetic pace, our minds are extremely restless and unpeaceful. 


Our mind is not capable of accomplishing all of these things we expect of it because we have underlying conflicting emotions. These conflicting emotions, when they escalate, become the cause of all of our stress and anxiety. 


Early in our meditation practice we attempt to develop some attention by focusing on one object. As we progress in our practice, we see that in meditation we become capable of abandoning our dependence on outer objects, and we also are no longer relying on our sense organs. We begin to rely more on the mind and mental activities, and then we must attempt to go beyond even those. Meditators who have gone beyond mental activities have profound mystical experiences. 


For us, we may be moving away from reliance on outer objects through our meditation. But still we are dependent on something like our breathing. Still we are relying on the mind, and we have not gone completely beyond.


Occasionally in our meditation we may gain some glimpse of that mystical experience in which we experience that freedom. In that glimpse we are not depending on the object, the sense organ, or the mind. In that glimpse we will understand what Virupa is referring to when he said, “not apparent.” 


 “Not apparent” is when you have the experience of going beyond both the sense organ and the sense object. In this way you will have no eye, and you will have no object of the eye, and so no form. This is what is meant when the Heart Sutra says “no eye, no ear, no nose . . .” and lists all the sense organs as well as the sense objects, that is, “no form, no sound, no smell. . . .” This experience of going beyond both sense organ and sense object will become your experience only through the meditative state. 




When you experience that mystical meditative state, then for the first time you are free of conflicting emotions. This is an incredible new freedom. You suddenly have inner independence.


Until this point, although we may think we have some freedom, really we are controlled by our emotions. Our whole universe is divided into three groups in our mind. And, based on those mental categories, every object we encounter will invoke an emotional response of some sort. 


Based on these reactions to the objects in our lives, we are trapped in this cycle of pain and pleasure, of happiness and unhappiness, and we are even trapped in our neutral feelings of indifference to objects. But this experience of “not apparent” that Virupa speaks of is challenging the truth of not only the object but also your sense organ and your mind and mental activities.


This is the meditative way in which the yogis have examined these questions. But it is also possible to explore this in a more scientific manner. Buddhist philosophers have examined this through a very logical process of inquiry. Ultimately they have realized that what you see, those apparent objects you perceive, have no inherent independent existence. 


If you examine any object, reducing it down to the smallest atom, you cannot find any validity or independent existence. Buddhist scholars came to this conclusion through logical examination 2500 years ago. And now scientists are experimenting and coming to the very same conclusions.


There is very active engagement now between Buddhism and science. When you listen to these discussions between leading scientists and Buddhist practitioners, although they may use different terms to describe these same principles, increasingly we find that science is now proving what philosophers have believed for hundreds and hundreds of years.
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