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Advance Praise for 
The Essence of Tsongkhapa’s Teachings


“When I first studied Jé Tsongkhapa’s root text on the Three Principal Aspects of the Path several decades ago, I recognized I had encountered the essence of all the Mahāyāna teachings of the Buddha, and the indispensable foundation of the Vajrayāna. I knew that I could entrust myself to these three principles in all my lifetimes until enlightenment, and my faith in them has only deepened during the ensuing years. In this precious volume, His Holiness the Dalai Lama has brought his vast erudition and profound insights to elucidating this text for the modern world, for which I offer my humble gratitude and joyful appreciation.”


— B. Alan Wallace, president, Santa Barbara Institute for Consciousness Studies


“I teach my students about bodhisattva practice in terms of the three main aspects of the path: determination to be free, bodhichitta, and correct view. I am thrilled to see that we now have Tsongkhapa’s pithy and profound verses on this topic along with the Dalai Lama’s lucid commentary. This is a short, readable book — and a great introduction to Mahāyāna practice. It includes Tsongkhapa’s original text in Tibetan, so it could also be used quite effectively as a text for teaching the translation of classical Tibetan.”


— Guy Newland, chair, Department of Philosophy and Religion, Central Michigan University


“A comprehensive and insightful commentary on the Three Principal Aspects of the Path — a seminal work by Jé Tsongkhapa. A must-have for any serious practitioner of the path to full enlightenment. I applaud both the very capable translators and Wisdom Publications for making this available. This is indeed a treasure.”


— Joshua Cutler, executive director, Tibetan Buddhist Learning Center; editor in chief, The Great Treatise on the Stages of the Path to Enlightenment
(Lam Rim Chen Mo)
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Learn from the Dalai Lama 
how to put into practice your understanding of 
renunciation, the awakening mind, 
and emptiness.
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Preface


I am happy that Wisdom Publications is publishing His Holiness the Dalai Lama’s commentary on Three Principal Aspects of the Path, by Jé Tsongkhapa, which I had the fortune to simultaneously translate during the teaching itself, and later prepare this written translation for the Library of Tibetan Works and Archives (LTWA) with the help of my friend Jeremy Russell. Tsongkhapa taught this short text to Tsakho Onpo Ngawang Dakpa in a place called Gyamo Rong in eastern Tibet.


The three principal aspects of the path are the axis or lifeline of all the sutric and tantric practices that you undertake. In other words, it is important that your practice be influenced by the three aspects: renunciation or the determination to be free, bodhichitta or the mind of enlightenment, and right or correct view. For when your practice is influenced by renunciation it becomes a cause for achieving liberation (nirvana), when it is influenced by bodhichitta it becomes a cause for achieving omniscience (buddhahood), and when it is influenced by correct view it becomes an antidote to the cycle of existence (samsara). In the absence of these main aspects of the path, even if one is well versed in the five subjects of learning, even if one is able to remain in a meditative state for many eons, even if one possesses the five clairvoyances, and even if one has achieved the eight great accomplishments, one will not be able to go beyond this cycle of existence.


The three principal aspects of the path are the essence of all the scriptures of the Buddha. The meaning of the Buddha’s teachings and the commentaries on them are included in the stages of the path of three types of individuals — the lowest, who is concerned with a higher rebirth; the medium, who is concerned with liberation or nirvana; and the highest-capacity individual, who is concerned with the bodhisattva motivation of becoming a buddha to benefit other beings. This is so because the purpose of all the scriptures containing the Buddha’s teachings and their commentaries is really to help followers achieve buddhahood. To attain that state of omniscience, one should practice the twofold practice of skillful means and wisdom, within which the main practice is bodhichitta and correct view (wisdom understanding emptiness). In order to cultivate these two, one should have first of all cultivated a deep sense of disgust toward the superficial marvels of the cycle of existence, and should have developed genuine renunciation — the wish to come out of samsara. In the absence of this, it is impossible to develop the great compassion that aspires to liberate other sentient beings from the cycle of existence. Hence renunciation is a must.


Bodhichitta is the main practice of accumulation of merit for achieving the body of the Buddha (rupakaya), and correct view is the main practice for achieving the truth body (dharmakaya). Moreover, in the beginning, in order to convince one’s mind to embrace Dharma, one needs renunciation. To ensure that the Dharma practice becomes a Mahayana path of practice, one needs bodhichitta, and to eliminate completely the two obscurations, correct view is a must. Thus these three are known as the three principal aspects of the path. This way of practicing all the essential points of the path by including them in these three principal aspects is a very special instruction that Manjushri gave directly to Tsongkhapa.


Ven. Lhakdor, Director, LTWA
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Three Principal Aspects of the Path by Jé Tsongkhapa
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I pay homage to the foremost venerable lamas


I will explain, as well as I can,


the essence of all the teachings of the Conqueror,


the path praised by the Conqueror’s children,


the entrance for the fortunate desiring liberation.


Those who are not attached to the joys of the cyclic existence,


who strive to make meaning of this leisure and opportunity,


who rely on the path pleasing to the Conqueror —


those fortunate ones, listen with a clear mind.
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Without a pure determination to be free,


there is no means to achieve peace owing to fixation on the pleasurable effects of the ocean of existence.


Embodied beings are thoroughly bound by craving for existence;


therefore, in the beginning, seek a determination to be free.


Contemplating how freedom and fortune are difficult to find,


and that in life there is no time to waste, blocks the attraction to the captivating appearances of this life.


Repeatedly contemplating actions’ infallible effects,


and the sufferings of cyclic existence, blocks the captivating appearance of future lives.
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Having familiarized yourself in this way,


if you do not generate admiration


for the prosperity of cyclic existence even for an instant,


and if you wish for liberation day and night,


at that time you have generated the determination to be free.


If this determination to be free is not influenced


by a pure mind of enlightenment,


it will not become a cause for unsurpassable enlightenment, the perfect bliss;


therefore the intelligent should generate a mind of enlightenment.
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Carried away by the four torrential rivers,


bound by tight bonds of actions, difficult to undo,


caught in the iron net of the conception of self,


thoroughly enveloped by the thick darkness of ignorance . . . 


born into boundless cyclic existence,


and in rebirths unceasingly tormented by the three sufferings —


contemplating the state of mother sentient beings in such conditions, generate the supreme mind.


Seeing the sufferings of the mother sentient beings that are in such a situation,


we should generate the supreme mind.
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Without the wisdom realizing the ultimate nature of existence,


even though you familiarize yourself with the determination to be free and the mind of enlightenment,


the root of cyclic existence cannot be cut;


therefore make an effort to realize dependent arising.


One who sees the infallible cause and effect


of all phenomena in cyclic existence and beyond


and destroys all perceptions (of inherent existence)


has entered the path that pleases the Buddha.
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Appearances are infallible dependent arisings;


emptiness is free of assertions.


As long as these two understandings are seen as separate,


one has not yet realized the intent of the Buddha.


At the time when these two realizations are simultaneous and don’t have to alternate,


from the mere sight of infallible dependent arising comes ascertainment


that completely destroys all modes of grasping;


at that time, the analysis of the profound view is complete.
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Also, when the extreme of existence is eliminated by appearances,


and the extreme of nonexistence is eliminated by emptiness,


and the nature of the arising of cause and effect from emptiness is known,


you will not be captivated by the view that grasps at extremes.


Thus when you have realized the essentials


of the three principal aspects of the path, accordingly,


seek solitude and generate the power of effort,


and quickly actualize your ultimate purpose, my son.


The text is taught by Jé Tsongkhapa to Tsakho Onpo Ngawang Dakpa.
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Introduction


BY HIS HOLINESS THE DALAI LAMA









Today I am going to explain the Three Principal Aspects of the Path. As usual, before beginning a teaching, we will do the three practices for cleaning our mental continuums and then we will recite the Heart Sutra. Now make the mandala offering.


Whatever teachings are being given, both the listener and the teacher should have a pure motivation. Especially when listening to a Mahayana teaching, you should first take refuge in the Buddha, Dharma, and Sangha to protect yourself from following the wrong path, and second you should generate an altruistic mind of enlightenment to differentiate yourself from followers of lower paths. Therefore we should visualize two points: first, taking refuge in the Buddha, Dharma, and Sangha for the benefit of all sentient beings, then generating the altruistic aspiration to enlightenment for the sake of all sentient beings. So with this motivation, we should recite the verse for taking refuge in the Buddha, Dharma, and Sangha three times, clearly visualizing that we are doing so for the benefit of all sentient beings.


After the incomparable Buddha had attained enlightenment at the Bodh Gaya, he taught the four noble truths: the truth of suffering, the true causes of suffering, the true cessation of suffering, and the true path. This became the basis or foundation for all the later teachings he gave. Although the Buddha taught the four noble truths during his first turning of the wheel of the doctrine, the meaning of true cessation was most explicitly taught during the second turning of the wheel of doctrine. At that time he taught the meaning of emptiness directly and the stages of the path implicitly. In other words, while teaching emptiness directly, he taught the meaning of the two truths — conventional and ultimate truth — and the complete meaning of nirvana and cessation.


During the third turning of the wheel of doctrine, the Buddha taught the meaning of Buddha nature in the Tathagata Essence Sutra, which forms the basis for Maitreya’s Sublime Science (Uttaratantra). He explained that sentient beings have a buddha nature or an ability to become enlightened mainly in terms of the nature of the mind, which is empty of inherent existence and thus suitable to be transformed into enlightenment. It is clearly explained in Sublime Science that the mind is by nature pure and free of defilement, which makes it suitable for attaining enlightenment. This is because anything that lacks inherent existence is changeable and subject to causes and conditions. As Nagarjuna says in Fundamental Wisdom of the Middle Way:


For whichever (system) emptiness is possible, for that (system) all is possible.


For whichever (system) emptiness is not possible, for that (system) nothing is possible.


The meaning of the term “emptiness” is “empty of inherent existence,” and that means being dependent on something else, being dependent on causes and conditions. When we say that something is dependent on other phenomena, it means that when those phenomena change, that particular thing will also change. If it were not dependent on something else and had inherent existence, then it would not be subject to change due to other conditions.


So during the second turning of the wheel of doctrine, teaching that phenomena lack inherent existence, the Buddha taught that phenomena can be made to change because they are dependent on causes and conditions. Now, although phenomena lack inherent existence when they appear to us, we think that they exist inherently. Not only do phenomena appear as if they are inherently existent, but we also become attached to them and determine that they exist inherently. In this way, we generate craving, desire, anger, and so forth. When we encounter some pleasant or interesting object, we generate a lot of attachment, and if we see something distasteful or unappealing, we get angry. Therefore problems like anger and attachment arise because of conceiving phenomena as inherently existent.


The conception of phenomena as inherently existent is a wrong consciousness mistaken toward its referent object, which provides the foundation for all delusions. However, if we generate an understanding that phenomena are not inherently existent, it will act as a counterforce to that wrong consciousness. This shows that the defilements of the mind can be removed. If the delusions that defile the mind are removable, then the seeds or potencies left behind by these delusions can also be eliminated. The absolute purity of the mind, which is its lack of inherent existence, is taught explicitly in the second turning of the wheel of the doctrine. During the third turning of the wheel, it is explained again not only from the ultimate but also from the conventional point of view that the ultimate nature of the mind is pure, and in its pure state it is only neutral and clear light.
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