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SEVEN STEPS TO TRAIN YOUR MIND
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LEARN TO CULTIVATE A RESILIENT AND WARM HEART, EVEN IN THE FACE OF GREAT DIFFICULTY, FROM ONE OF THE MOST BELOVED OF THE LAST GENERATION OF LAMAS TRAINED IN PRE-INVASION TIBET.


The aphorisms of the Seven-Point Mind Training, a centuries-old Tibetan text, present a powerful call to Buddhist practice: view reality as dreamlike, contemplate the kindness of your enemies, give up expectations of reward, and change yourself but remain as you are.


When he fled Tibet, Gomo Tulku carried in his heart this text, which he turned to time and again when faced with difficulties in life. His inspired commentary in Seven Steps to Train Your Mind will help us get through ours. This book succinctly provides a practical description of how to train the mind and develop the mental qualities of peace, joy, and wisdom that will carry one through any circumstance.


“A fresh translation and commentary of a profound Buddhist text.
An inspiring and uplifting work.”


—East & West Series


“Gomo Tulku’s commentary provides many details on how to put mind-training techniques into practice to help achieve peace of mind and instructs readers on how to look inward for the causes and cures of daily hardship and adversity.”


—Tricycle


GOMO TULKU (1922–85), an accomplished Buddhist master born in Tibet, was confirmed by the Thirteenth Dalai Lama to be the reincarnation of a highly realized Tibetan yogi. A holder of many rare lineages of initiation, Gomo Tulku taught and inspired many students across the globe throughout his life.




FOREWORD


BY THE TWENTY-THIRD GOMO TULKU, TENZIN D. KASHHI


I WAS BORN in Canada in 1988 and for the early years of my life lived in Canada and the United States. From the age of seven until I was nineteen I lived and studied at one of the biggest Tibetan monasteries in India. It was difficult for me, growing up in these parallel worlds, to find a place in which to be truly at peace. Over time I have come to the conclusion, based on personal experience and investigation, that there is no better place in which to find authentic peace than in my own mind. I had only myself to blame if my peace was threatened. In short, we can’t expect to find peace somewhere outside of ourselves in the external world.


One of the things I have found most useful from my study of Buddhist philosophy is its understanding of the psychology that underlies peoples’ happiness and unhappiness. From the point of view of my recent experiences as a recording artist in the music scene, I can say that people are generally driven by the hype of pop culture and easily influenced by the names and faces that govern many aspects of social status. While this is fine to a certain degree, we can sometimes get wrapped up in the feeling that we “gotta match up,” which jeopardizes our own happiness and inner peace. The need to have the same shoes as the person we see on television or the feeling that we don’t look good because some model looks better makes us unhappy by making us discontent with what we have or who we are. Therefore, to me, the main keys to building some peace of mind are to be aware of our minds, to come to know the value of our lives, and to cultivate a sense of genuine contentment.


A sense of contentment can come about in many ways. It may be that when we watch the news and see all the genocide going on in the world, it puts our own problems in perspective and helps us see how lucky we are to live in a place where we can say what we want and sing about the way we feel without fear that the system will clamp down and punish us. Looking at the problems that make us unhappy from a broader perspective can help us to see that these are often not real problems compared to what many people in the world experience. Understanding that others have much bigger problems than ours can help us get over the “gotta match up” mindset so that we feel less unsettled by material and status competition.


I’m glad that you’ve read these few words, because it means that you are about to embark on a journey that will give you the tools you need to better understand how your own mind works. Pursuing the practice of training your mind will be of benefit to yourself and others because you will develop a greater awareness of your own states of mind and understand how to put your mind to good use. I wish you every success on your journey.


Tenzin D. Kashhi
The Twenty-Third Gomo Tulku
Pomaia, Italy
July 2014




FOREWORD


BY LAMA THUBTEN ZOPA RINPOCHE


TO WHOEVER READS this precious holy Dharma text, I would like to mention how extremely fortunate you are to have this opportunity to receive the precious holy teachings of guru Gomo Rinpoche, whose kindness is greater than that of all the past, present, and future buddhas.


Rinpoche once wrote me a letter from his home in Mussorie, India, telling me that he had hopes of definitely becoming enlightened in his very lifetime. This statement implies that Rinpoche’s mind had become one with the practice; in other words, his mind had become one with devotion to the guru (the root of the path to enlightenment), as well as renunciation, the mind of enlightenment (bodhicitta), the wisdom realizing emptiness, and the two stages of tantra. It means that he had attained the realizations of clear light and illusory body because, without these realizations, he could not have said that he hoped to become enlightened in his lifetime.


In fact, it was obvious to us disciples that Rinpoche’s teachings on tantra came from his own personal experience, and, in spite of our ordinary obscured way of perceiving things, we could still see that he had incredible qualities. As a result of his subdued mind and his realizations, his teachings immediately subdued the minds of his listeners. Just as snow naturally melts in the heat of the sun and butter melts on a hot pan, his teachings, due to his wisdom and compassion, naturally cooled, or pacified, our disturbed emotional minds.


The topic of the teachings contained in this book is mind training, or thought transformation, which is the most profound form of psychology and the best form of meditation. The teachings on mind training explain how to integrate our daily life experiences with meditation and Dharma practice, especially when we experience problems and our minds are filled with disturbing emotions. The mind training teachings show us how to make our lives beneficial even in times of difficulty by using problems as the path to enlightenment, the highest happiness. Through thought transformation practice—the application of either the ultimate mind of enlightenment, the realization of emptiness, or the conventional mind of enlightenment, the thought to achieve enlightenment for the benefit of all sentient beings—we can transform the experience of any difficulty (relationship problems, cancer, AIDS, and even our own death) into a cause for all sentient beings’ happiness. In other words, not only do our sufferings become the cause of our own happiness, they also become the cause of countless other sentient beings’ happiness. Through practicing mind training we can transform even the experience of problems into something extremely beneficial and useful for other sentient beings.


Mind training allows us to use problems as a method to purify our mental obscurations and the negative actions we committed in the past. Through developing the mind of enlightenment, we will also simultaneously accumulate merit similar in extent to the infinite sky. Thus, through the practice of transforming our minds, problems become a quick path to enlightenment.


Because Rinpoche himself lived the practice of mind training, his teachings come from experience and are not just empty words. For this reason, we are extremely fortunate to have this opportunity to study his teachings and to put into practice whatever we have understood.


I hope and pray that numberless sentient beings have the chance to read this book and thereby plant the seeds of liberation and enlightenment in their minds. May they achieve enlightenment as quickly as possible.


Kopan Monastery, Nepal
November 1995




PREFACE


WHEN WE EXPERIENCE adversity, our tendency is to point to people and conditions external to ourselves as the source of all our problems. Consequently, during difficult periods in our lives we tend to find fault in everyone we meet, even in our friends and relatives. In contrast, when we apply specific methods for training our mind, we practice looking inside ourselves for the reasons we are experiencing hardship. As we do so, we eventually discover that we alone are responsible for all our problems. This is because the reason behind all our problems is that we have not been taking care of our own minds. Instead, we have allowed our minds to run wild under the control of the three mental poisons of attachment, hatred, and ignorance. If instead we carefully examine the source of our problems, we will come to the conclusion that not a single problem is caused by conditions external to our own mind. On further investigation, we will also come to realize that, due to having familiarized ourselves with the mental poisons during our many past lives, we will continue to experience suffering in this and all our future lives—if we do not take action against those poisons right now.


The main reason we are unable to take care of our minds and apply the antidotes, or remedies, to the three mental poisons is our strong tendency to cherish ourselves above all others. This tendency shows itself in a variety of ways, such as how we hold our bodies and our belongings to be so precious. However, in my own experience, the most harmful of selfish attitudes is that of being happy and pleased with the people who help or praise us and being unhappy and angry with the people who speak harshly to us or criticize us. These feelings bring about attachment to the resulting “friends,” and anger toward the resulting “enemies.” These negative emotions, which are the result of cherishing ourselves, totally destroy our mental happiness and make us confused. If, on the contrary, we were able to view other people and their actions with equanimity, we would discover real peace of mind.


Generally speaking, when other people treat us well, we have a tendency to feel pleased and gratified. Having practiced the methods for training the mind, I can honestly say that I no longer have this reaction when, for example, people show me respect or offer things to me. Now, even when people treat me disrespectfully or do not help me, I can remain very relaxed and peaceful, without unhappy or negative thoughts toward them.


In fact, the reason that I have chosen to teach this particular topic, the practice of mind training, is because I have personally experienced its great benefit. In 1948, I experienced a period of great personal hardship and difficulty. I was very unhappy and felt frustrated and tense. I therefore began to look for some means to bring my mind back under control, to regain a state of mental tranquility. I discovered that the only way for me to remain happy was to engage in the practices collectively known as “mind training,” or lojong in Tibetan. I read many texts on this subject and, at the same time, I tried to put these methods into practice. Through doing so, I was eventually able to bring my mind back under control, and thereby regain inner peace and contentment. Then, to remind myself of the mind training practices, I wrote a commentary to Geshe Chekawa’s mind training text, Seven-Point Mind Training (Blo sbyong don bdun ma), based on my own experience.


Later on, as a refugee in India in 1962, I once again experienced a difficult period. As before, I turned to the practice of mind training and read many texts written on this subject by the great yogis of the past. I then rewrote my commentary on Seven-Point Mind Training, the original version having been lost when I fled Tibet. My commentary, Annotations to Foundational Verses for Training the Mind, was subsequently checked and amended by the junior tutor of His Holiness the Dalai Lama, Kyabje Trijang Rinpoche.


My hope is that these teachings on training the mind will also be of benefit to you, whenever you too experience mental and physical problems.


Gomo Tulku
Istituto Lama Tzong Khapa
Pomaia, Italy
February 1985
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A NOTE ON THE TEXT


THERE EXIST SEVERAL slightly different redactions of Seven-Point Mind Training, also known as Foundational Verses for Training the Mind. They differ in the order in which the lines of the text are presented (the training in the absolute enlightened attitude of bodhicitta in particular occurs toward the beginning in some redactions and toward the end in others), in how the lines of the text are parsed into the seven points, and in the addition and omission of various lines. The version included here matches the source text for Gomo Tulku’s Annotations to Foundational Verses for Training the Mind.


In order to understand the structure of this book, the reader needs to be aware that it contains the translations of two Tibetan texts along with the transcript of an oral explanation given by Gomo Tulku to these texts. The main or root text is Seven-Point Mind Training by Kadam geshe Chekawa; this text appears in bold-face, sans-serif type throughout this book. Gomo Tulku’s own concise written commentary to this text, which he called Annotations to Foundational Verses for Training the Mind, appears after the lines of the Seven-Point Mind Training and is indented, set in sans-serif type throughout. These two texts are followed by the unindented transcript of Gomo Tulku’s oral explanation of the texts, in which he further elaborates on their meaning. Although this structure may at times result in a bit of repetition, it is a common way of teaching in the Tibetan tradition and is meant to drive a point home. Because the teachings of the Buddha are not simply for the purpose of gaining mere knowledge, but are intended to bring about a profound and lasting change in our way of thinking and acting, repetition serves as a time-tested method for helping us to remember what it is we need to do!


The translation of Annotations to Foundational Verses for Training the Mind by Gomo Tulku is based on an earlier English translation by Thubten Jampa and George Churinoff (Gelong Thubten Tsultrim) and an Italian translation by Massimo Stordi (Gelong Thubten Tsognyi). The oral commentary by Gomo Tulku included in this volume was created by merging a brief teaching that he gave on Annotations at Istituto Lama Tzong Khapa, Pomaia, Italy, in February of 1985 and a more extensive teaching that he gave at Institut Vajra Yogini, Lavaur, France, in April of 1985.




SEVEN STEPS TO TRAIN THE MIND




INTRODUCTION


ALL THE BUDDHA’S TEACHINGS can be considered methods or techniques for training the mind—that is, for transforming the mind from a general state of nonvirtue to one of virtue, from self-centeredness to altruism, and from having an unreliable perspective on reality to having a reliable one. Just as repeated efforts to increase strength, flexibility, and endurance train the physical body, so too do repeated efforts to transform negative mental states into positive ones train the mind. In this sense, we can think of the cultivation of ethical discipline, meditative concentration, and wisdom1 that the Buddha prescribes as forms of mind training.


However, the practice of training the mind that is dealt with in this book refers more precisely to those practices that specifically develop and enhance the two aspects of the enlightened attitude of bodhicitta: the relative enlightened attitude—an altruistic aspiration to achieve buddhahood, the state of complete awakening, for the sake of our fellow living beings—and the absolute enlightened attitude—the wisdom that clearly and directly realizes that we ourselves and the world we live in lack any type of ultimately real, enduring, and independent existence. These two attitudes, synthesized as compassion and wisdom, are likened to the wings of a bird: using both of them together we can quickly soar to enlightenment2 and can become buddhas. Because enlightenment is the goal at the heart of Mahayana, or “Universal Vehicle,” Buddhism, it is the focus of all the meditations, prayers, and practices that bodhisattvas, those who use the Universal Vehicle, undertake. Thus the practice of mind training taught in this particular book epitomizes the path of Mahayana Buddhism.


Among the many texts on mind training that have been written in Tibet over the centuries, the most well-known are probably the Eight Verses for Training the Mind3 written by Langri Thangpa (1054–1153), a master of the Kadam school of Tibetan Buddhism, and Seven-Point Mind Training written by Geshe Chekawa (1101–75), a later master of the same school. All mind training texts in general, and Seven-Point Mind Training in particular, are thought to take their lead from a compilation of sayings called Foundational Lines for Training the Mind. This work has been attributed to Dīpaṃkara Śrījñāna (982–1054), more widely known as Atiśa, an Indian scholar-monk who spent the last seventeen years of his life teaching in Tibet and who founded the Kadam School.


Atiśa passed the mind training teachings to his main Tibetan disciple Dromtönpa. They were then handed down through the Kadam masters Potowa, Langri Thangpa, and Sharawa, until they reached Chekawa, who compiled them in the Seven-Point Mind Training.4 The transmission of the study and practice of this text continued uninterruptedly from guru to disciple all the way down to Gomo Tulku, who in 1985 taught this text to audiences first in Italy and then in France. That Seven-Point Mind Training is still widely taught in all four schools of the Tibetan Buddhist tradition and that there are a growing number of contemporary commentaries available on it attests to the fact that the mind training practices are as useful today as they were almost a thousand years ago, when Atiśa first taught the subject to his Tibetan disciples.


What characterizes the mind training texts in general? They propose a radical change—a complete 180° turn about—from our present self-centered ways of thinking about and perceiving ourselves and the world we live in. These texts teach us how to replace an attitude that holds ourselves to be more important than everyone else with an attitude that cherishes others first and foremost. Developing a compassionate attitude that wishes to attain enlightenment in order to relieve the suffering of all sentient beings is the greatest expression of altruism. To achieve this we must first have a healthy sense of our own value and potential as intelligent and good-hearted human beings—in other words, a healthy sense of self-importance. Understanding the great value and potential that our own lives possess and seeing that this value exists within each of our fellow living beings, we can then begin the work of bringing about the fundamental transformation of all of our thoughts and actions by training our minds.
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