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ENLIGHTENMENT IS POSSIBLE FOR EACH AND EVERY ONE OF US.


Seeking enlightenment is actually the best thing we can do for others and for the world, but also the best thing we can do for ourselves, because it means being free from all misery, pain, depression, dissatisfaction, and negative emotions, and abiding forever in peace, joy, love, and compassion. What could be more wonderful than that? 


In How to Meditate on the Stages of the Path, Kathleen McDonald (Sangye Khadro) offers practical advice, support, and step-by-step guidance on how to meditate on the stages of the path to enlightenment that will transform the practice of new meditators and seasoned practitioners alike.


“How to Meditate on the Stages of the Path is a much-needed roadmap on how to meditate on all the main topics on the path to liberation and full awakening. Whether you are starting your exploration of Buddhism or planning to do a long retreat on the stages of the path to awakening, this is a book to keep on your meditation table: it will steer you toward actualizing your buddha potential!”


—Bhikshuni Thubten Chodron, Dharma teacher, author, and abbess of Sravasti Abbey


“Sangye Khadro has done it again. The translator and teacher who gave us inspiring and engaging guidance about Tibetan meditations in general in her first book, How to Meditate, now focuses her well-honed skills on showing us precisely how to meditate on the multiple topics of the stages of the path (lamrim) teachings, masterfully laying out how we each might meditate, systematically, on the stages of the path to enlightenment.”


—Jan Willis, PhD, author of Dreaming Me: Black, Baptist, and Buddhist and Dharma Matters: Women, Race, and Tantra
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MORE THAN 2,500 years ago, a young man named Siddhartha sat down under a tree in northern India and began to meditate. Although born into a wealthy royal family, he came to recognize that life’s pleasures were fleeting and unreliable and that the world was full of painful experiences—sickness, aging, death, disappointment, and grief. He decided to leave home and meditate in the forest, seeking a state beyond suffering and confusion. After six years of intense striving, he was in the final phase of his spiritual journey. He had learned from spiritual teachers, fellow meditators, and his own trials and errors, and was now determined to succeed. That night, sitting beneath what came to be known as the bodhi tree, with the full moon shining upon him, he at last reached his goal and became a buddha, one whom we know as Buddha Shakyamuni. 


What exactly is the state he attained, variously called enlightenment, awakening, or buddhahood? You pretty much have to be there yourself to really understand it. But simply speaking, enlightenment means being free forever from every type of afflictive experience; thus, buddhas have no suffering, physical or mental. On top of that, they have perfected every positive, beneficial quality such as love, compassion, ethical conduct, patience, and wisdom, and in turn they continuously experience only joy and tranquility. Enlightenment doesn’t happen all at once in a flash, but is the culmination of a long process of gradual transformation that occurs mainly due to seeing things as they really are, which is quite different from the way we normally see them.


Many beings have already attained buddhahood, and all of us have the potential—known as buddha nature—to attain it as well. It’s not easy or quick, but if we are willing to begin learning and practicing now, we can take our first steps toward enlightenment in this lifetime. 


Some might think enlightenment sounds boring, as if buddhas just sit around all day feeling peaceful and blissful. That’s a misunderstanding. Although their minds are always peaceful, they are continuously aware of others and ready to assist them. Long before reaching enlightenment, they cultivated love and compassion for every living being in the universe and committed themselves to freeing everyone from suffering and helping them attain genuine happiness. With that motivation, they practiced the path to enlightenment over many lifetimes. The path itself involves benefiting others, as we will see later, and once they reach enlightenment, buddhas continue working for others every minute and second. There’s no time to be bored! They are totally delighted to help others until everyone else has attained enlightenment as well, no matter how long it takes.


So, enlightenment is possible for each and every one of us. It’s actually the best thing we can do for ourselves, because it means being free from all misery, pain, depression, dissatisfaction, and negative emotions, and abiding forever in peace, joy, love, and compassion. What could be more wonderful than that? It’s also the best thing we can do for others because once we reach that state, we have unlimited knowledge and ability to help all other beings according to their needs and wishes. 


How do we become a buddha? Is it enough to just sit like Buddha Shakyamuni with our legs crossed, eyes closed, smiling peacefully, and hope that our mind will somehow transform into enlightened mind? No. Becoming enlightened is the result of many causes and conditions and something that is cultivated over a long period of time. 


The Buddha spent numerous lifetimes creating those causes before his birth as Siddhartha. Fortunately for us, after attaining enlightenment, he spent the remaining forty-five years of his life teaching, explaining the path to enlightenment and guiding his followers. His teachings have been passed down continuously since then, from realized masters to their disciples, and remain a living tradition to this day. 


Some of those past masters compiled the teachings into a step-by-step guide that explains what we need to do to get from our present unenlightened state all the way to the enlightened state of a buddha. That is what is known as lamrim in Tibetan—the gradual path, or stages of the path, to enlightenment, where lam means path and rim means stages. The lamrim consists of a series of topics we engage in by way of three steps: First, we listen to explanations by qualified teachers and study reliable books. Second, we think about what we have learned to gain a more accurate understanding. Third, we meditate on the understanding we attained in the first two steps to make ourselves thoroughly familiar with it and bring about a transformation of our mind and way of living. More details about these three steps will be given later.


Numerous books on lamrim, translated from Tibetan, are available in English—a list of recommended titles can be found at the end of this book. There are also lamrim courses offered by Tibetan Buddhist centers around the world, as well as online. The focus of this book is, as the title indicates, how to meditate on the lamrim. It contains a brief introduction to each topic, then presents suggested ways of meditating on them. So if you are new to lamrim, you will need to supplement the material provided here with other resources. If you are new to meditation, I suggest that you start with my first book, How to Meditate, or another basic meditation guide, so that you have the background training that is needed to engage in these practices.


OVERVIEW OF THIS BOOK


Part 1 is an introductory section that provides such information as a brief history of the lamrim, meditation basics, how to use the book, how to set up a session of lamrim meditation, and so on. Part 2 contains several preliminary practices that can be done prior to meditation on the lamrim to make your meditation session more effective. Parts 3, 4, 5, and 6 contain the actual lamrim meditations, arranged according to the level of a practitioner’s spiritual capacity. An appendix provides several additional meditations for more advanced students and other supplementary material. At the end of the book you will find a glossary of Buddhist terms and a list of suggested further resources. 


As mentioned earlier, lamrim topics are meant to be thought about and meditated upon rather than simply read about, and I have tried my best to explain how to do that. However, if you are not yet ready to engage with the material in this book at that level, it’s fine to read through it, but try to do so in a leisurely and reflective way, pausing to contemplate as many of the points as possible. I think you will find that more meaningful and satisfying than rushing through the book so you can move on to the next one on your list. It’s my heartfelt wish that you will gain as much benefit as I have from learning about these topics and allowing them to sink deeply within you.


ACKNOWLEDGMENTS


I wish to express my heartfelt appreciation to the precious teachers from whom I have learned the lamrim and other aspects of Buddhist philosophy and practice. I first encountered the lamrim in 1973 while attending classes at the Library of Tibetan Works and Archives in Dharamsala, India, taught by my first teacher, Geshe Ngawang Dhargyey. I continued learning lamrim while staying at Kopan Monastery in Nepal from 1974–77. During that time, I was fortunate to attend four consecutive month-long lamrim courses taught by Lama Thubten Yeshe and Lama Zopa Rinpoche and engaged in several group meditation retreats that deepened my understanding of the path to enlightenment. Since then I have attended lamrim teachings offered by other masters, including the Dalai Lama, Ribur Rinpoche, and Khensur Jampa Tegchok. I have done several personal lamrim retreats and, on the advice of my teachers, have also taught courses on it—an excellent way to expand and deepen one’s own understanding.


I also wish to thank my friend Tiziana Losa, from whom the idea of the book initially arose. We were classmates in the second FPMT (Foundation for the Preservation of the Mahayana Tradition) Masters Program held at Istituto Lama Tzong Khapa in Italy from 2008 to 2013. Throughout the first year of the program, I led weekly lamrim meditations for the other students. Tiziana was the Italian interpreter for those sessions, and she later used a translation of my notes to lead lamrim meditations for Italian students in other times and venues. Several years ago, she requested that I edit the notes and develop them into a book—as there was no such book in Italian, she felt it would be very beneficial for Italian-speaking students. While working on the book—polishing the English, making changes and additions—it occurred to me that it might be useful for English-speaking students as well, so I approached Wisdom Publications, who replied that they would be happy to publish it. My first book, How to Meditate, continues to be popular (it’s now in its ninth printing), and we thought that the present volume would be a sequel to that for those who wish to explore the Buddha’s teachings in greater depth and learn how to meditate on them.


I am also very grateful to Ven. Thubten Lamsel and Tiziana Losa for proofreading the entire manuscript and offering valuable suggestions, and to Geshe Dadul Namgyal and Ven. Thubten Chodron for their comments and corrections to chapter 23, on the perfection of wisdom. Many thanks as well to Brianna Quick for her skillful editing, to Ben Gleason for ushering the manuscript from design to print, and to everyone else at Wisdom Publications who helped bring this book to its final edition.
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FIRST STEPS




These teachings offer the means to free oneself from delusion—a path that eventually leads to freedom from all suffering and to the bliss of enlightenment. The more one comes to understand the Dharma, or Buddhist teachings, the weaker will be the grip of pride, hatred, greed, and other negative emotions that cause so much suffering. Applying this understanding in daily life over a period of months and years will gradually transform the mind . . .


THE DALAI LAMA, The Way to Freedom
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WHAT IS THE LAMRIM? 


LAMRIM, or stages of the path, is a genre of texts and teachings that developed in Tibet starting in the eleventh century. Somewhat like the way Google Maps instructs us on how to reach a certain destination, the lamrim lays out the main points of the Buddha’s teachings in a step-by-step manner that shows us how to transform ourselves from an ordinary, unenlightened being into an enlightened being, a buddha. Buddhas are those who have overcome all disturbing, incorrect thoughts and emotions and have perfected all positive, virtuous qualities. They are free of problems and are able to help all other beings reach the same state. Mahayana Buddhism says that every living being has buddha nature—the potential to become a buddha—and the way to accomplish this is found in the lamrim.


The intended audience of traditional lamrim texts and teachings are people who already have a fairly good understanding of Buddhism and the path to enlightenment as well as a strong determination to follow this path. But those who are new to Buddhism can also benefit from studying and meditating on the lamrim. In addition to increasing our knowledge of Buddhist ideas and practice, lamrim meditations can help us develop more realistic and constructive ways of thinking that counteract attitudes harmful to ourselves and others, such as depression, hatred, and greed. 


A few examples will help illustrate these benefits. For instance, one of the first meditations in the series is on the preciousness of human life. Here we contemplate the positive qualities and opportunities of our present life in order to generate enthusiasm to use it well and wisely, for the benefit of ourselves and others. This meditation is an excellent way to lift ourselves out of depression and despair.




The meditations on the breath, the nature of mind, and impermanence provide insight into the transitory nature of thoughts and emotions—how they come and go in our mind like clouds in the sky. This understanding is an effective antidote to any mental state that is disturbing and potentially harmful.


In the chapter on the origins of suffering in part 4, you will learn a number of antidotes to anger and attachment, or greed, that involve different ways of looking at people and objects that trigger those mental states. Additional tools for overcoming anger can be found in parts 5 and 6, within the meditations for developing bodhichitta and patience. You may not agree with every perspective or find every antidote in this book effective for your mind, but hopefully you will find at least a few that will help you adopt more positive ways of viewing yourself, others, and the world and its troubles.


The root cause of all disturbing emotions, according to Buddhism, is ignorance—not knowing how things really exist, but seeing them in a mistaken, hallucinated way. This starts with the way we see ourselves—thinking there’s a real, solid, independent self or “I” existing somewhere inside of us, when in fact such a self does not exist. This topic, known as selflessness or emptiness, is one of the most difficult to comprehend but is also highly fascinating, challenging, and crucial—understanding it is the key to freedom from suffering and to enlightenment. Meditations on this topic are included in the last chapter of part 6, on the perfection of wisdom.


HOW DID THE LAMRIM DEVELOP?


The Buddha, who lived in India in the fifth and sixth centuries BCE, taught for forty-five years after he attained enlightenment. The collection of his teachings, known as sutras, is vast—the Tibetan canon comprises 108 hefty volumes. Among the Buddha’s teachings is a group of sutras called the Perfection of Wisdom (Prajnaparamita) Sutras. Although their main subject matter is the cultivation of the wisdom that understands the true nature of reality, they also explain other aspects of the path—such as compassion and generosity—that a person needs to practice to attain enlightenment. These sutras are the main source of the teachings included in the lamrim. 


Over the centuries after the Buddha passed away, as his teachings spread throughout Asia, they were studied, meditated on, and transmitted from accomplished teachers to their disciples. Many masters also composed commentaries to elucidate the difficult points in the sutras. One of these commentaries in particular, Maitreya’s Ornament for Clear Realization (Abhisamayalamkara), occupies a special place in the development of the lamrim because it clarifies the “hidden meaning” of the Perfection of Wisdom Sutras: the stages and paths whereby a bodhisattva proceeds to enlightenment. 


Buddhism was introduced in Tibet in the seventh century CE, mainly from India. Later, the Indian master Atisha (982–1054 CE)—a renowned scholar and practitioner—was invited to Tibet by a religious king who was concerned about the somewhat degenerate state of Buddhism in his country. Atisha traveled to Tibet when he was around sixty years of age and spent the remainder of his life there, teaching and composing texts. He wrote the first lamrim text, A Lamp for the Path to Enlightenment (Bodhipathapradipa), which distills the essence of the Buddhist scriptures into a practical, easily comprehensible guide to the path. Over the next millennium, other lamrim texts of varying lengths were composed by Tibetan masters, such as Lama Tsongkhapa and several of the Dalai Lamas (see the suggested further reading list at the end of this book to learn more). 


Lamrim texts contain a series of topics to be learned, contemplated, and meditated on to bring about a gradual transformation of our mind from negative to positive, from confused to clear, from unenlightened to enlightened. Since the traditional lamrim texts were written in Tibet, where most people were exposed to Buddhist beliefs and practices from childhood, these texts assume a high level of familiarity with and acceptance of the Buddhist worldview, particularly that of Mahayana Buddhism. Right from the beginning they mention such topics as rebirth, karma, cyclic existence (with its different realms of sentient beings), the possibility of attaining nirvana and enlightenment, and so forth, as if these are common knowledge. Thus, they are quite different from basic Buddhist books written by contemporary authors or textbooks used in a Buddhism 101 class at your local college. If you are new to Buddhism and find topics like rebirth and karma challenging, it might be best to start with more basic books (you can find some on the suggested further reading list). 


The Dalai Lama’s recommendation is that newcomers to Buddhism should be taught the two truths and the four truths, as these topics form the foundation of Buddhist thought and practice. The topic of the two truths is complex and profound—entire volumes have been written about it.1 Basically it means there are two levels of reality: the conventional or relative—our everyday experiences of people, places, activities, and our own self, body, and mind—and the ultimate—a deeper level of reality underlying the conventional. Usually known as emptiness or voidness, it means that things don’t exist as they appear—they are not inherently or independently existent. Everything is “empty” of that way of existing. Failure to recognize this lies at the root of our suffering, so genuine freedom and enlightenment depend on identifying this false mode of existence and seeing things as they are. More will be said about emptiness later in the book, especially in the chapter on the perfection of wisdom in part 6.


The four truths (the four noble truths, or four truths of the aryas) are suffering, its causes, its cessation, and the path to that cessation. Explanations and meditations on these four are contained in part 4 of this book. The last two are somewhat difficult to fathom but the first two are easy to recognize—they happen to us many times each day. 


If you are unfamiliar with the two truths, the four truths, and other basic Buddhist teachings, you’re still welcome to try out the meditations in this book; there may be some you will immediately feel comfortable with, but others you might find difficult. Nevertheless, keep an open mind and investigate both the Buddhist ideas you find challenging as well as your own preconceptions and assumptions. The Buddha said that we should investigate his teachings the way a goldsmith checks gold to determine whether it’s genuine or not. He also said that correct spiritual teachings or practices are those that bring benefit and happiness, while incorrect ones lead to harm and suffering. In this light, you can experiment with the practices and ideas to see if they are helpful or not; you do not have to believe or practice everything. 


THREE LEVELS


Most of the material contained in the lamrim is divided into three sections. Some lamrim books refer to these as the three scopes—small scope, medium scope, and great scope—while others call them three levels—initial level, intermediate level, and advanced level. Here I will mainly use the latter system. These three levels contain practices meant for three types of practitioners with different levels of capacity.


1.The practices of the initial level are designed for those of initial capacity, who are concerned about avoiding unfortunate rebirths and obtaining fortunate ones in their future lives. 


2.The practices of the intermediate level are for those of medium capacity, who recognize the faults of unenlightened existence—known as samsara, or cyclic existence—and understand there’s no genuine, lasting happiness anywhere in samsara. They wish to attain liberation, or nirvana, and be free forever from samsaric rebirth. 


3.The practices of the advanced level are for those of great capacity, who wish to help all beings become free of samsara with its myriad sufferings. Their goal is to become fully enlightened buddhas to be of benefit to all sentient beings.2


The lamrim is actually designed for the third type of person, those aspiring to attain enlightenment for the benefit of all other beings. However, that aspiration (known as bodhichitta, or “mind of enlightenment”) can only be developed on the basis of the first two levels, the initial and intermediate. This means that if we wish to become a buddha, we must start by becoming concerned about our future lives and learn how to avoid unfortunate rebirths and obtain fortunate ones. One reason for this is that becoming a buddha usually takes numerous lifetimes; we therefore need to ensure we will have the proper conditions in future lives to continue following the path. We also need to know how to guide other beings away from unfortunate rebirths. Thus, we need to learn about and meditate on the topics included in the initial level.


On top of that, we need to recognize the faults of samsara and develop the determination to free ourselves from it. The reason for this is that to cultivate bodhichitta—the wish to free all sentient beings from every type of suffering—we must understand those sufferings and realize that samsara is a thoroughly disagreeable situation, like a prison. That realization will empower our compassion and loving-kindness and enable us to generate bodhichitta. Therefore, we need to learn and meditate on the topics included in the intermediate level. 




Thus, only by learning and meditating on the topics in the first two levels will we be able to correctly engage in the topics of the third, the advanced level. However, this does not mean we cannot start learning and meditating on the advanced-level topics before we have accomplished those of the earlier levels. It simply means that we cannot skip the earlier topics, thinking we don’t need them because we are aiming for buddhahood. The traditional approach is to study and meditate on the entire lamrim, right from the beginning. This is similar to studying a map before making a journey and continuing to rely on it while traveling. 


THE ACTUAL TOPICS


The first topic in traditional lamrim texts is how to rely on a spiritual teacher. This is relevant for those who have gained a thorough understanding of the entire path to enlightenment and sincerely wish to follow it. Such people need to rely on the guidance of qualified spiritual teachers and relate to them in a healthy way. Since this book is geared more for those who are still learning about the path and investigating whether it’s something they wish to follow, the meditations on this topic have been included in an appendix. Depending on your level of understanding and interest, you can practice those meditations from the beginning or leave them for a later time. 


The second topic, precious human life, is usually presented as a foundation for all three levels—although some texts include it within the initial level. Realizing that our human birth provides the ideal situation for spiritual practice, but is also rare and difficult to acquire, inspires us to use it wisely by following a spiritual path. For the sake of convenience, this topic has been included in part 3, along with meditations for the initial level. An additional meditation, on the nature of mind, is also included at the beginning of part 3. This topic is not usually found in lamrim texts but is helpful for those coming newly to Buddhism from different backgrounds and with diverse worldviews. 


Following the section on the precious human life you will find the practices, or meditations, included in each of the three levels, as follows. 




1. Practices for Persons of Initial Capacity (Initial Level)


At this level of the path, we first need to become concerned about our future lives in the sense of wanting to avoid unfortunate rebirths and obtain fortunate ones. To generate this concern, we meditate on


•impermanence and death, to realize our life will definitely come to an end, and


•the sufferings of the three unfortunate realms, to become convinced that we must avoid being born in them. 


Second, we need to learn how to avoid unfortunate rebirths and obtain fortunate ones. The means for accomplishing this are 


•taking refuge in the Three Jewels—the Buddha, Dharma, and Sangha—which provide the necessary guidance regarding our future lives, and 


•learning about karma—specifically, how to refrain from nonvirtue and create virtue—since that is what actually determines our future rebirths.


2. Practices for Persons of Medium Capacity (Intermediate Level)


First, we develop the determination to be free of samsara, the cycle of death and rebirth, by meditating on


•the general sufferings of samsara, and


•the sufferings of the upper realms (humans and gods).


Second, we learn the method to become free of samsara by meditating on


•the causes of samsara—karma and delusions (mental afflictions)—with the aim of eliminating these, and


•the three higher trainings—ethics, concentration, and wisdom, which are the means to eliminate the causes of samsara. 


3. Practices for Persons of Great Capacity (Advanced Level)


•First, we contemplate the benefits of bodhichitta in order to become enthusiastic about developing that attitude.


•Second, we meditate on the actual methods for generating bodhichitta: the sevenfold cause-and-effect instruction and the method of equalizing and exchanging oneself for others.




•Third, we train in the six perfections of a bodhisattva—generosity, ethics, patience, joyous effort, concentration, and wisdom—the main causes for becoming a buddha.


THREE STEPS


As you can see, the lamrim contains a multitude of different topics. We are advised to approach these using a threefold process:


1.Listen and learn. It’s best to learn the lamrim directly from qualified teachers, but we can also expand our knowledge and understanding by listening to online talks and reading books.


2.Contemplate. While listening to and reading about the explanations of each topic, we reflect on the ideas presented so that we may understand them better. 


3.Meditate. Once we reach a firm understanding of a topic from listening and contemplating, we focus on it with single-pointed concentration for as long as possible so that the insight suffuses our mind, bringing about lasting transformation.


This process is carried out gradually over our life—or even multiple lives—and all three steps need to be repeated numerous times. The first time we listen to lamrim teachings or read a lamrim book, the understanding we gain will probably be superficial and sketchy. By continuing to listen, read, and study, our knowledge and comprehension will gradually become more complete, clear, and refined.


We also need to contemplate what we hear and read to attain a broader and deeper understanding. If we have doubts or questions, we can ask our teachers or more experienced students. Try to avoid getting stuck in your doubts like a car stuck in the mud, its wheels spinning but going nowhere. 


As for the third step, one of my teachers, Khensur Jampa Tegchok, explained that in the context of this threefold process, meditation “refers to putting the mind on a subject that has been clearly ascertained through contemplation.”3 In other words, after spending some time working on the first two steps, we reach a correct, stable understanding of that topic and are ready to meditate on it with single-pointed concentration. He says that if our ability to concentrate is still limited, we do our best to keep our mind focused on the topic and bring it back when it wanders away. 


The whole purpose of meditation is to transform our mind in a constructive way, and for this to happen, we need to become so thoroughly familiar with the lamrim topics that they become our natural way of thinking and living our life. By relying on this threefold process, our minds gradually change and we develop the realizations that constitute the path to enlightenment.
















	Meditating on the Lamrim


	2 [image: Image]








WHAT IS MEDITATION?


THE TIBETAN term for meditation is gom, meaning “to familiarize.” The attitudes and behaviors we are most familiar with are the ones that will occur in our experience most easily and frequently. This is similar to the notion of neuroplasticity: that repeated experience changes and shapes the brain, creating new neural pathways. For example, if we develop the habit of getting angry at even small mishaps and expressing our anger verbally and physically, we will find ourselves getting angry and acting it out with increasing frequency and ease. On the other hand, cultivating concern for others and doing our best to avoid hurting or upsetting them will lead to an increase in those attitudes and ways of acting. 


Buddhist meditation is practiced in order to familiarize our mind with virtuous, constructive thoughts and feelings because those are the source of genuine happiness and peace, both for ourselves and others; they are also the cause of all realizations, up to enlightenment. In addition, meditation is used to counteract and overcome negative states of mind, such as anger and greed, which are the source of all suffering and problems—both individual and collective. It should be easy to recognize that social and global troubles—war, terrorism, violent crime, substance abuse, injustice, corruption—arise from afflictive mental states. Learning to manage and overcome these in ourselves is an effective contribution we can make to others and society, as exemplified by a popular saying: “Be the change you want to see in the world.” 


There are different kinds of meditation found in Buddhism, some of which are used when we meditate on the lamrim. One way of dividing meditative practices is into analytical and stabilizing. 




Analytical meditation


Also known as “checking meditation,” this involves contemplating, or thinking about, a topic such as the preciousness of our human life, karma, impermanence, or the four truths, in order to have a deeper understanding of it. The ultimate purpose of analytical meditation is to develop special insight (Sanskrit: vipashyana; Pali: vipassana) into the actual way things exist: that they do not exist inherently, independently, from their own side. This is known as “emptiness of inherent existence” and is the ultimate nature of all things. There are other topics we must understand prior to realizing emptiness, and analytical meditation is used to gain insight into those as well.


How is analytical meditation done? Ideally, we would have listened to teachings on, read about, and studied the topic we plan to meditate on, so that we have a fairly good idea of the points we need to contemplate. During our meditation session, we can have a book (such as this one) or notes in front of us to remind us of those points in case we don’t know them by heart. Then we go through the points one by one, bringing in what we have heard and read about each one, exploring any doubts we might have, and using reasons—rational thinking—to arrive at certainty about the topic. One way of doing this kind of meditation is to imagine we are explaining the topic to someone, in writing or conversation. Another technique is to imagine having an internal dialogue, asking ourselves questions such as “The Buddha said such and such; do I agree with that or not? If not, what are my reasons? Are those good, solid reasons or flimsy ones?” It is also helpful to bring to mind our own experiences or the experiences of others we have heard about to illustrate the various points of the topic. 


The purpose of analytical meditation is to gain insight, or deeper understanding, of the lamrim topics. This might or might not happen in every session, so keep your mind free of rigid expectations and open to whatever occurs. Sometimes the mind will enthusiastically engage with the topic, but at other times you might notice resistance. In that case it could be helpful to explore the resistance: Why does my mind feel that way? What preconceptions are being challenged? This should be done gently and with compassion for yourself rather than trying to force your mind to accept something it isn’t ready to.


Do your best to keep your mind focused on the various points of the topic to understand them better. Be content with whatever insights arise and avoid grasping at specific results. With time and regular practice, your understanding and insight will grow and deepen. It is also useful to be mindful of your meditation topic during your other daily activities and not completely forget it when you get up from your cushion. For example, you might meditate on karma in the morning and understand the importance of refraining from unwholesome behavior, but later at work your mind gets hijacked by anger or craving and you act unskillfully. This is not ideal! Of course, it takes time to change our mind and our behavior—we can’t transform in one day or even one year. Still, we should try our best to allow our meditative insights to percolate through our daily actions. 


Khensur Tegchok explained that in general, analytical meditation is meditation, but within the threefold process explained earlier, it is included in the second step, contemplation—that is, when we think about a topic to “decisively ascertain its meaning and how to practice it.” In this scheme, he says the third step, meditation, “refers to putting the mind on a subject that has been clearly ascertained through contemplation. It is best to put the mind on the object single-pointedly, but that is not necessary.”4


To illustrate the threefold process with an example, let’s say you attend a course or retreat where you hear an explanation of the preciousness of human life; you also read about it in lamrim books. That is the first step in the process, listening and learning. During the course, the teacher or a senior student leads a guided analytical meditation on the preciousness of human life, explaining how to meditate on the various points and giving you time to contemplate each one. Later at home, you may try doing the meditation on your own. All these meditations constitute step two, contemplation. If, in any of your meditation sessions, you reach a clear understanding of what it means to have a precious human life and how very fortunate you are to have one, you should pause the thinking process and concentrate your mind single-pointedly on that insight as long as you can until it fades. That concentration is what actually constitutes the third step, meditation. 


By practicing the three steps consistently over a period of months and years, we will gradually become so familiar with the topic that we need just a small amount of analysis to bring the insight to mind, and we can then focus on it single-pointedly. In other words, when we sit down to meditate, we may need to spend only a few minutes on the second step, contemplation or analysis, and can move quickly to the third step, meditation. 


Based on Khensur Tegchok’s explanation—and given that this book is intended for newcomers to lamrim meditation—the term analytical meditation is used here for the second step in the threefold process, contemplation. But there is a way to combine analytical meditation with stabilizing (single-pointed) meditation in one session; this will be explained below. 


Stabilizing meditation


In general, stabilizing meditation is used to develop concentration and eventually to attain calm abiding (Sanskrit: shamatha). This is a special kind of concentration that enables one to remain focused on a chosen object for as long as one wishes, while experiencing physical and mental bliss and pliancy. Concentration and calm abiding are necessary for any real, lasting insight and mental transformation. By engaging in stabilizing meditation, we are training our mind to stay focused on a single object—the breath, an image of the Buddha, loving-kindness, and so on—without interruption. A simple way of practicing stabilizing meditation on the breath is found below, and additional instructions on this type of meditation will be given in part 6, under the perfection of concentration. 


Analytical and stabilizing meditations are complementary and can be used together in one session. For example, when doing a meditation on death, we contemplate the different points of that topic—that death is definite, the time of death is uncertain, and so on. We bring to mind what we have heard and read about this topic as well as our own experiences and those of others. At a certain point we might get a feeling, like an aha moment, related to what we’ve been meditating on—for example, “I am definitely going to die!” or “Death could happen anytime!” When such an insight arises, we should stop thinking and focus our attention single-pointedly on this awareness for as long as possible—even a few seconds—in order to soak our mind in that experience. In other words, we switch from analytical to stabilizing meditation. When the feeling fades, we can either return to contemplating or conclude the session.


This method of combining the two kinds of meditation enables our insights to be more deeply integrated into our mind and way of being. The stronger our concentration, the deeper the insight will penetrate. We need to repeat this process again and again with anything we want to understand so that it transforms into actual experience. In his book, Buddha’s Brain, neuropsychologist Rick Hanson explains a similar method of staying focused on a positive experience for five seconds or more to create positive explicit memories and improve our overall physical and mental health.5 


Stabilizing meditations to train our concentration will also be more successful if some skillful analysis is used. For example, at the start of our meditation session we generate a positive motivation, which involves analytical thought. While meditating, obstacles such as irritation or craving might arise. If we are unable to let go of these, we can use analysis to understand the underlying problem and apply an antidote, then refocus our mind on our meditation object. 


Another way to divide meditations is into the following two types:


1.Meditation on an object to understand it. This involves meditating on a topic such as precious human life, impermanence, or emptiness in order to gain a better understanding of it and to familiarize our mind with it. 


2.Meditation to transform our mind into the object. With certain topics, such as compassion and loving-kindness, the aim is not simply to gain an intellectual understanding—“compassion means such and such; its causes are this and that.” Instead, the aim is to generate those states of mind; to transform our mind so that it experiences compassion—wishing sentient beings to be free of their suffering—and loving-kindness—wishing them to be happy. 


Another meditation technique frequently used in Tibetan Buddhism is visualization, which involves creating and focusing on images in our mind. For example, when doing preparatory practices before lamrim meditation we are advised to visualize figures such as the Buddha, our spiritual teachers, bodhisattvas, and so on, and request their inspiration so that the lamrim understandings will take root and grow in our mind. 


We can also incorporate visualization in certain analytical meditations, such as those on loving-kindness or compassion. Our meditation will be more powerful if we imagine specific people and beings and contemplate how they wish to be happy and free from their suffering. 


Further advice about meditation, how to deal with various problems that arise when we meditate, and other basic information can be found in my earlier book, How to Meditate.6


HOW TO CONDUCT A SESSION OF LAMRIM MEDITATION


To be most effective, lamrim meditation is done within a practice session that includes visualization of the Buddha or other enlightened figures and recitation of prayers. This puts our mind in the most conducive state to gain the insights and experiences we need to transform ourselves and make progress on the path. The “Practice for Lamrim Meditation” on page 35 is one such practice; it includes the main preparatory practices for nurturing the positive potential of our mind. An explanation of these is found below on page 22. If you are short of time or prefer a simpler practice, you can visualize the Buddha—or another Buddha figure you feel affinity with, such as Tara or Chenrezig—in the space in front of you, spend a few minutes mentally taking refuge and generating a positive motivation, and then begin the meditation. 


Before sitting down to meditate, make sure your meditation space is clean and tidy and that you will not be interrupted during your session (for example, turn your phone off or put it on airplane mode). Sit on your cushion or chair in the recommended posture, then take a few minutes to relax and settle your body and mind. You might want to do meditation on the breath (page 31) for several minutes to calm your mind.


Then begin the practice for lamrim meditation, which starts with generating a positive motivation. Tibetan lamas strongly emphasize the importance of having a good motivation for spiritual practice because it is one of the chief factors determining the outcome of anything we do. We can see this in our everyday experience; for example, giving a donation or helping someone in need can turn out badly if we have a hidden agenda, such as expecting something in return. When it comes to Buddhist practice such as meditation, it is particularly crucial that our motivation is in line with the Dharma. That means we should at least aim for favorable future lives rather than pleasure, fame, and material gain in this life. 


The ideal motivation for lamrim practice is bodhichitta, the altruistic intention to become fully enlightened for the benefit of all beings. Having such a motivation may be difficult, however, if you are still in the process of learning and familiarizing yourself with the lamrim. You might not be convinced that there is such a thing as enlightenment or that you are capable of attaining it. In that case, try at least to have a motivation that considers the well-being of others, for example, “I am doing this meditation in order to work on myself so I can be more helpful to other people and beings, as much as possible.” That is just a suggestion; feel free to compose your own motivation using words and phrases that come from your heart, expressing your most sincere altruistic wishes. 


That is followed by visualizing the Buddha and reciting several verses: taking refuge, the four immeasurables, the seven limbs, the mandala offering, the request prayer, and the mantra of the Buddha. These are optional, depending on your understanding of and inclination for such practices. After reciting the Buddha’s mantra, begin the meditation on the lamrim topic of your choice using the instructions above on how to do analytical meditation. 


When it comes to choosing a topic, one recommended way is to meditate on one lamrim topic per session, starting with the first and working your way through them in order. There are over sixty meditations included in this book, so doing one session per day will take you around two months to meditate on all of them. After completing one round, you then start again with the first topic. 


Another way is to meditate on the same topic for a few days (or more) in a row, until you feel you have gained a good, solid understanding of it. Then move on to the next topic and spend as much time as needed on that one. It’s also a good idea to occasionally do a retreat, for a weekend or longer, with several sessions of lamrim meditation each day. If you have a spiritual teacher, you can request that he or she provide you with personal advice on how to meditate on the lamrim topics.


It is not necessary to always meditate on the topics in the prescribed order. If some topics are too difficult to understand or relate to, you can skip over them and focus on those you do find helpful and relevant. You can also choose topics that meet your needs at specific times. For example, the meditations on impermanence and death could be useful at a time when you are facing the death of a loved one; those on love, compassion, or patience might be just what you need when going through relationship problems. Nevertheless, it’s beneficial to gradually acquire an understanding of the entire range of topics and how they fit together, even if at first you may not understand their meaning or relevance. 


As for the length of your sessions, that depends on your ability to stay focused, your daily routine, and so on. Try to spend at least ten minutes meditating on your chosen lamrim topic, but feel free to meditate longer. Some of the meditations contain many points, but you are not obliged to meditate on all of them in one session, especially a short one. Instead, you can divide the points—meditating on some of them in one session and continuing where you left off in the following session.


When you finish the lamrim meditation, conclude your session by dissolving the image of the Buddha and dedicating the merit, as explained on page 26. Spend a few moments allowing whatever insights and positive feelings you experienced during the meditation to absorb deeply into you before getting up to begin your next activity. Reading “The Three Principal Aspects of the Path” is optional, depending on how much time you have, but don’t skip the dissolution of the Buddha and the dedication of merit—those are valuable. 


THERE’S MORE THAN ONE WAY TO MEDITATE ON THE LAMRIM


Be aware that there isn’t one single way to meditate on the lamrim topics that everyone must follow strictly and cannot deviate from. The explanations in this book indicate one way of meditating on the topics—based on what I have learned and found to be effective—but these are only suggestions; understand that there are other ways. Feel free to explore different ways of doing the meditations, based on teachings you have heard, books you have read, advice you have received from your teachers or experienced meditators, and so on. As your knowledge and understanding of the lamrim increases, your meditations on the topics will gradually broaden and develop. 




The point of doing these meditations is to bring about a positive transformation in our minds: decreasing incorrect ideas and disturbing emotions, and increasing correct, realistic conceptions and positive mental states. There are numerous ways to transform our minds, and each of us needs to discover what works best for us.


Lama Thubten Yeshe, the wonderful teacher and founder of the Foundation for the Preservation of the Mahayana Tradition (FPMT), was once asked by a student how we can know if we are meditating correctly. He replied that if we notice an increase in our kindness, patience, and ability to get along with others, that means our practice is going well. On the other hand, if we are becoming more unkind, impatient, and selfish, and our relationships with others are fraught with problems, something isn’t right with our practice. Lama Yeshe’s response clearly indicates that the purpose of meditation is to become a better person; we should keep that as our focus rather than attaining visions, psychic powers, or out-of-body experiences.


While meditating on the lamrim, do not simply read what is written in the book, but pause and really contemplate as many of the points as you have time for. If you are unable to complete all the points in one session, you can pick up where you left off in the next one. 


Each meditation ends with a conclusion. These describe the ideal understandings, thoughts, or feelings you should reach after contemplating that topic. You may or may not have arrived at this conclusion in your meditation session. If you haven’t, do not worry; you might need multiple sessions on the topic before you reach that conclusion. You can also create your own conclusion based on what you understood during the session. This might include deciding to do more study or research, seek help from your teachers or fellow meditators, or simply spend more time contemplating that topic. 


THE ORDER OF THE TOPICS


This book mainly follows the traditional order found in lamrim texts. An exception is the topic of relying on a spiritual teacher, which is usually placed at the beginning but here is included in the appendix. This is because traditionally, the intended audience of the lamrim are people who already have a good understanding of Buddhist teachings in general and the path to enlightenment in particular and are ready to start following this path. Such people would have already connected with one or more spiritual teachers from whom they received instructions and whose guidance they are following, and it makes sense for them to meditate on the correct way to relate to those teachers straightaway. 


However, I have found that these days, not everyone who begins learning and meditating on the lamrim has established a relationship with a spiritual teacher. Some may have met and studied with one or more teachers but are still in the process of getting to know them and deciding which one(s) they wish to establish a teacher-disciple relationship with. If you fall into that category, you might still like to do the meditations on the topic of relying on a spiritual teacher, to get more familiar with that topic and prepare for the time when you will be in a teacher-disciple relationship. But it’s also fine to start with the first topics presented here, the nature of mind and the precious human life, and try the meditations on spiritual teachers later—for example, after completing all the topics of the three levels. At that point, you will have a better understanding of the entire path to enlightenment and thus will be better able to appreciate the importance of relying on a spiritual teacher. 


PREPARATORY PRACTICES


It is recommended that when we meditate on the lamrim, we combine it with a set of preparatory practices. These practices put us in a more conducive state of mind for meditation by clearing away unhelpful thoughts and generating positive, helpful ones. This is similar to gardening. To grow delicious vegetables and beautiful flowers in our garden, we need to prepare the soil by removing stones and old roots and enriching it with fertilizer. Similarly, the purpose of meditation is to cultivate positive states of mind such as wisdom, compassion, patience, and so on, and to overcome negative attitudes like anger, attachment, and ignorance. Doing preparatory practices prior to meditation and ending with a dedication of the positive energy of our practice are important points for success in meditation. 


Traditionally, there are six preparatory practices to be done before lamrim meditation.




1. Cleaning the room and setting up an altar 


Meditating in a clean, tidy place will put our mind in a more clear and positive state. Having an altar also helps us feel inspired during the meditation session. The altar can be simple: on a table or shelf in front of the place where you sit, place images of the Buddha, your teachers, and other enlightened figures that inspire you, such as Chenrezig and Tara. 


2. Making offerings on the altar 


These can include flowers, candles or electric lights, foods such as fruits and cookies, water or other drinks, and so on. The offerings should be clean and fresh. Making offerings is an excellent way to accumulate merit, or positive energy, to help our mind make progress on the path. It is customary in the Tibetan tradition to offer seven bowls of water representing seven types of delightful offerings.7 


3. Sitting in a good posture and generating a positive motivation 


The recommended posture consists of seven points:


i.Have your legs crossed in the full-lotus position—where each foot is placed on the thigh of the opposite leg—or in whatever way is most comfortable for you. If you have difficulty sitting cross-legged, it is fine to meditate in a chair with your feet flat on the floor. 


ii.Let your hands rest in your lap, with the right on top of the left and the palms facing upward. Touch the tips of your thumbs together, forming a triangle above your hands. Relax your shoulders and keep your arms slightly away from your sides.


iii.Keep your back straight. If you meditate in a chair with a slanted back, it’s better to sit with a straight back toward the front of the chair rather than lean back. You can use a pillow to provide support for your lower back.


iv.It’s best to keep your eyes slightly open, to prevent sleepiness, with your gaze directed downward. If this is too difficult, you can close your eyes, but don’t fall asleep!


v.Keep your mouth and jaw relaxed, teeth slightly apart, and lips together.


vi.Place the tip of your tongue on the roof of your mouth behind the upper teeth. This reduces the flow of saliva and the need to swallow.


vii.Have your head inclined downward a little bit. Holding it too high may increase mental agitation and holding it too low may cause dullness or sleepiness.


If it’s difficult to adopt all seven points, do your best to find a position that is comfortable but still conducive for meditation.


As for the motivation for doing meditation, the best is bodhichitta: wishing to attain full enlightenment in order to benefit all beings. But if you do not feel ready for such a vast aspiration, try at least to have the altruistic intention to benefit others as much as you can. For example, you might think, “May this meditation be as beneficial as possible to as many beings as possible.” Then recite the verses of taking refuge and generating bodhichitta. The verse of the four immeasurable thoughts can also be recited. (These prayers can be found in the practice for lamrim meditation.) 


4. Visualizing the merit field 


This can be elaborate, as described in traditional lamrim texts, or simple: for example, visualizing a single figure such as Shakyamuni Buddha and thinking that he embodies all objects of refuge.


5. Accumulating merit and purifying negativities 


A condensed way to do this is by reciting the seven-limb prayer and short mandala offering. The seven-limb prayer includes seven practices for the purpose of accumulating positive energy, or merit, and purifying negative energy. Here is a brief explanation of these seven:


i. Prostration: Prostrating is a means of showing appreciation and respect for the objects of refuge—the Buddha, Dharma, and Sangha, as well as our spiritual teachers. It is an excellent way to overcome arrogance and purify our negative karma. The simplest way to prostrate is placing one’s hands together in front of the heart in a gesture of respect; we can do this during our session, sitting on our meditation seat.


ii. Offering: Making offerings is a powerful antidote to selfishness and attachment and an important way to accumulate the merit we need to progress on the path to enlightenment. The verse mentions two kinds of offerings, actual and imagined. Actual offerings are those we physically offer—the flowers, fruits, candles, and so forth we place on our altar. Imagined offerings are those we visualize—imagining beautiful flowers, lights, foods, and so on in the space around us and mentally offering them to the Buddha. We can also mentally offer whatever beautiful and pleasing objects we observe during the day and dedicate the merit of doing so to our attainment of enlightenment for the benefit of all beings. 


iii. Confession: Here we confess, or declare, any negative actions we have done with our body, speech, and mind, like killing, lying, malicious thoughts, and so on. If we do not purify these, they will cause us suffering in this and future lives and hinder our attainment of spiritual goals such as liberation and enlightenment. 


Purification involves four steps, known as the four opponent powers: regret, reliance, remedy, and resolve. (1) We acknowledge with regret the negative actions we have done. (2) Since most negative actions are done in relation to either the Three Jewels or sentient beings, reliance involves renewing our refuge in the Three Jewels and commitment to act compassionately, helping sentient beings and not harming them. (3) Remedy means doing something positive to counteract our negative actions. Examples of such positive actions are making offerings, doing prostrations, reciting mantras, and practicing meditation with a positive motivation. (4) Resolve refers to making the promise to avoid doing the same negative actions again. If we are confident that we can completely refrain from certain heavy nonvirtues, such as killing, we can promise to never do them again. But with other actions, such as lying or getting angry, making such a promise would be unrealistic and impossible to keep. Instead, we could promise to avoid those actions for a limited amount of time, even five minutes or one hour. As we become more accustomed to refraining from these actions, we can gradually increase that amount of time to one day, one week, and so on. In this way we learn to manage our mind and our behavior more skillfully.8


iv. Rejoicing: This involves feeling happy about the positive, virtuous actions done by oneself and others, understanding that such actions are the cause of the happiness that we all seek. Rejoicing is the opposite of jealousy and resentment, states of mind that are unhappy, tight, and negative. The attitude of rejoicing, on the other hand, is joyful, relaxed, and positive—a loving response that enables us to share in the goodness and happiness of others and inspires us to create more virtue. 


v. Requesting the buddhas not to pass away:9 The buddhas are completely dedicated to helping all sentient beings until the end of samsara. Nevertheless, we need to create the causes to meet and receive teachings from them; this is the purpose of requesting them to remain in the world. Doing this purifies negative actions we may have done in the past toward spiritual teachers and buddhas and keeps our mind open and appreciative of their help and guidance. It also creates the cause for our long life.


vi. Requesting the buddhas to turn the wheel of Dharma: This means asking them to teach the Dharma, showing us how to follow the path and attain enlightenment. Doing this counteracts any disrespect or indifference we may feel toward spiritual teachings and increases our appreciation of them. It also creates the cause to receive Dharma teachings in the future. 


vii. Dedication: Just as it is important to have a positive motivation at the beginning of an activity such as meditation, it is also important to conclude by dedicating the merit—the good energy and insight—we have created. We can recall our initial motivation—wishing to attain enlightenment for the benefit of others—and dedicate our merit to that goal. It’s also ideal to dedicate merit with the understanding that the three aspects involved—the one who created the merit, the merit itself, and the goal to which we dedicate it—are all empty of inherent, objective existence.10 Such a dedication ensures that our positive energy is not lost and that it becomes a cause of enlightenment. 


The fifth preparatory practice also includes making a mandala offering, of which there are two types: outer and inner. The outer mandala involves mentally transforming the entire universe—everything that exists—into a pure realm and offering it to the objects of refuge. With the inner mandala, we think of the people and things for which we have attachment, aversion, and indifference, mentally transform them into pure objects in the mandala, and offer them all to the buddhas with a pure attitude free of attachment and aversion. 


Offering the mandala is an excellent way to accumulate merit, or positive energy, which is needed to transform our mind, attain realizations, and progress along the path. 




6. Requesting blessings


Here we request the merit field (the Buddha and so on) for inspiration so that our practice of meditation will proceed well, and we will be able to overcome deluded states of mind and to develop correct, beneficial states of mind. 


The practice for lamrim meditation in part 2 includes these preparatory practices. Further explanation of these practices can be found in Pabongka Rinpoche’s lamrim text, Liberation in the Palm of Your Hand.11


MIND AND REBIRTH


Two themes that appear frequently in the lamrim, and in Buddhist literature in general, are mind and rebirth. Let’s take a brief look at these before going further. Mind, or consciousness, is the part of us that thinks, perceives, remembers, meditates, feels happy or unhappy, experiences emotions, and dreams. It is present every moment, whether we are awake or asleep. In Buddhism, mind is not the brain nor a product of the brain, but a nonphysical phenomenon that exists in an interdependent relationship with our body while we are alive. It is not a single, static thing, like an organ located somewhere inside us, but an ever-changing stream of mental events, each arising and passing in the shortest span of time. 


Buddhist scriptures contain detailed explanations of the mind and various mental states, such as those that are constructive and destructive, valid and nonvalid, virtuous and nonvirtuous. While it is not necessary to study these explanations before starting to meditate, if we wish to fully understand and practice the path to enlightenment, it is advisable to gradually learn more about the nature of mind and its different states. Although not a part of traditional lamrim texts, a meditation on the nature of mind has been included here, at the beginning of part 3, since many newcomers are unfamiliar with Buddhist notions of mind.


Mind and rebirth are connected because it is our mind—specifically, a subtle type of mental awareness—that continues to exist after death, takes rebirth in another body, and lives a new life. Many newcomers to Buddhism find the idea of rebirth challenging, perhaps due to the prevalent view that mind arises from the brain and ceases at death. They nonetheless feel attracted to Buddhist philosophy and meditation and wonder if it’s necessary to accept rebirth in order to practice these. When asked about this, the Dalai Lama has said that it is not necessary, as there are many meditations we can practice and benefit from without accepting rebirth, such as those for cultivating love, compassion, mindfulness, and concentration. However, he says it can be beneficial to accept rebirth provisionally:


Even if you cannot ascertain the existence of future lives, you can tentatively accept it without any harm. Wishing to create the causes for fortunate future lives, you will endeavor to subdue your afflictions and cultivate your good qualities. This, in turn, will help you to be happier in the present because you will experience things freshly, without the confusion of attachment and anger. If you find it difficult to accept past and future lives, set the topic aside and focus on being a good person in this life. Do not create trouble for others and use your life to bring calm and peace in your own mind and in the world.12 


He has also said that those who truly wish to pursue the Buddhist path and be Buddhist practitioners will at some point need to figure out what makes sense to them and what they actually believe.


Some skeptics go so far as to deny that rebirth is an integral part of the Buddha’s teachings. Bhikkhu Anālayo addresses this idea in Rebirth in Early Buddhism and Current Research.13 He quotes passages from sutras in which the Buddha spoke of rebirth and explains how it is an essential aspect of Buddhist views and teachings, such as those on karma and the twelve links of dependent arising. 


In short, try to keep an open mind and, when you have time, explore resources on the topic of rebirth, such as near-death experiences and cases of people who remember past lives. As the Dalai Lama advises, if you find it too difficult to accept, leave it aside for now and focus on topics that enhance your happiness, well-being, and altruism, so that your life will be meaningful and beneficial, for yourself and others. 
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PRELIMINARY MEDITATIONS




Before we even begin [making a] cake, we need to make careful preparations, buying all the ingredients, ensuring they are the best quality, having a good recipe, and so forth. Similarly, how rich our meditation is depends on how well we have prepared for it. Therefore, we should never skip or rush the preliminary practices, thinking they are not important.


LAMA ZOPA RINPOCHE, The Power of Meditation
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