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Foreword


BY TENGA RINPOCHE


IN MY EXPERIENCE, Tulku Urgyen Rinpoche was one of the greatest and kindest teachers that certainly I have ever met. There was no one superior in the practice of maha ati or dzogchen, at least in Tibet. All his life practically, for all intents and purposes, he was continuously in retreat, whether he was walking out and about or not. The indications of his realization were clearly seen by everybody after his sacred body was cremated. Everyone knows how there were all sorts of different relics from Tulku Urgyen Rinpoche’s sacred body that were not burned by the funeral fire but were left with certain signs of accomplishment. This is a clear and unmistakable sign that, indeed, he was the great Dzogchen practitioner everyone says he was. For example, Tulku Urgyen Rinpoche’s skull remained with a self-arisen AH syllable on it and was not burned by the fire. There were other signs that are clear indications of his absolute unsurpassable accomplishment. 


The first time that I met the previous Tulku Urgyen Rinpoche was back when I was staying in Rumtek, in Sikkim, at His Holiness the Sixteenth Karmapa’s monastery. One time when I was sick, before having met Tulku Urgyen Rinpoche, I was notified that he had arrived in Rumtek. I had heard of his fame as a great lama. Through my attendant I requested Tulku Urgyen Rinpoche to come and visit me, and he was kind enough to do so. When we met, he saw that I was ill. I asked Tulku Urgyen Rinpoche, “If my merit is sufficient, please give me a blessing.” On the spot, from the folds of his robes, Tulku Urgyen Rinpoche produced a metallic iron phurba, a ritual dagger, which he placed on my head. Rinpoche recited some prayers and mantras. He assured me, saying, “Don’t worry, this sickness of yours is not bad, it will be gone in a while. You will be fine soon.” It is under these circumstances I first met Tulku Urgyen Rinpoche. And indeed, the very next day I was well.


I have received many transmissions and teachings from Tulku Urgyen Rinpoche. The most memorable certainly were the transmissions of the three classes of Dzogchen, the famous Dzogchen Desum. I received that at Nagi Gompa, where Tulku Urgyen Rinpoche resided. I remember that a khenpo and some other masters, very few of us, went up to Nagi Gompa and received that most precious transmission of the Dzogchen Desum from Tulku Urgyen Rinpoche. Another famous Dzogchen teaching, known as Three Words Striking the Vital Point, which is the special teaching of Garab Dorje, I also received from him. I received the transmission of this teaching in a particularly important way because as Tulku Urgyen Rinpoche was reading through the individual sentences of the teaching and instructing upon them, he then asked us to meditate upon each of these lines, which we did. This was a particularly efficient transmission of such a profound teaching. I greatly benefited from having this teaching and from having received it in this particular way. I always felt that whatever I received from Tulku Urgyen Rinpoche—teachings, transmissions, and so forth—were received with great blessings and benefit.


When I think about Tulku Urgyen Rinpoche, on the ultimate level, so to speak, I think of his superior realization of dzogchen and all the immeasurable benefit he has brought about through his realization for the sake and welfare for all sentient beings. We can’t help but think of Tulku Urgyen Rinpoche in only the most exalted terms. He truly, fully realized dzogchen, and thereby brought about the greatest imaginable benefit for beings, on all levels. 


Now generally, when we think about a teacher—not only Tulku Urgyen Rinpoche, but all teachers—it is very important to remind ourselves of the fact that it is the devotion and confidence the students have for the teacher, whoever he or she may be for that matter, that makes the difference. If we give rise to trust, to confidence, to devotion for the teacher, if we thus, through the various means of guru yoga, request the teacher’s blessing through inspiration, then we can indeed receive the inspiration and blessing of the teacher. We definitely derive great benefit thereof. So, it is basically up to the students themselves, and how they approach the teacher; if they do so in the greatest, best possible way, then it is needless to say that they will partake in the greatest possible blessing and inspiration that the teacher has to transmit. For myself, in this way, I have received from Tulku Urgyen Rinpoche the Dzogchen Desum and Three Words Striking the Vital Point. I have put these into practice combined with the greatest imaginable devotion for this exalted teacher. I have had many experiences and much realization as a result of putting these teachings into practice. Therefore, I hold this precious teacher, from whom I have received these teachings, in the very highest regard. 


Benchen Monastery, Swayambhunath, Nepal, 
March 2010
Translated by Sherab Drime, Thomas Roth












Foreword


BY DANIEL GOLEMAN


TULKU URGYEN RINPOCHE was among Tibetan Buddhism’s greatest masters of the twentieth century. Blazing Splendor invites us to his side as he looks back over a life that put him at the center of an unparalleled spiritual abundance. Through his unblinking eyes we meet the remarkable contemplative adepts of old Tibet—as friends and teachers. And through the lens of his awakened awareness, we see the world from a fresh, eye-opening perspective.


Like the Dalai Lama a tulku, or reincarnate master, Tulku Urgyen was among the most renowned and influential modern teachers in the Dzogchen (Great Perfection) tradition, highly instrumental in first bringing this now-popular practice to the West.


“Blazing Splendor”—referring to the qualities of a realized master—directly translates the name Tulku Urgyen was given by the Karmapa, head of Tibetan Buddhism’s Kagyu order. Blazing Splendor, his spiritual memoir, offers an intimate glimpse into his remarkable reality—and a fascinating journey through a lost culture. In these pages we become familiar with Nangchen, his homeland and a kingdom of spiritual richness, a land where everyone from shepherds to kings were dedicated practitioners. 


The world Tulku Urgyen knew was one in which today’s conventional values were turned upside-down: instead of fame, fortune, or celebrity being the marks of “success,” it was inner realization that counted, one where the mark of a life fulfilled was leaving a spiritual legacy for others. And Tulku Urgyen was uniquely positioned to know—and share with us—people who inhabited this landscape of sacred values. Yet his message for readers is not that realization is reserved for an elect few, but something that each of us can move toward, no matter where we begin. 


A theme central to Blazing Splendor is that of terma—a sacred teaching from a mystical source, part of a tradition that dates back a millennium—which enriches the life and spirit of those who connect to it. Tulku Urgyen’s stories cast a special light on these treasures designed to transform us. They are jewels of our human heritage hitherto largely unknown in the Western world. Tulku Urgyen was the bearer of such treasures, carrying them in his heart and mind over the Himalayas and then transmitting them in the world beyond to thousands of people from every walk of life. 


Blazing Splendor covers more than the years of Tulku Urgyen’s life, from his birth in 1920 to his death in 1996; it weaves a rich tapestry from his family history and from the contemplative lineages that he himself came to hold. The result is not just a personal memoir, but a spiritual history of Tibet itself. We hear about the teachers who brought the Buddhist teachings to Tibet in the ninth century and the unbroken line of masters who passed its secrets on through the ages to Tulku Urgyen himself. 


Through Tulku Urgyen’s eyes, we meet some of the most realized and genuine spiritual practitioners of the twentieth-century Tibet. Not only was he a friend and personal confidant of many of the great religious figures of contemporary Tibet, but his relatives and ancestors were some of the most influential figures in Eastern Tibet over the past centuries. 


Tulku Urgyen’s life spanned an exceptional period in Tibetan history; throughout the story, an ominous drumbeat in the background heralds the coming of the communists from the East, and the ultimate devastation of the Tibetan culture and all its richness. We get a telling, up-close look at the treachery of Lhasa politics during this endgame as Tulku Urgyen tells of his days as envoy of the Karmapa to the Tibetan government in its last gasp. And finally, we see how the spiritual greatness that was once Tibet managed to resurrect itself in the world beyond, as Tulku Urgyen—reading ill auguries of what is to come—fled Tibet a year before the Dalai Lama himself.


Blazing Splendor gives us this access in an earthy, candid, and entertaining narrative style: Tulku Urgyen’s own voice. What may be most striking is Tulku Urgyen’s natural humility. Calling no attention to himself or his own stature, he lets us see the world—and a fascinating pantheon of characters—just as he does: with blunt, often wry, candor.


The book’s voice reflects the cozy circumstances in which this tale was first told—a feeling of sitting at the master’s side, as Tulku Urgyen shared these chapters in his life with his closest Western students. Here they have been organized into a sweeping account that shares with readers a world where miracles, mystery, and deep insight are the order of the day—a world as reflected through the open, lucid quality of Tulku Urgyen’s mind.


His students, Erik and Marcia Schmidt, were moved to write this book in part because the unique lifestyle and culture of old Tibet was inexorably changed by the Communist takeover in 1959. Tulku Urgyen was widely recognized within Tibetan Buddhist circles as one of the most outstanding lamas to survive the tragedy of the Chinese takeover in Tibet. As the years take their toll, one after another of the great masters who were trained under Tibet’s classical spiritual system have passed away. In an effort to keep the spirit of this tradition alive, the authors felt compelled to present these first-person accounts by one of the last of a dying breed.


However miraculous many of the events related within these pages seem, recent scientific studies indicate such miracles may not be the stuff of imagination. For example, one of the more intriguing aspects of these tales relates to recent findings on the beneficial ways long-term meditation shapes the human brain. While these studies are still in their preliminary stage, they nevertheless have yielded several eye-opening results on the very meditation methods applied by the masters of Tulku Urgyen’s lineage—particularly those undertaken during years of intensive retreat. 


For instance, brain imaging using functional MRI while lamas meditate on “boundless compassion” reveals that their brains show remarkable levels of activation in two areas: the site that generates happiness and bliss, and that for readiness to take action. These eight lamas had put in from 10,000 hours of practice time up to 60,000 hours, and the longer they had done so, the stronger their brain’s activity level. While ordinary volunteers who practiced the same meditation for a month had 10% increases in these brain regions, the lamas had, on average, ten times more activity. And for some lamas, the jump was as much as eighty times greater.


As William James, a founder of modern psychology, suggested in his classic The Varieties of Religious Experience, our experiences while we register a temperature of 98.6°F may not give us the fullest account of reality. In other words, alternate states of brain function—and so consciousness—might allow perceptions of the universe that are just not discernible from the vantage point of everyday awareness. 




Religious traditions around the world offer accounts of altered realities by visionaries ranging from Meister Eckhardt and St. Teresa of Avila to Black Elk. Of course we don’t know what altered brain activity or extraordinary states might have allowed such visions (and we must acknowledge our own scientific bias in assuming that special brain states need be involved at all), but we do know that in every case the visions came after years of focused spiritual efforts. And neuroscience now tells us that the brain responds to sustained retraining by reshaping its own circuitry. 


We have yet to understand what the upper limits of basic mental functions like attention, visualization, and memory might prove to be—for modern science is in its infancy in studying how training the mind can rewire the nervous system. On the other hand ancient spiritual traditions, like that of Buddhism in Tibet, have systematically urged practitioners to spend years honing their sensibilities through sustained training.


What’s particularly intriguing about the stories in Blazing Splendor is the sheer length of time put into these practices by the masters of Tibet. While the lamas studied in modern labs have done at least three to six years of intensive retreat, it seems to have been routine for masters of Tulku Urgyen’s generation to have done three or four times that amount. Tulku Urgyen himself, for example, appears to have spent more than twenty years in intensive retreat, as was true of his late peer, the great Dilgo Khyentse. But some of the masters who lived their entire life in Tibet often did even more: Tulku Urgyen’s father put in thirty-three years of meditation retreat over the course of his life.


Science has now verified how powerful just three years of retreat can be in sharpening mental faculties. We can only guess what twenty or thirty years might do. From that perspective, we might do well to suspend our judgments about the seeming “miraculous” powers routinely ascribed to these Tibetan masters of the past. Who knows what might be possible for a mind so highly and exquisitely trained?


What might be possible remains further obscured by another element of Buddhist tradition, the remarkable humility about their own achievements that marks many highly accomplished practitioners. Thus Tulku Urgyen himself, who was venerated as a teacher by many of the most revered masters of his day (including the Sixteenth Karmapa), repeatedly asserts that he is nothing special—just an ordinary person. This humble stance has another wrinkle: Tulku Urgyen’s line holds to the tradition of the “hidden yogis” who routinely camouflage their spiritual attainments. Western readers, unaccustomed to this strong tradition of humility about one’s spiritual stature, might misread its signs, inferring instead an absence of accomplishment rather than its veiled presence.


The reader confronts yet another dilemma: how to regard the many matter-of-fact accounts of what, from a modern mindset, are improbable or impossible events, even miracles. Some readers may simply dismiss them as embellishments, while others choose to take them all at face value, or to set aside a dismissive criticism for the time being—or simply being open to their possibility without coming to any firm judgment. 


For those steeped in the assumptions of rationality, these events are enigmatic, raising questions that cannot be readily answered. Are these accounts mere legends and folktales? Are they recounted as metaphors or teaching stories whose details or veracity are less important than the point they make? Did some of these seemingly impossible events actually occur only in the mind of those who tell of them? Or could it be they partake of a range of experience beyond the everyday “trance” created by our thoughts and fantasies, memories and daydreams? 


Each of us will have to decide for ourselves. But all of us stand to benefit richly in expanding the horizons of our own spiritual aspirations. 


A note to readers:


I would urge the serious reader to take the time to go through the endnotes as you read along. Much rich context, detail, and explanation will be found in the notes and the glossary, which in themselves could stand as a partial tutorial in the Vajrayana tradition of Buddhism. Reading the notes will make the narrative itself much richer. And for those new to this perspective, the notes offer an essential background, bringing clarity where otherwise there could be some confusion.


 Mendocino, California
November 2004












Translators’ Preface


THIS IS NOT a traditional narrative of an enlightened master’s life in the Tibetan Vajrayana tradition. In fact, Tulku Urgyen rarely if ever spoke much about himself or his accomplishments. At most he occasionally might tell a “teaching story” from his past in order to convey a specific point to a particular person at a particular time. He would only mention details about his life when urged, and so this memoir results from Tulku Urgyen Rinpoche telling us stories about his life at our request, over a period of fourteen years.


From these tales we’ve strung a storyline, piecing together vignettes he told at different times, much like beads on a rosary. The resulting mosaic offers a rich narrative of Tulku Urgyen Rinpoche’s tradition and ancestors, tales of masters he knew or heard about, and many details of his life. We cannot claim that Tulku Urgyen Rinpoche wrote this, as he did not set out to narrate an autobiography. He simply responded to our requests by telling these stories, and he did so only after I promised that the main emphasis would be not on himself, but on the remarkable people he met or was connected to through other masters. 


When I asked him about the contents, he replied: “Just stick to the stories. Don’t fill it with photos of me. In Kham we call that self-aggrandizement. Include many photos of realized lamas, but there’s no need to include common people. Sacred places are very good too. It is beneficial for people to see sacred places like Bodhgaya if they haven’t been there themselves.”


He also gave a suggestion for a title: “Devotional summary of the life-examples of sublime masters.”


I feel we have stayed true to that spirit.


In the course of looking for the thread that tied everything together, one theme became paramount, and that is the vital continuity of lineage. As the reader will see, the New Treasures—the revelations of Tulku Urgyen Rinpoche’s great-grandfather—and the transmission from one generation to the next play an important role in this book. And in the end all streams of transmission converge in the ocean of the supreme incarnation.1 The teller of these tales was such an incarnation. Blazing Splendor is a mystical adventure story, a journey into eras, places, and situations unlike anything most of us have experienced. At the same time, it is a down-to-earth, human story, vividly told and, at times, heart-wrenching.


Tulku Urgyen’s narrative tells of remarkable accomplishments of the human spirit, supported at times by divine intervention. It is no fairy tale, yet it is replete with magic and epic triumphs of wondrous magnitude. It describes spiritual achievement at its best—and human folly at its worst. Tibetans will find this biography unlike most others in their traditional genre, for it fails to mention almost any of the important details of this master’s life, his miraculous feats and his extraordinary level of realization. Western readers may find that many of the stories seem to be sheer fiction or at least demand the suspension of their critical attitude. Yet what is presented, though at times challenging to normal conventions and perceptions, is for the most part verifiable.


Nobody could tell an anecdote like Tulku Urgyen Rinpoche. Not only could he perfectly recall tales told him as a child long ago and repeat them verbatim, he could invite you into his memory’s landscape and describe exactly what took place in vivid detail, as if casting a spell. He offers events and conversations with a captivating emotional depth that transports us into his experience.


Still, in an odd way, this memoir is not really about Tulku Urgyen Rinpoche, his incredible works, or his legendary special teaching style, which could ignite the listener’s hidden potential for attaining liberation and complete enlightenment. Rather, it shares with the reader what he witnessed and, perhaps most profound, how he perceived his world.


And what a world Tibet was before the communist invasion! In that world, sacred exploits were the yardstick of success. Love and appreciation of the great gift of the Buddha’s teachings and for the masters who upheld those teachings were paramount. That was a legacy even the communists could not destroy; it was carried far and wide in the hearts of those who escaped the wanton destruction and devastation of their culture. Blazing Splendor recounts their fortitude—a victory of the strength of mind in the face of overwhelming odds.


The main themes that permeate Tulku Urgyen’s story are the depth of veneration of the Buddhist teachings, their preservation and dissemination through unbroken lines of transmission, unfaltering courage in following one’s teacher’s commands, the unparalleled respect that masters had for one another, and the inescapable impermanence of any situation.


The inconceivable damage that took place in Tibet cannot be denied or ignored. History bears witness to what happened. Yet, out of that devastation, many precious masters and teachings survived. And the fact that these teachers were forced into exile has meant that those of us born into materialistic cultures can meet with this extraordinary tradition.


So, we invite you to enter a world that once was and glean the atmosphere. Let your heart open and connect with the sublime. Don’t get lost in the details of place and time; just experience the spiritual ambiance. And, to be sure, deep meaning interweaves these pages—heart advice and spiritual teachings that just might set you on your own personal spiritual quest.


We offer this all to you with unimpeded love and devotion for our amazing teacher and with the heartfelt aspiration that you will be greatly benefited in both the short and the long term.


In telling his story, Tulku Urgyen Rinpoche placed the greatest emphasis on a landscape of people rather than physical places. Those people who inspired him most emerged as the main focus for this book. We have used the sequence of his spiritual ancestry and his life as the thread for these wonderful stories, each a jewel of timeless value strung together by Rinpoche’s memory. We present this garland of tales here for you to savor.


Erik Pema Kunsang & Marcia Binder Schmidt
Nagi Gompa, 2005












Preface to the New Edition


IT IS WITH great joy that we present this new edition of Blazing Splendor: The Memoirs of a Dzogchen Yogi with Wisdom Publications, nearly twenty years since its first publication. Though it has now been almost three decades since Kyabje Tulku Urgyen Rinpoche’s passing, his wisdom and great kindness continue to bless us through his own written words and through the lives and teachings of his students, especially his remarkable sons and grandchildren, and his reincarnation, all of whom now carry Rinpoche’s legacy forward to a new generation. 


This edition is printed with a full-color interior, which allows us to bring the rich imagery and photography to life in an extraordinary way. We have included new color images whenever possible. The text has been revised lightly and includes some minor clarifications. We are also delighted to include a beautiful foreword for this edition by the Venerable Tenga Rinpoche, a contemporary of Tulku Urgyen Rinpoche who established Benchen Monastery in exile in Nepal. Tenga Rinpoche kindly granted our request to interview him about his memories of Tulku Urgyen Rinpoche in 2010, just years before his passing in 2012. We are honored to share those reflections with you here. 


We hope you enjoy this special edition of Blazing Splendor. May Rinpoche’s words speak to you now as clearly as ever and inspire you in your practice and in your aspirations for full awakening.


Marcia Binder Schmidt
California, USA, 2023
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Prologue


SINCE YOU HAVE asked so many times, I will tell a bit about my life. In our Tibetan tradition, we begin a life story by tracing back one’s family to its origins. My family name is Tsangsar. My other name, as I am considered a reincarnation of a yogi, is Chöwang Tulku.


I was born in Central Tibet, taken to Kham, then went back and forth between the two several times.2 I fled the communists to Sikkim and finally moved to Nepal, where I am now living as an old man. That’s my life in a nutshell. I haven’t accomplished any great deeds. Mostly it’s just one sad event after another.


Whenever I tell a story, I always avoid the two shortcomings of exaggeration and denigration—neither adding any extra qualities that one does not possess nor refusing to acknowledge qualities that are truly present. As I am not the type of person who remembers specific dates, don’t look for any clear chronology here.


I can, however, tell you some of the stories I have heard, many of which come from my grandmother. 












Part One
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Spiritual Roots












1


Grandmother’s Mission


AS MY GRANDMOTHER, Könchok Paldrön, supervised the loading 	of her yaks for the long, hard journey from Kham to Lhasa, she was in a hurry. She was an elderly woman now, and too much time had already gone by since she had last seen her son, who was living in Central Tibet—a two-month journey. She was determined to start searching for him.


My grandmother made her feelings very clear, lamenting: “My father was Chokgyur Lingpa, the great revealer of hidden treasures,3 and no matter where he went, people gathered around him like iron filings around a magnet. During my father’s short life, his fame and glory, his influence, and the number of his disciples seemed to surpass even those of the eminent Karmapa. Yet for all that, he left his body behind and me along with it.


“Then my mother and brother passed on, too. Everyone I love has abandoned me. Who could be more cheerless than a lost orphan like me? Even my youngest child, Tersey Tulku, has discarded me to stay with his illustrious master in Central Tibet. People say he is unfurling the four enlightened activities among the nobles in Lhasa.4 Even the king of Bhutan caters to him—the king gave my Tersey so many presents that fifty pack animals were needed to carry them. He nurtures a flock of eight hundred disciples—but he leaves me, his mother, all alone here in Kham.


“The travels of my father, Chokgyur Lingpa, were like a wave sweeping through the land, pulling everyone in its wake, no matter how learned or accomplished they might be. And no matter what school they belonged to, all the masters of his time received his teachings. Having witnessed such greatness, how can I be impressed by anything these days? I hear all kinds of stories about the so-called great deeds of Tersey Tulku, yet compared to the activities of his grandfather, they seem no more than foam on water.


“And now here I am, Chokgyur Lingpa’s only remaining child, all alone. Tears have flowed from my eyes day and night so that my pillow is moist with tears. I feel that all things beautiful and positive are no more than flowers in an autumn meadow—they are splendid but don’t last long.”


What triggered my grandmother’s outburst? Uncle Tersey was extremely learned in her father’s tradition of the New Treasures, the forty thick volumes of teachings revealed by Chokgyur Lingpa. From an early age, Tersey had had many visions and received prophecies, but, being a “hidden yogi,” one who never flaunts his accomplishments or realization, he rarely spoke of them.


One day, Uncle Tersey left Kham to go on pilgrimage. A very strong man, he carried his own provisions on his back, unlike most travelers in the steep terrain of Tibet. He didn’t have a single pack animal, just two trusted attendants, each carrying a backpack of their own. They traveled everywhere, even to the holy places in India. It was during this pilgrimage that he became a disciple of the illustrious Shakya Shri.5


Word reached Kham that the bearded Tersey Tulku was living the untroubled life of a lama-yogi, and the stories were quite impressive. But none of this fooled my grandmother, who always responded to such news with “That too will pass!”


And she began to worry about her youngest son. “I can’t sleep as long as he is floundering about Central Tibet,” she said. “I must go fetch him. He is my youngest and the reincarnation of my brother who met an early death. Tersey has stayed in Central Tibet too long. If he won’t return to Chokgyur Lingpa’s seat to assume his responsibilities, I’ll have to go and bring him back myself!”


Since they couldn’t let their elderly mother travel the long journey to Central Tibet alone, her three eldest sons had to prepare to accompany her.


Our family eventually found Uncle Tersey at Kyipuk, where Shakya Shri had lived and taught. When they asked him to return with them to Kham, he replied, “Sure, I’ll come back, but first I must finish my pilgrimage.” Five years passed before they were all able to return home to Kham.


It was during this journey that I was born.
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My grandmother was a very self-assured lady. It was from her that I heard most of the tales that I will tell here. My uncle Samten Gyatso had said several times, “Mother has so many stories to tell.” And she sure did!


This remarkable lady never forgot anything; she was able to discuss events from long ago as though they had just taken place. People often wondered how such an old lady could be so lucid. She could give a detailed explanation on any topic that piqued my curiosity, and she knew an incredible number of interesting tales.


I adored spending time with her. I was especially fond of stories about her father, Chokgyur Lingpa, many of which never found their way into his official biography.6 She accompanied her father, the tertön, on many of his journeys and saw with her own eyes what happened. She also knew many of his visionary experiences and personally witnessed many of the termas being revealed. With her virtually perfect recall, she could give an impeccable eyewitness account of the whole event. Whenever she told a story, it sounded as if she were still right there. 












2


Tibet, a Buddhist Land


THE BUDDHA’S TEACHINGS were transmitted to the people of Tibet with the patronage of an ancient lineage of kings. It is said that a semi-divine being from the Punjabi royal lineage, who had descended to live among human beings, fled north into the Himalayas. Eventually, he emerged from the high mountains and entered the Yarlung region of Tibet. The people of the area believed he was a miraculous being who had fallen from the sky, and they carried him on oxen yokes placed on their shoulders to crown him as their first monarch. For this reason he became known as King Nyatri, the “yoke-throned” king.


The first Buddhist scriptures miraculously arrived in the Land of Snow after thirty-five generations of these kings had ruled in an unbroken line from father to son. At that time, everyone was illiterate, a fact that filled the reigning king with sorrow. He prayed fervently for an end to his people’s ignorance. Due to the blessings of the buddhas, three scriptures of the enlightened ones fell from the sky, landing on the roof of his palace. Although no one could read them, the mere presence of these sacred texts transformed the environment so that harvests were plentiful and the evil forces in the country were somewhat pacified. It was as though the dense darkness of night had been broken by dawn’s first glimmer.


Five generations later, Songtsen Gampo took the throne and invited the first Buddhist teachers to Tibet. Through his enormous merit, he managed to acquire two of the three main statues located in the temple in Bodhgaya, the place of the Buddha’s enlightenment in India. These statues were brought to Tibet as bridal gifts from the two foreign princesses he married. One statue accompanied the daughter of the Chinese emperor, while the second statue was brought by the daughter of the king of Nepal. To continue the analogy, the period of Songtsen Gampo’s reign was like the first sliver of the rising sun illuminating the morning sky. The Dharma was beginning its spread throughout the land.


After another five generations King Trisong Deutsen made a great vow to fully establish Buddhism throughout Tibet, and this was like the sun finally rising high in the sky. During his reign, he invited 108 great masters to Tibet from their native countries, mainly India. In those days, spiritual guides, teachers, and masters were called panditas, learned scholars. Those who received the teachings and translated them into Tibetan were called lotsawas, translators.
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2. Trisong Deutsen—the great Dharma king





The first important master invited to Tibet during this period was the renowned Khenpo Bodhisattva, also known as Shantarakshita. The king had grand plans to build a group of temples in Central Tibet, the complex that today is known as Samye. But a powerful naga spirit loathed the bodhisattva, saying, “If these Indians start bringing Buddhism here, we will suffer. Let’s all gang up and make trouble.” All the eight classes of spirits agreed to try their best to stop Buddhism from spreading in Tibet by preventing the construction of Samye. Whatever was built during the daytime the gods and demons of the land destroyed that night.


Now, Shantarakshita was a great bodhisattva with a tremendously loving and peaceful heart. But because of his peaceful nature, he was unable to subjugate the local spirits around Samye. It seemed Shantarakshita was going to fail in his mission so the king became increasingly depressed by the lack of progress.


“I’m only a bodhisattva,” Shantarakshita told him. “I can’t handle all the powerful spirits of this region. But don’t despair; there is a way. In India lives a being who is exceptional in every way. He was not even born from a human womb; his name is Padmasambhava, the Lotus-Born. Any gods or demons who oppose the true teachings become terror-stricken and powerless simply from hearing his name. Invite him to Tibet, and our problems will end.”




“How can we invite him?” the king asked.


The Indian bodhisattva replied, “We three share a vow from our former lives, when Your Majesty, Padmasambhava, and I were brothers who helped erect the great stupa in Boudha, Nepal.7 Since we vowed at that time to spread Buddhism to the north, the Lotus-Born master will certainly accept our invitation; we need only ask him to come.” 


Padmasambhava possessed tremendous power, enough to subjugate all evil forces. Being the single embodiment of the activity of the buddhas, he was able to convert disciples in the dark country of Tibet as well as subjugate all the hostile forces. Because of his mystical proficiency, the temple complex of Samye was finally erected.


Other legendary masters who helped establish the Dharma in Tibet included Vimalamitra, who was said to have attained the extraordinary “vajra body of great transformation,” beyond the reach of birth and death. There was the Tibetan translator Vairotsana, himself an emanation of a buddha. All together, 108 panditas arrived in Tibet.8


A great number of Tibetans were educated as translators during this period, so that the entire body of the Buddhist teachings, including numerous sadhana practices detailing entire spiritual paths, were translated into Tibetan and accurately codified.


During the reign of Trisong Deutsen, auspicious conditions occurred in Tibet. The king himself was an emanation of the great bodhisattva Manjushri, and some of his ministers were said to be divine emanations, as were the masters and panditas invited to Tibet and even the translators of that time. Due to these incredibly positive circumstances, the king was able to fulfill his vow of establishing Buddhism in Tibet.
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3. Samye—the castle of the early Dharmas
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4. Chimphu—a view from the caves above Samye





The teachings from that remarkable period are now known as the Nyingma, or the Old School of the Early Translations, as opposed to the teachings imported from India during subsequent centuries, which are called the Sarma, or the New Schools of the Later Translations.


But all did not go smoothly. A while after King Trisong Deutsen’s death, there was a period of religious persecution, in which the evil oppressor Langdarma, who had become king, almost succeeded in eradicating Buddhism. But a subsequent revival saw the beginning of the Sarma schools, introduced chiefly by the great translators Rinchen Zangpo and Marpa. These two—and many other great teachers—journeyed all the way to India, received instructions from the Buddhist masters there, and brought them back to Tibet. One of the kings of this early period, a great religious ruler named Ralpachen, a grandson of Trisong Deutsen, also invited many masters to Tibet.


Now, at that time there were two sanghas, consisting of the congregation of ordained monks, recognized by their shaven heads and Dharma robes, and the congregation of ngakpas, tantric practitioners distinguished by their long braided hair, white skirts, and striped shawls. As a sign of his deep appreciation for these two congregations, the king would spread his two very long braids out upon the ground and allow the revered practitioners to tread on and sit upon his own hair. He would even take pebbles from under their feet and place them on the crown of his head to show respect. The royal patronage, in conjunction with the king’s great reverence for the teachings, created the circumstances for Buddhism to firmly take root and flourish in Tibet.


Finally, the Dharma was fully established throughout the country. Over the centuries, through the support of such devoted kings and the efforts of all these masters and translators, eight distinct lineages of teachings translated from their sources in India came to flourish in Tibet.9 These eight schools are all, without a single exception, the teachings of the Buddha. Each taught without any conflict both the Sutra system, which includes Hinayana and Mahayana, and the system of Tantra, which is Vajrayana.10


During these two periods of the first flourishing of Dharma in Tibet, masters and disciples—and even the disciples’ disciples—attained a profound level of realization. Some displayed extraordinary signs of their accomplishment, such as soaring like flocks of birds through the sky. Wherever they took flight and wherever they landed, they left footprints in solid rock. This is not just a legend from the past; these imprints are visible even today, so you can go and look for yourself.


Such was the country where I was born.




[image: Image]


5. Padmasambhava—the Lotus-Born master
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6. Vajradhara—the dharmakaya buddha
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Gampopa and the Early Barom Masters


AS I MENTIONED, according to the Tibetan tradition of storytelling, a person should not simply appear out of nowhere. The tale should begin with the person’s origins. We describe origins in two ways: family tree and spiritual lineage. So I will begin in the proper way, by telling you a bit about my family, who were often known by the lofty—and somewhat exaggerated—title “divine bloodline of Tsangsar.” Our clan was for many centuries the rulers of two kingdoms: Tsangsar and Nangchen. According to oral history, our bloodline traces back to India. The story goes that a celestial being from the Brahma realm descended to earth to produce a child with a tigress in the Forest of Black Sandalwood in northern India.11 


These are unusual ancestors, but we are not unique in this: tradition holds that the first person in the Drigung family line was fathered by a god, while the mother was a goat. The goat gave birth to a boy, and his divine father then returned from the heavens to collect his child. But as he picked up the boy, the goat mother, heartbroken at losing her child, let out a “Baaahhhhh!” and out of compassion the god let her keep the child.


My ancestors are deeply connected to a spiritual lineage called Barom, one of the early Kagyu schools.12 The word Kagyu means the teachings (ka) that are transmitted (gyu) in an unbroken lineage from the very beginning until today. It is said that this spiritual lineage traces a continuous line back to the celestial buddha Vajradhara, whose teachings passed through the Indian masters Tilopa and Naropa and then to their Tibetan successors Marpa and Milarepa. The famous yogi Milarepa had many disciples, but there is one who rose to the fore; today we know him as Gampopa, “the man from Gampo,” the root of our Barom tradition. 
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7. Milarepa—the famous yogi





Before he met Milarepa, Gampopa had studied and practiced the Buddha’s teachings for quite a while and had reached proficiency in the meditative state of samadhi. One day, a beggar happened by and began talking about Milarepa, a great guru, right outside Gampopa’s window. The moment Gampopa heard Milarepa’s name, he was overcome with emotion and called the beggar inside.


“Where does this Milarepa live?” he asked.


The beggar told the master’s life story: how he had been wronged as a child by his own relatives and suffered, how he mastered black magic and used it to take revenge, then how he had a change of heart, became a renunciate, and was now an amazing master yogi. The beggar ended by saying, “Right now he lives in the province of Ngari. I am one of his disciples.”
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8. Gampopa—the forefather of the Kagyu masters





“Could I meet him?” asked Gampopa.


“Of course,” replied the beggar.


Gampopa felt a deep yearning to meet this yogi, and, wasting no time, the very next morning he headed for Ngari. He met Milarepa at a place named Auspicious Ridge. Upon merely seeing the master’s face, Gampopa attained the warmth of blissful emptiness. Milarepa told him, “Sit down and train in tummo!”—the yoga of inner heat. After a short time of practice, as you can read in the Life of Milarepa, he showed profound signs of progress connected with the energy currents dissolving into the central channel.13


When Gampopa had gained a highly refined level of insight into mahamudra, the awakened state of mind, his guru said, “You have spent enough time with me. You must now go to Mount Dakpo and practice in solitude, but before you leave I still have one final lesson for you.”


On the day of departure, Milarepa walked with Gampopa for some distance. After he rested a while on a large boulder, it was time for the final goodbye. Then Milarepa stood up, lifted his yogi’s skirt, and showed Gampopa his buttocks. They were so worn down and callused that Gampopa could almost see the bones.


“Listen to me! When training in mahamudra, do not busy yourself with virtuous deeds of body and speech,” Milarepa explained, “because you risk losing thought-free wakefulness. It was by sitting on these buttocks that I attained realization. I have persevered in the two paths of means and liberation: Naropa’s Six Doctrines and Mahamudra. Easy, comfortable practice won’t get you anywhere!


“Forsake the aims of this life,” he continued. “Practice with fortitude. One day, you will see this old father as a buddha in person. That is when genuine realization of mahamudra will have taken birth in you. This is my final instruction.”


Gampopa went to stay in a small meditation hut on Mount Dakpo, where he trained with tremendous perseverance, unconcerned with life or limb. Through this effort, his insight deepened until he realized the awakened state that is boundless like the sky. Gradually his following grew vast; five hundred of his disciples became masters in their own right, allowed to bear the parasol of the Dharma, signifying their status as lords of the Buddha’s teachings—no small position. Thus he fulfilled the prediction of Naropa, who said, “My disciples will be more eminent than their teacher, but their disciples will be even more eminent.” And sure enough, the practitioners who sprung from his lineage were as numerous as flocks of birds taking flight and filling the sky.14
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Among Gampopa’s foremost disciples was a man named Darma Wangchuk, who is counted as the first master of the Barom lineage. From early childhood he had no other thought than practicing the Buddha’s sacred teachings; as he grew up, his sole aim was to find the best master to follow.


Eventually, the young Darma Wangchuk met a yogi and asked where he was headed.


“I’m going to Mount Dakpo, where the extraordinary Gampopa lives.”


“Take me with you—I want to meet him too!” exclaimed Darma Wangchuk, having made up his mind that very moment. Off they went. Upon meeting Gampopa, Darma Wangchuk immediately became his disciple.


Where I come from, the word disciple, is not used lightly. It means someone who practices full-time, who gives up everything to focus one-pointedly on attaining enlightenment in that same body and lifetime. People who merely received a few empowerments or a short teaching now and then were not necessarily counted as disciples.


Darma Wangchuk became the prime example of the kind of disciple who serves his master perfectly in thought, word, and deed. He even saved Gampopa’s life several times.


We Tibetans are in the habit of showing our religious fervor by pushing one another aside to get close to the lama and receive blessings. It can become quite a scene, almost a stampede. Once, at a big market fair, word spread that Gampopa was there, and so everyone at the fair wanted to obtain his blessings—all at the same time, nearly crushing the master. Darma Wangchuk must have been quite a strong man because, the story goes, he lifted Gampopa on his back and carried him to safety.


Another time Gampopa and his following were moving along a steep, narrow trail in the high mountains. The yak Gampopa was riding slipped and fell into the abyss. But Darma Wangchuk was quick enough to catch hold of Gampopa and thereby saved his life.


One day, Gampopa told Darma Wangchuk, “You have served me for a long time and with great devotion. Now the time has come for you to benefit others. Go to the north, to a cave on sacred Mount Kangsar, and devote yourself one-pointedly to meditation practice.” Gampopa then described the mountain and how to get there. Darma Wangchuk pleaded with him, saying that he would rather remain a humble servant, but Gampopa sent him off just the same.


Darma Wangchuk went where he was told and practiced with great diligence, having completely turned his back on striving for food, clothing, or fame. The gods and spirits of the mountain brought him provisions, and he stayed there for thirteen years. At the end of his retreat, he could fly through the sky and move freely through solid rock, and he had the signs of an accomplished master.


Darma Wangchuk established his first center in Central Tibet,15 near Mount Kangsar, northeast of Lhasa, where he had spent all those years. An increasing stream of faithful people with offerings, some coming all the way from China, began to find their way there. But after an avalanche buried his temple, he accepted an invitation from the king of Nangchen in eastern Tibet. There he established his second monastery, and over the generations the kingdom slowly became filled with meditators and yogis.


The word meditator in my homeland of Nangchen is closely connected with the pointing-out instruction of Mahamudra, the most profound teaching in the Barom lineage. Almost everyone living in Nangchen received this instruction, which directly introduces the state of realization, and so they all became meditators. On every mountainside, in every valley, each family’s house became a practice center. At the end of the day, even simple water-bearers used the leather straps on their yokes as meditation belts, as did shepherds with the ropes from their slingshots. It is said that almost everyone was a practitioner, and so the kingdom got the name Gomde, the Land of Meditators, a sign that the Buddha’s teachings had firmly taken root there.16


In modern times, people often wonder why so many spiritual practitioners spent year after year in remote mountain dwellings. The answer is simple: they had an acute awareness of the grave facts of life—that we are mortal, that time is running out for each of us, and that we can use this precious life to secure a lasting attainment of liberation and enlightenment.


They saw worldly success and social recognition, even in dreams at night, as nothing but demonic attempts to seduce us away from the attainment of enlightenment. Seeing mundane pursuits as the futile chasing of a mirage, they removed themselves from the world, like a wounded deer recovering from an injury, until they attained stability in the awakened state. Having attained the perfect stability of enlightenment, the masters among them engaged in work for others by establishing monastic centers where the Buddha’s teachings could be practiced and passed on.


It’s amazing what a single authentic spiritual master can accomplish in terms of the common good. When you have the chance, try to read the biographies of the early Buddhist masters and the original founders of the major monasteries in Tibet. See how they went off and practiced with great dedication, and how they later built magnificent temples for the benefit of others. If you could have seen the number of beautiful statues of exquisite craftsmanship that existed before the Communist destruction—gilded with the offerings of devoted people and established for over a thousand years—you would have been quite impressed. Yet every single founder of this exquisite abundance had been a true renunciate, regarding worldly honor and success as an attack by demonic forces.


The spiritual influence of a single enlightened being can spread into every corner of human civilization. There have been innumerable examples of this over the centuries. For instance, before he built the temple complex at Tsurphu in Central Tibet, where the Dharma flourished for centuries, the First Karmapa had already spent decades in meditation sheltered by nothing more than the overhang of a cliff. But there came a time when he reached such a level of realization that there were abundant signs of extremely high spiritual attainment.17


Like the Karmapa, there have been thousands upon thousands of practitioners who followed Milarepa’s example. When someone stays in an unpopulated valley or a remote cave, having abandoned futile involvements, and thereby has the time to awaken to true enlightenment—now, that impresses me!
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My family became linked to these early Barom Kagyu teachers through the master Tishi Repa, one of Dharma Wangchuk’s main disciples. Tishi Repa had four other gurus as well, and in their honor he fashioned a famous hat with five peaks—one at the center and one in each of the four directions.18


In Tishi Repa’s time, a tradition of spiritual relationship between China and Tibet had begun whereby the Chinese emperors sought out and invited the most eminent Tibetan master to be the imperial guru. At regular intervals, a search party was sent to travel throughout Tibet to find the greatest master of the day. As his fame had spread far and wide, the lama with the five-peaked hat received an invitation from the emperor. That’s how he became known as Tishi Repa—tishi being the Chinese title for the imperial preceptor, the highest religious rank. Below a tishi were two masters of the pakshi rank, and below each pakshi were two dignitaries with the position known as goshir. The tishi position also included an entourage of forty religious officials, all paid from the emperor’s coffers.


While perusing the archives during my stay at Tsurphu, the main seat of the Karmapas, I came across ancient correspondence with China. A similar invitation from the imperial court to become a tishi was once sent to the Third Karmapa. In those days, an invitation sounded more like a command.


One of the letters read: “To the west, no lama has been found to surpass you in spiritual qualities. The emperor has established this fact through his many emissaries. You alone must now be the imperial preceptor. If you fulfill his wish and come to China, the emperor will bestow every boon upon you in both spiritual and secular affairs. If you fail to fulfill the emperor’s wish, you will never have another happy day.”


Along with the document came a large seal of pure gold, a sign of exalted rank. Two high-ranking officials had personally carried the invitation to Tsurphu. The letter continued, “Commence your journey to China immediately, together with these two officials. Unnecessary delay of departure, even for a single day, will result in dire consequences.”


Such an “invitation” required Tishi Repa to go to China—he simply had no choice. But he did so in a highly unusual manner. Perhaps he knew intuitively that traveling in the style of a grand master of Tibetan Buddhism would cost him his life or perhaps it was simply a personal choice, but he chose to dress as a wandering beggar.


“That attire is entirely inappropriate,” the Chinese officials objected. “While traveling on imperial command, you must proceed in a dignified manner with the proper pomp and circumstance befitting a grand lama.”


They negotiated back and forth until it was agreed that the traveling party of the grand lama, including his own retinue of forty religious officials, would travel all the way to China in the traditional way. Tishi Repa, however, was permitted to accompany the caravan on foot dressed as a beggar in a simple cotton robe and carrying only a wooden walking staff. He walked the entire distance from Kham to the distant Chinese capital while everyone else rode on horseback.


There are written accounts of the miracles and other signs of accomplishment Tishi Repa displayed at the imperial court. But he also saw that the emperor’s dynasty, which was of Mongolian descent, would last no more than thirteen years. When ten of those years had passed, Tishi Repa thought it best not to be in the capital when the dynasty fell, and so he made excuses to leave. But the imperial family categorically refused to let him return to Kham.


“Times are taking a turn for the worse,” Tishi Repa thought. “The emperor’s life is running out, and if I stay I will get caught up in warfare and internal strife. I must escape by stealth.”


And so he slipped away. When the emperor discovered that Tishi Repa had fled, he sent out search parties in all directions. After two or three days, they caught up with him, and under strict guard Tishi Repa was marched back to the imperial court, where the emperor kept the master under lock and key.


“How will imprisoning me help you?” Tishi Repa asked. “You are the ones who are in trouble! Three years from now, both the dynasty and the crown prince will meet an untimely end. What can you do about that? I didn’t want to be a witness to all that, so I decided to leave. You wouldn’t let me, so I had to flee.”


“Lama, do not speak in such a manner!” replied the emperor. “What you say couldn’t possibly come true. Anyone who speaks as you do is to be punished! But since you have been my guru, I will excuse you. And if you really intend to leave, I will let you. In return, try your best to ensure that my life does not end.”


So, with a change of heart, the emperor showered Tishi Repa with gifts and provided him an escort back to Kham. When the party arrived at the border, Tishi Repa’s mount lay down and refused to stand up again. He told his escorts, “This is a sign that from now on I will return to being a wandering beggar.” And he proceeded on foot.


Along the road he met Sakya Pandita, the head of one of the main branches of Buddhism in Tibet, who was on his way to China. Sakya Pandita wanted to honor him by arranging an extravagant welcoming party. However, Tishi Repa replied, “There is no need for all that! Just treat me like the humble beggar that I am.”


He continued on his pilgrimage and, taking a very long route home, visited Lhasa. A few days after finally arriving back in Kham, he passed away.


As he had been a guru of the emperor, Tishi Repa’s passing garnered much attention; many ceremonies were held, and the news soon reached China. The new emperor sent emissaries to make offerings as well as to search for a suitable successor. They returned with a master named Repa Karpo, who was Tishi Repa’s chief disciple. According to all written accounts, the greatness of this master defied all imagination; he was even more accomplished than Tishi Repa. Many people saw him emitting a resplendent light. He was given immense wealth by this new emperor and used it to build many temples. In particular, he built a huge temple in Nangchen with innumerable statues, the main being a replica of the Jowo Buddha statue in Lhasa. Eventually, he received the same spiritual rank as Tishi Repa from the emperor.
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It is among Repa Karpo’s disciples that we find my ancestor, Lumey Dorje of the Tsangsar clan. Earlier, during an empowerment ceremony with a huge gathering, Repa Karpo spotted Lumey Dorje in the crowd and called out, “Hey, you! Do you want to follow me?”


Lumey Dorje approached and replied, “Certainly. How kind of you to make it so easy for me—I don’t even have to make the request.” Then and there he became a disciple of Repa Karpo.


Before long, Lumey Dorje attained a high level of realization. He also built a monastery called Nangso Chenmo, to which Nangchen owes its name. It had 115 pillars, making it extraordinarily large. When it came time for the consecration, he pitched a small tent and began practicing the instructions he had received from his guru.


During the ceremonies some benefactors offered him droma, our traditional and auspicious but very rich dish of tiny sweet roots swimming in clarified butter. Lumey Dorje consumed one large pot after another, ten in all, and word got around that the master had done something crazy and would die, or at least become seriously ill. But when everybody had gathered, he exuded all the butter through the pores of his body, leaving him even more radiant than before. Someone said, “That can’t be an ordinary human body!” Another remarked, “Look! His body doesn’t even cast a shadow! You can see right through it. He should be called Bodiless Vajra,” which is what Lumey Dorje means. This master was truly a sublime being—like a lion among men.


When his guru Repa Karpo passed away, the funeral ceremony was a major event, a special occasion for his disciples to make lavish offerings to honor their guru’s physical form. Soon after, the great Chögyal Pakpa, a master of the Sakya lineage, traveled through the region on his way to China and visited the monastery at Nangso Chenmo.19 The followers of Repa Karpo told him, “We have been abandoned by our master, like a body without a head. You are a sublime being, the emperor’s guru and the ruler of Tibet, and we would like to offer the monastery and the Nangchen kingdom to you.”




Chögyal Pakpa replied, “This would be inappropriate because the head wouldn’t fit the body. I am Sakya while you are Kagyu. It would be like putting a sheep’s head on the body of a goat. I would rather choose the best of Repa Karpo’s disciples. I have been entrusted with thirteen emblems of power to be given to thirteen people below me; the first of these I will offer to Repa Karpo’s main disciple, giving him the rank of lachen, grand master. So, choose the one among you who is the foremost disciple, and I will invest him with this title so that he can take charge of your kingdom.”


One of the disciples replied, “My Dharma brothers are all equal; there is no difference. It would be hard for us to choose who is best.”


“Isn’t there one who is just slightly better than the others?”


“Well, there is Lumey Dorje, whose bodily form resembles a golden offering lamp, but he has gone to Central Tibet. The rest of us are all equals.”


“I am also going to Central Tibet. Send someone to find him and tell him to meet me there.”


The messengers found Lumey Dorje near Lhasa, residing at the seat of a close disciple of Marpa.20 They escorted him to Chögyal Pakpa, who enthroned him, giving him a golden seal and an insignia of precious brocade that symbolized the rank of lachen, one of the thirteen imperial priests. Upon receiving these honors, Lumey Dorje said, “I have had no other aim in my heart than to be a renunciate meditator, least of all a Dharma king, but I will not oppose your command. However, you must appoint me an effective Dharma protector.”


Chögyal Pakpa then entrusted him with the Four-Faced Guardian, a Dharma protector from the Sakya lineage, together with the accompanying empowerment and instructions. Chögyal Pakpa then said, “You can rest assured that this guardian will follow you everywhere, like a shadow follows a body.”


This was not to be his only protector. Later Lumey Dorje had a vision of the female guardian Dusölma. She asked him, “What do you need?”


“I don’t need anything!” Lumey Dorje replied.


“Nevertheless,” she said, “I will protect your Dharma lineage for thirteen generations as if I were present in flesh and blood.”


Lumey Dorje had also received many empowerments and instructions from a great lama in the Kadam tradition and a disciple of the famed Indian master Atisha.21 When Atisha came up from Nepal to Tibet for the first time, a Dharma protector named Monkey-Faced Ganapati had followed him. At some point, Atisha entrusted this guardian to the lama, who later passed him on to Lumey Dorje, saying, “This protector is half-wisdom and half-mundane; often his activity is mischievous.”22 So when Lumey Dorje returned to Kham as a Dharma king, he had an invisible following of not just one but three Dharma protectors.
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It is interesting to note that Lumey Dorje—as well as his descendants, my own ancestors—had no real wish for secular power and fame but preferred the simple life of the renunciate. Perhaps because of this, eventually my paternal ancestors lost their position as the kings of Tsangsar to the ruler of Nangchen.


Lumey Dorje caused the Dharma to flourish throughout Nangchen. It was primarily through his spiritual influence that the kingdom became known as a land of meditators. Lumey Dorje remained on the golden Dharma throne for eighteen years before he passed away—or, as we say in Buddhist terms, “displayed the manner of transcending the world of suffering.” For seven days, wonderful designs in rainbow colors appeared in the sky for all to see. On his bones, thirteen self-appeared images in the shape of the auspicious white conch were found. Even today people still retell the story of his cremation and all the wonderful, truly unbelievable signs.


By this time, Nangchen was a small country unto itself, and it was now necessary to choose Lumey Dorje’s successor. The choice fell on Lumey Dorje’s nephew, Jangchub Shönnu, who was a lama. He was a disciple of Lumey Dorje’s and was living as a renunciate meditator in the area. Messengers found him and said, “You must leave your hermitage to be king. You can continue your spiritual activities from the golden throne of the Dharma.”


“I don’t wish to do anything but meditate in retreat,” Jangchub Shönnu replied.


“What use is your meditation if you ignore the well-being of all those who live in the kingdom?” the messengers argued, and so Jangchub Shönnu became the successor to the throne.


On ascending the Dharma throne, Jangchub Shönnu received a high religious position from the Chinese emperor, along with many gifts from the imperial court. He decided to use his newfound wealth to build a magnificent castle-like palace in Nangchen. When he moved there, he transferred the three Dharma guardians as well, except for the monkey-faced protector, who vehemently refused to go to the palace, preferring to stay behind in the monastery at Nangso Chenmo.


Every morning Jangchub Shönnu would make a circumambulation of both castles and their temples. One morning, while he was walking around Nangso Chenmo, a dog attacked and bit him. People started talking. At the new castle they said, “How can they let vicious dogs run around loose? Don’t they feed the dogs over there? The manager there is so conceited he thinks he can use our lama as food for his mongrels!”


The servants from the other camp retorted, “He may be a great lama, but what is he doing running around alone every morning?” And the argument escalated from there. Words were flung back and forth. That was all it took to create a big rift. But we shouldn’t be surprised that jealous rivalry abounds in the world of humans.


In the end, the high Sakya lama who had succeeded Chögyal Pakpa on the throne in Central Tibet was asked to mediate by the manager of the new castle. This manager must have been quite politically astute, because when he came back he brought a royal decree granting equal status to the two castles, which meant that the kingdom would have to be divided. Jangchub Shönnu didn’t mind and said it was fine with him.23


From then on, there were two castles: one called Nangso Chenmo and the other Tsangsar. In time, each was to have its own king. In those days, the throne holders of the Dharma were simultaneously the ruler of a major region and oversaw both secular and spiritual affairs. Over the centuries, the surrounding areas were consolidated into the two kingdoms, which eventually comprised ten thousand family estates scattered over a sparsely populated area. In the following generations, many of these masters held high ranks bestowed by Chinese emperors: tishi once, pakshi twice, and goshir thirteen times.


As the Mongols came into power in China, they also gave the Nangchen kings official titles and positions. The title conferred upon the Nangchen kings was the position of chinghu, which is one rank below goshir but still higher than a wang. The whole western continent was divided under the power of four chinghu and eight wang. In our terms, we can equate the chinghu with an affiliated but independent ruler, while the position of wang is closer to that of a district governor. But the kings in the Tsangsar family—my ancestors—never received any such position and remained lamas.24 In later centuries, the custom of the imperial court was to station its own representative in the various districts of Tibet. Just like the high-ranking Chinese official in Lhasa called an amban, there was a similar Chinese delegate in Nangchen and the neighboring kingdom of Derge.


Chinese from Ziling in the north had forced Tsangsar to relinquish most of its political power to Nangchen twelve or thirteen generations before mine, during the time of the master-poet Karma Chagmey. Then, about three generations ago, an important minister from the Nangchen court succeeded in forcing Tsangsar under the rule of the Nangchen king and imposed obligatory taxes. So, in the end, we lost our independence completely.


When I grew up in the Tsangsar mansion, our family line was no longer involved in politics, although we had a continuing spiritual lineage. There had been one ngakpa lama after another in my paternal line. The Tsangsar family line continued as lineage holders of the Barom Kagyu, while all the country’s political affairs were handled by the Nangchen palace.
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This state of affairs—Nangchen as rulers and Tsangsar as lamas—went on harmoniously over the centuries, except for the reign of one king.


Sometimes worldly power goes to a person’s head, and, one fine morning, the king of Nangchen looked toward the east and saw that the sun’s warm rays were prevented from touching his palace by a mountaintop nearby.


He exclaimed, “I am the king! I want sunlight in the morning, so lop off the top of that mountain!” A huge labor force was mobilized and they began chipping away at the rock.


This was no small mountain, but they managed to take a fair chunk off the peak. Even today, if you climb that mountain, you can see the results of their labors.


But the work was overwhelming. Eventually, one of the workers said, “This is no good. We’re dealing with this in the wrong way.”


“What do you mean?” a coworker inquired.




“It’s easier to chop off the ruler’s head than to cut off the head of a mountain,” the first replied.


“What are you saying?”


“Even if we continue for ten thousand years, we will still not finish this work. We have been given a horrible, endless task. Let’s mobilize everyone and put an end to this senseless king!”


So that’s exactly what they did: they cut off the king’s head.
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Nangchen was divided into eighteen districts, each with a major monastery.25 In the early days all eighteen were Barom Kagyu, but the lineage waned in influence as the Karmapa’s influence grew over the centuries and many of these monasteries began to follow his branch of the Kagyu. By the time I left Tibet, only a few small monasteries remained Barom Kagyu; one was my guru’s monastery at Lachab.26


A bit more about my paternal line of ancestors, with its famous (and perhaps a bit pretentious) name, Divine Bloodline of Tsangsar. Ours was a family lineage of married Vajrayana masters who for many generations were politically independent of the Nangchen king. While their estate and mansion were no longer as vast as they had been generations ago, they were not small either.


As I noted, my ancestors focused on spiritual works, not politics. At one point there were eighteen Tsangsar brothers who together made eighteen sets of the Kangyur, the translated words of the Buddha, each written in pure gold. One set was offered to the head lama of the Sakya lineage, one to the Karmapa, and another to Karma Gön, the Karmapa’s main seat in Kham. When I was at Lachab, we still had one set, and there was also one at a small temple under Tsangsar patronage. The pages were handmade of thick black paper, and the script was a beautiful calligraphy in pure gold.


The wives and sisters of those eighteen brothers, a group of twenty-five, decided to create the merit of making twenty-five sets of the many Prajnaparamita sutras on transcendent knowledge, each written in pure gold on deep blue paper made from powdered azurite. During my time, one of these was still kept at the Tsangsar temple. Over the centuries, many people have seen the female protector Dusölma circumambulating and paying respect to these scriptures. There was also a profusion of artists connected with my family. Once when the Karmapa passed through between Tibet and China, he was given one thousand tangka paintings as an offering.


These Tsangsar ancestors, all the way down to my great-great-grandfather, were realized masters. There is almost no one, including my father, who didn’t show some miracle or sign of great realization.27 I heard that one of them was the leader of the army from Nangchen and was attacked by a gang of soldiers from Derge, but their muskets couldn’t kill him.28
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A more recent and very important link in this Tsangsar family line was Orgyen Chöpel, my paternal grandfather. Being a married Vajrayana master, he dressed as an ordinary layperson. He married Könchok Paldrön—my grandmother and the only daughter of my illustrious ancestor, the great treasure revealer Chokgyur Lingpa—with whom he had four sons, all lamas, and two daughters.29 These are all major figures in my family story. Remember, I was born on the journey when my grandmother went in search of Tersey Tulku.


When my grandmother was given in marriage to Orgyen Chöpel, his family’s basic Dharma lineage was Barom Kagyu—but in name only. By that point, they were all following the Nyingma practices found in Chokgyur Lingpa’s New Treasures, the forty volumes of teachings he revealed for these times. So, it seems the Barom seat had turned predominantly Nyingma.


That didn’t mean they had completely abandoned the Barom teachings. The once-flourishing practice of the six doctrines from the Indian master Naropa had weakened long ago and was now maintained in only a few places. But by unifying Naropa’s six doctrines with the liberating instructions of mahamudra meditation, many early Barom Kagyu practitioners attained accomplishment—thirteen could run as fast as horses, another thirteen could run like the wind, and there were many, many others. Their disciples spread far and wide, all over Nangchen.


The training in Mahamudra, on the other hand, had for the most part taken on the flavor of Dzogchen, the teachings of the Great Perfection. All that was left of pure Barom practice was a very particular ritual involving a way to invoke the guardian of the Buddha’s teachings. This ritual was continued with very high regard—so much so that some monks would accumulate more recitations of this mantra than of their yidam deities. In the Tsangsar mansion where I spent my early years, there was a special shrine room for the lineage protectors, with huge masks covering all the walls. Every day special petitions and offerings had to be performed in front of each. One of them, I remember, was said to give almost instant results; over the centuries, there have been many accounts of their protective powers.


These days, I am sorry to say, Barom is close to fading out, as very few lamas are left to uphold it. I, too, was supposed to do my part, but obviously I haven’t done much. Of the Barom teachings, I have not practiced the lineage’s style of the six doctrines, but only the chanting for the Dharma protectors. Instead I have been steeped in Chokgyur Lingpa’s terma treasures since I was a child. I haven’t even had the chance to perform the practice connected to Chakrasamvara, the main deity of the Barom Kagyu.30 So I am definitely to blame—shame on me!—for letting my forefather’s Dharma lineage slip away as I occupied myself with Chokgyur Lingpa’s termas. Actually, my father and one uncle did most of the Barom Kagyu practice in our family; they employed the practices for the Dharma protectors. But another uncle, Tersey, didn’t chant even one syllable from the Barom Kagyu lineage; he followed the New Treasures one-hundred percent.


According to Khampa tradition, since the great tertön’s sons had no children, his daughter’s offspring were then highly respected as descendants and representatives of Chokgyur Lingpa. We speak of two kinds of grandchildren: “bone line” and “blood line.” To be a grandchild from bone means being born in the family of a son, while a grandchild from blood would be in the family of a daughter.


The continuation of Chokgyur Lingpa’s terma teachings was primarily due to my grandmother having borne four sons, each of whom performed an immense service in propagating this lineage. My father was the second of the four sons; his name was Chimey Dorje. My mother’s name was Karsa Yuri.


So that’s a short history of both the spiritual and worldly aspects of the Tsangsar lineage and, particularly important, how it connects with Chokgyur Lingpa when his daughter, my grandmother, was given in marriage to Orgyen Chöpel of the Tsangsar family. At this point, you may wonder just who this Chokgyur Lingpa was and what his New Treasures are—and what exactly are terma teachings? Also, what’s so important about propagating a Dharma lineage? All this will be my main topic in most of the following stories. And it is due to the kindness of my grandmother that I even know many of these tales. 
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The Treasures of the Lotus-Born


AT THE END of the eighth century, Padmasambhava, the Lotus-Born, arrived in Tibet. As the primary master of Vajrayana, he accompanies every one of the thousand buddhas of this eon.31 He had twenty-five main disciples; in later incarnations those disciples were reborn as tertöns who revealed teachings Padmasambhava had hidden to benefit people of coming times.


My root guru, Samten Gyatso, had incredible faith in Padmasambhava and would tell me how he marveled at the words of the Lotus-Born. Although Samten Gyatso was extremely erudite and had studied vast volumes of literature, he continued to find many fresh levels of meaning in Padmasambhava’s teachings.


“There is no one greater than Padmasambhava,” he would often say. “Of course, Buddha Shakyamuni is the root, but the Lotus-Born made the Vajrayana teachings spread and flourish throughout India—and especially in Tibet. If you look closely, you can see just how amazing his terma teachings are! And if you compare his terma revelations with any other treatise, you can see their unique quality. The reason is that they were from Padmasambhava himself.


“The beauty of their prose is astounding! It is very difficult for anyone to write with such beauty and depth as you find in terma practices. Unlike treatises by people who are merely learned, in a terma each word can be understood on increasingly deeper levels. That special quality of Padmasambhava’s vajra speech means that whenever you read his teachings, you inevitably feel faith and devotion, trust and complete confidence!


“We see that similarly worded teachings appear in the revelations of several tertöns. The reason is they are all the unmistaken speech of Padmasambhava deciphered from the symbolic script of dakinis,”32 he said, referring to female tantric deities. “One need not harbor any doubts. For instance, the Seven-Line Supplication starting line, ‘On the northwest border of the land of Uddiyana,’ appears in numerous different termas; the different revealers tapped the same source.


“Before he left Tibet,” Samten Gyatso told me, “Padmasambhava concealed an abundance of termas containing teachings, precious stones, and sacred articles for practitioners in later centuries.” Out of great kindness, the Lotus-Born concealed termas for the benefit of future beings—within solid rock, in lakes, even in the sky. Thinking of this immense kindness evoked my awe.


Yet, there are people who can’t appreciate this kindness. These days some skeptics object, saying, “Tertöns probably don’t possess the unbroken lineage of empowerment and reading transmission from Padmasambhava for their teachings. They just dig up a few articles they themselves hid!”


But in fact, the tertöns who later appeared to reveal these treasures had been blessed by the Lotus-Born master in their past lives as his disciples, receiving empowerment and reading transmission for those termas. Every tertön has already received the complete lineage—and in an authentic way far superior to the superficial manner empowerments so frequently are given these days, which bear only the semblance of blessings.


All the great tertöns were masters who, in body, speech, and mind, were personally blessed and empowered by the Lotus-Born. To claim they didn’t have transmission is childish. Such statements demonstrate the speaker’s ignorance of the seven traditional ways of transmission.33 The terma teachings are amazingly profound and are concealed within the treasure chest of the four modes and six limits, ten levels of increasingly profound meaning at which each of the tantric scriptures can be explained. This is how Samten Gyatso introduced me to Padmasambhava’s teachings.


“If you are interested in exploring them, the layers of meaning in a terma are vast. From the earliest age, a great tertön is unlike other children,” my guru continued. “He has pure visions of deities, and realization overflows from within. Tertöns are not like us ordinary people who must follow the gradual path of study and practice. Ordinary people don’t have instantaneous realization!”34


As another of my teachers, Dzongsar Khyentse, told me, “Termas are like crops that ripen in the autumn. Every year there’s a new crop, and each season it is freshly harvested and enjoyed, since that is the crop for use at that time. Terma teachings were concealed to be revealed at particular periods later in history, and they appear in forms most appropriate to the particular time periods in which they are revealed.” 


When the time came for the different terma teachings to be revealed, great tertöns would appear in this world. They were able to dive into lakes, fly up to impossible locations in caves, and take objects out of solid rock.


My great-grandfather, Chokgyur Lingpa, was one of those masters who revealed the Lotus-Born master’s hidden treasures.
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9. Chokgyur Lingpa—the revealer of hidden treasures
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My Great-Grandfather, the Treasure Revealer


CHOKGYUR LINGPA was born near the royal palace in Nangchen and grew up as a simple monk in the Tsechu Monastery. Once during the annual tantric dances, he fell out of rhythm and danced on independently of the others. This upset the dance master who then wanted to give him a beating. 


Present in the assembly was Adeu Rinpoche, who was the guru of the king of Nangchen. He also happened to be the son of the previous king and therefore a very powerful personage in the kingdom; during those days, there was no higher lama in Nangchen. Adeu Rinpoche, who had clairvoyant abilities, saw that the young tertön was participating in a dance of celestial beings taking place in the young monk’s vision of Padmasambhava’s pure realm—Chokgyur Lingpa had simply joined that dance instead.


Adeu Rinpoche came to Chokgyur Lingpa’s rescue, saying, “Don’t beat him! He has his own style. Leave him to himself.”


Soon after, Chokgyur Lingpa asked for permission to leave the monastery and Adeu Rinpoche consented, saying, “Yes, you can go. Travel freely wherever you like and benefit beings!”


Before leaving, Chokgyur Lingpa gave a statue as an offering to the king of Nangchen and requested a mount and provisions. But the king was a hardheaded character and not happy that he was leaving.


“That crazy monk has given me a statue of Padmasambhava that is neither clay nor stone,” the king said, not realizing it was one of the extremely precious terma objects Chokgyur Lingpa had already discovered. “Give him an old horse and a saddle blanket.” As a result of the king’s lack of appreciation, Chokgyur Lingpa never settled in Nangchen.
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10.  The lotus crown of Chokgyur Lingpa





My great-grandfather had not gone through any formal studies, yet Old Kongtrul later called him a true pandita, a great scholar.35 This change took place while Chokgyur Lingpa remained in a strict traditional retreat, lasting three years and three fortnights, at his residence above Karma Gön in Kham. During this retreat, he, to use his own words, “slightly unraveled the intent of the tantras, statements, and instructions,” referring to the profound three inner sections of tantra—mahayoga, anuyoga, and atiyoga.36


Chokgyur Lingpa was not just an authentic tertön; his revelations are pivotal to our lineage. He was the reincarnation of Prince Murub, the second son of the great king Trisong Deutsen, who established Buddhism in Tibet. Another of his former lives was Sangye Lingpa.37 Chokgyur Lingpa was the “owner” of seven distinct transmissions and is often counted as the last of one hundred tertöns of major importance.


He is regarded as the “universal monarch of all tertöns,” in part because no other tertön has revealed a teaching that includes the space section of Dzogchen. There are several mind section revelations, and all major tertöns reveal the instruction section; but only Chokgyur Lingpa transmitted the space section. This is why his Three Sections of the Great Perfection is considered the most extraordinary terma he ever revealed.38
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Most of the stories I know about how Chokgyur Lingpa revealed termas I heard from my grandmother. Being Chokgyur Lingpa’s daughter, she witnessed these events as a child. My grandmother was never known to lie or overstate anything; she was an extremely truthful person who didn’t brag or slander.


She told me how Chokgyur Lingpa once revealed a terma before a crowd.39 “Often my father would take a terma out in the presence of more than a thousand people. It had to be this way, because Tibetans, especially those in the eastern province of Kham, were known to be extremely skeptical. They didn’t blindly believe everyone who claimed to be a tertön. But Chokgyur Lingpa was beyond dispute because he repeatedly revealed termas with numerous witnesses present.
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11.  The Lotus Crystal Cave—sacred place of the Three Sections
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12.  Khala Rong-go—where the Tukdrub was revealed





“The purpose of revealing a terma publicly,” she continued, “is to ensure complete trust, free from doubt or skepticism. There is no trickery involved; the terma is revealed before the eyes of everyone present. If it were just a magic trick, there would be no actual, material terma to show afterward, no representation of enlightened body or speech.40


“Otherwise, it was no simple feat to convince people that Chokgyur Lingpa was in fact an emissary of Padmasambhava. Khampas were even more hardheaded than Central Tibetans; they were much more suspicious. Among Khampas, the people from Derge were the most skeptical; there was no way in the world they would simply believe any impostor professing to be a tertön! They would only trust someone they had personally witnessed revealing a terma in public.


“We call such a revelation tromter, meaning ‘public terma,’ a terma revealed amid and witnessed by many people. When a terma treasure was about to be revealed as a tromter, it would first be announced: ‘A terma will be revealed in public!’ As word spread, a lot of people would gather to watch.


“A tertön would also miraculously receive a ‘location list,’ which is like a key showing exactly where the terma is hidden. Such a text is necessary to be able to find the terma and take it out; and having received the location list—this mystical guidebook—the tertön can see in his mind’s eye the layout of the landscape and the location of the mountains, valleys, rocks, caves, and so on. This list also contains a description of the ‘terma sign,’ a certain mark placed by Padmasambhava or Yeshe Tsogyal, for instance the syllable HUNG. The terma site could be a certain rock or cave, a place described as looking like a gaping lion, a tortoise, or another animal of a particular shape indicating the character of the location. The terma sign might be found at the throat, between the eyes, at the heart, or at another such place on that particular animal.


“The location list will also indicate the proper time to reveal the terma and the particulars of the spirit guarding it. Sometimes three different spirits would be involved: a zhidag, neydag, and terdag. The zhidag, the lord of the land, is, for example, like Maheshvara, who guards the entire Kathmandu valley, while the neydag, the lord of the locality, is, for instance, like Tarabhir, who guards the sacred place of the female buddha Tara near Nagi Gompa. The terdag,41 the terma owner, is the particular spirit who was entrusted with the terma’s safekeeping at the time it was concealed.


“How is it possible for anyone to steal a terma? Perhaps when Guru Rinpoche was concealing the terma he was seen by birds and other animals, who then knew where it was hidden. In one of their subsequent lives, they could become a terma thief. So the command would be, ‘Don’t allow a terma thief to take this! Don’t let it fall into the hands of samaya violators! Entrust it to no one but the representative of me, Padmasambhava!’


“In this way, the guardian would already have been instructed by Padmasambhava to hand over the terma to the destined tertön. The treasure revealer, however, must then give a tribute in return, a kind of bribe. In addition, he must place something as a substitute, either a teaching or something precious, such as a sacred substance; he cannot just carry off the terma like a thief making off with some loot.




“As soon as the news spread that something amazing was about to take place, of course a lot of people would turn up—and why not! Sometimes five or six hundred people would be present, once even a thousand. But other times when the terma was revealed as a tromter there would only be a small group present, consisting of seven, twenty-one, or sometimes more people.


“On one such occasion, Chokgyur Lingpa presented a ritual drink to the guardian of the terma, accompanied by a request to release custody of the terma. He then drew a design on the surface of a rock, which opened up like the anus of a cow, and the stone just poured out to reveal a cavity containing the terma. As the interior became visible, we saw that it was filled with scintillating rainbow light. We also noticed an unusually lovely fragrance that seemed to permeate the entire valley. A vast quantity of scarlet sindhura powder came spilling forth as well. Chokgyur Lingpa handed some of this powder out, and people collected it for safekeeping. 


My grandmother continued, “Everyone was slowly chanting the supplication to the Lotus-Born known as Spontaneous Fulfillment of Wishes:


When revealing termas for people destined to benefit beings, [image: Image]


with the courageous confidence of pure samaya, [image: Image]


free of hesitation and doubt, I supplicate you; [image: Image]


grant your blessings to spontaneously fulfill all wishes! [image: Image]


“Someone had already arranged a table nearby covered with a brocade cloth to place the precious articles on. The terma articles were often too hot to touch when taken out, and my father was the only one who could hold them. Some were so hot in fact that they scorched the brocade.”42 My grandmother described these to me as “objects from which the heat of blessings had still not vanished.” Sometimes this is used as a metaphor, but, in actuality, sometimes people did get burned. Once I actually saw some of these scorched pieces of red and yellow brocade in a box containing some of Chokgyur Lingpa’s sacred belongings. 


She continued, “After the great tertön took out the terma, he blessed everyone. At this time he also gave an explanation of the terma’s historical background, how and why Padmasambhava concealed it, with what particular aspiration it was buried, why it was revealed now, the benefits of receiving its blessings, and so forth.”




She said, “I saw the crowd weep out of faith and devotion, the air humming with the sound of crying. Even if you were a stubborn intellectual, all skepticism would melt away. Everyone was struck with wonder.


“After the revelation, he placed a substitute for the terma inside the rock cavity. For example, if there were two statues of Padmasambhava, then Chokgyur Lingpa replaced one of them. If the terma was a scroll of dakini letters, written in their symbolic script, he would place some other precious article in its place. Then he finished by walling up the cavity, sometimes with stones, sometimes even melting the rock as if coating it with plaster. If Chokgyur Lingpa simply set some rocks in the crack, people who later went back to check discovered that the surface had naturally ‘healed,’ all by itself.”
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My grandmother was not the only person I knew who actually saw Chokgyur Lingpa reveal termas. Once, while I was living at our Tsangsar family home, Pema Trinley, who had been the great tertön’s servant, came to stay. He spent the last year of his life with us and was about ninety years old when he passed away. Being young and curious, I questioned him about his days with the tertön, and he told me all that he remembered. Here is one of his stories:


“Once, while Chokgyur Lingpa was in a small village at the foot of beautiful Mount Karma, he was given the opportunity to reveal a ‘cattle terma.’ Believe it or not, he announced that he would bring forth real animals! Hearing this, many people gathered around him, proceeding with much commotion to a steep cliff that rose up the side of Mount Karma.


“In those days there were no matches, and Chokgyur Lingpa’s cook, Lhagsam, had forgotten to bring along a fire kit of flint and steel. Without a fire kit, he couldn’t make tea, so he sent his helper down to the village to fetch one. But all the villagers were out collecting wild, sweet droma potatoes on the hillsides, so the cook’s helper had to return empty-handed. 


“While the helper was heading back up the mountain, Chokgyur Lingpa had been at work in his tent in front of the cliff. Already people could hear cattle lowing and bellowing from deep within the mountain. It sounded as if the animals were just about to break through the surface of the rock. Everyone heard it—some were even frightened, thinking they were about to get trampled.


“Right then, the cook’s helper yelled out, ‘Hey, Lhagsam! I’ve got no fire kit! There was no one in the village!’ The great tertön heard this from within his tent and asked, ‘What did he say? They vanished? They are gone?’ You see, in the Khampa dialect, the word for fire kit, which is mesa, and the cook’s name, Lhagsam, can also sound like the word for ‘vanished,’ or ‘gone.’ While Chokgyur Lingpa asked what was said, the sounds of the animals gradually vanished.


“Chokgyur Lingpa then exclaimed, ‘The auspicious circumstance has passed! The cook’s helper bungled it! We shouldn’t stay here! Let’s pack up and leave!’ Everybody then left in a flurry. They didn’t even have a cup of tea, since they couldn’t start a fire.”
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My grandmother once told me why we in the lineage of Chokgyur Lingpa don’t need to fear local spirits like Gyalpo Pehar or Samten Kangsar.43


On one of Chokgyur Lingpa’s trips to Lhasa by the northern route, the party was caught in a terrible snowstorm on the vast plains. Even after the main storm subsided, a tremendous amount of snow continued to fall for a week or so, preventing them from continuing their journey. The travelers started to fear for their lives. They grew so desperate that they began to burn any flammable objects they could find—even the wooden frames of their saddles.


At an emergency meeting someone said, “We still have a long journey ahead of us. We haven’t even crossed the pass. What’s going to happen to us? With this snow I fear the worst. Let’s ask the tertön for help; it’s our only choice.”


When the crisis was brought before the tertön, he responded, “The elemental forces of the valleys and the mountain spirits have ganged up to test us. They are taunting me, insinuating that I am not the lineage holder of Padmasambhava. But don’t worry, just wait and see what happens. Divide the practitioners up into two groups: the ngakpas should stay with me in my tent, and the monks should remain in Karmey Khenpo’s charge. Prepare yourselves by training in the tummo yoga, for tonight we will perform the practice of the soaked cotton garments. It is the only way to deal with this.”




The two groups began to practice the yoga that very afternoon and they produced so much heat that people outside could see clouds of vapor rising from both tents. At midnight the heavy snow clouds began to disperse, and by morning the sky was clear, without even a wisp of cloud. Not only that, but all the snow around Chokgyur Lingpa’s tent had melted; you could see the stones on the bare ground. The sun rose in a blue sky to reveal splendid weather, and the snow continued to melt across the entire plain. The streams became swollen to their banks with all the melted snow.


Chokgyur Lingpa suggested they stay for a few days, and during that time the snow continued to melt. At one point he exclaimed, “I’m still not done with those guys! Samten Kangsar, Nyenchen Tanglha, and some of the other spirits still seem to have their minds set on putting us through an ordeal. Samten Kangsar needs to be taught a lesson today. Please prepare a big white torma and bring it to me.”


That afternoon, after the petitions to the guardians, Chokgyur Lingpa heated up the torma until the butter decorations on top melted down to its shoulder. Meanwhile, looking at Mount Samten Kangsar—from which the spirit received his name—in the distance, everyone saw that the snow on its peak had begun to melt and was gushing in streams down the mountainside. The next morning, large patches of black rock were visible.44


After Chokgyur Lingpa had subdued Samten Kangsar, the weather was brilliantly clear for three days straight; there was not a single cloud in the sky. The melting snow caused quite a flood in low-lying areas.
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Wherever Chokgyur Lingpa traveled, he was accompanied by many learned and accomplished masters. His splendorous dignity and sphere of influence were comparable to those of the great Karmapa, in that even spiritual masters served as his attendants. One such was Karpo Sabchu, a yogi adept in Naropa’s six doctrines and especially accomplished in the feat of swift walking. It was said that he could cover the distance from Kham to Lhasa—ordinarily a two-month journey—in a day, bringing back fresh vegetables.


Once, when she was still a girl, my grandmother was sitting outside the great tertön’s tent with her mother, Lady Degah.45 In the distance, they saw a man approaching on horseback. As he rode closer, they recognized him to be a Northerner, a balding old nomad with braided hair and glaring eyes, wearing an unusually short goatskin coat. His mount was an albino with bloodshot eyes. Such horses are rare and known to have bad eyesight in the snow.


Usually a visitor would, out of respect, dismount quite a distance from the central tent; but this man surprised my grandmother by riding straight up to Chokgyur Lingpa’s tent, dismounting, and going inside without looking right or left.


Lady Degah said, “Did you see that brazen Northerner heading straight for the tertön’s tent? He was just about to ride right into it.”


“He was staring straight ahead without the slightest glance right or left,” commented my grandmother. “Doesn’t he know he’s supposed to see the drönyer first?” The drönyer is an attendant in charge of receiving guests.


As Chokgyur Lingpa was always in the company of his close disciples, the two women had no cause to worry about his safety and thought nothing more of the strange visitor. They went about their business.


Inside the tent, the great tertön was seated upon a makeshift throne of stone and wood collected from around the camp.46 The visitor plopped himself down right in front of the tertön and just sat there without saying a word.


The servant Karpo Sabchu felt no suspicion and served him tea, thinking to himself, “These Northerners have no sense of etiquette, as we well know. Look at this brash old geezer; he’s so pushy he didn’t even wait to be let in.”


In addition to being a yogi, Karpo Sabchu was also quite playful with people. He sat down next to the old man and rubbed his knees affectionately while remarking on how cold they were. The stranger was carrying a plain crooked stick in his belt that Karpo Sabchu tried to grab in fun, playing the fool with the old nomad.


At some point, the old man and Chokgyur Lingpa seemed to be making gestures and faces at each other. Suddenly the great tertön assumed an awesome air, raising his right hand high, quite majestically poised. The stranger let out a sharp howl and suddenly disappeared—vanishing completely into thin air. Karpo Sabchu looked outside, to reassure himself that he hadn’t been hallucinating, but he discovered that the horse too had vanished without a trace.


As the day wore on, Karpo Sabchu began to feel sick to his stomach. Because Chokgyur Lingpa’s close disciples knew to bring only the gravest of matters to his attention, Karpo Sabchu kept his mouth shut and quietly went to the kitchen to prepare for the meal. But before long he began to feel a gnawing pain, something like worms writhing about, eating away at his stomach. Although by now he felt extremely sick, he still didn’t want anyone to tell Chokgyur Lingpa. As time went on, though, Karpo Sabchu became so ill he was certain he was going to die. Finally, he told someone to inform the great tertön.


My grandmother had heard Karpo Sabchu’s cries of anguish. Soon she saw Chokgyur Lingpa and the drönyer heading for Sabchu’s tent and tagged along to see what was happening. She poked her head in the door and saw Karpo Sabchu curled up on his bed, writhing in pain. She saw Chokgyur Lingpa frown, as he said, “He’s sure to die. Who else would be foolish enough to touch—and even play around with—a demon? He even grabbed hold of the demon’s stick and so he has lost his life force.47 There’s no doubt about it: he’s not long for this world.”


The others then beseeched the great master to do something, if anything could be done to save the life of the poor yogi. After some pleading, Chokgyur Lingpa finally growled, “Prepare a burnt offering outside; I’ll take care of the rest.”
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