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Foreword


THE Great Treatise on the Stages of the Path to Enlightenment (Lamrim Chenmo), composed by Tsongkhapa and explained here by Geshe Lhundub Sopa, is a commentary on the Lamp for the Path to Enlightenment by Atiśa. The primary goal of these teachings is to discipline and transform the mind. These texts have their source in the sutras and the other teachings of the Buddha himself, but their special virtue is that they convey the thought of the Buddha in a format that is easy to apply in actual practice.


The authors of these wonderful texts composed them in order to help all living beings. Since they developed the altruistic attitude to benefit mother sentient beings, we too should follow their example, irrespective of our own weak situation.


The Buddha and the great teachers who followed him gave clear instructions on how to proceed from a state of suffering to a state of peace and happiness. Following such teachings of the great masters of the past, Atiśa summarized them in his famous text, the Lamp for the Path to Enlightenment. It is a wonderful text, and Atiśa’s disciples such as Dromtonpa and Potowa put what it teaches into practice. It was then transmitted through the Kadam lineages, finally coming down to Tsongkhapa.


He was an unparalleled scholar, who composed the Great Treatise on the Stages of the Path to Enlightenment, the marvelous text explained here in the manner of the great masters of Nālandā monastic university. We are indeed fortunate after so much time to have access to such a great work and to be able to read and think about what it contains. With this publication of Geshe Sopa’s commentary, Tsongkhapa’s words are brought to life and illuminated for a modern audience, continuing the lineages of scripture and realization that the Buddha set in motion more than 2500 years ago.


The two principal aspects of practice described here are a proper understanding of emptiness and the awakening mind of bodhicitta. A correct understanding of the view of emptiness is very important, for whether you are taking refuge, or cultivating the awakening mind of bodhicitta, all other practices are enhanced by such an understanding. At the same time, it is extremely important that our insight into the ultimate nature of reality is supported by compassion and the awakening mind of bodhicitta.


In my own case, regardless of my limited capacity, I try my best to develop these two minds: the wisdom understanding emptiness, and bodhicitta—the wish to achieve enlightenment for the sake of all sentient beings. Merely trying to approach and cultivate these two minds brings greater peace and happiness. The development of these two minds is really the heart of Buddhist practice. It is the essential meaning of this Stages of the Path to Enlightenment. If we were to examine all the sutras and words of the Buddha, along with the subsequent treatises that are commentaries to them, we would find that they can be summed up in these two practices. Therefore, we should study these teachings motivated by an aspiration to achieve enlightenment for the sake of all sentient beings.


Today, Buddhism is spreading throughout the Western world, encountering new cultures and new languages. During such a period of transition it is very important that the Dharma be transmitted by scholars and practitioners who possess a deep and vast understanding of the teachings, because that is the only way to protect the authenticity and purity of the teachings.


Atiśa exemplified this role by bringing the pure teachings from the great monastic centers of North India and establishing them in Tibet in an authentic and complete form that was, at the same time, suitably adapted to the Tibetan personality. He reestablished monasticism in Tibet and emphasized ethical conduct as the heart of Buddhist training. He dispelled the many misconceptions and erroneous customs that had entered the practice of the Dharma in Tibet. In this way he reestablished the pure Buddhadharma in many places where it had been lost, and enhanced it where it survived.


Requested by Jangchub Ö to give a teaching that would be beneficial to the Tibetan people in general, Atiśa composed the Lamp for the Path to Enlightenment, which condensed the essential points of both sutras and tantras into a step-by-step method that would be easy to follow. This text inaugurated the grand tradition of the study and practice of the stages of the path method in Tibet. Atiśa also worked with his Tibetan students on the translation of many texts from Sanskrit into Tibetan and so made a rich contribution to the flourishing of Buddhism in the Land of Snows.


Geshe Sopa, the author of this commentary on the Lamrim Chenmo was one of the several good students of Geshe Lhundrub Tabke and was therefore chosen to debate with me during my final examination. Geshe Lhundrub Tabke, who became the abbot of Sera Je, was in turn one of the several good students of Geshe Tsangpa Lhundrub Tsondru, who was a renowned scholar at the time of the Thirteenth Dalai Lama and later ascended the throne of Ganden Tripa. Geshe Sopa is therefore the third generation of high-quality scholarship commencing from Geshe Tsangpa Lhundrub Tsondru and he continues the excellent tradition today.


He is an exemplary heir of Atiśa’s tradition conveying the pure Dharma to a new world in an authentic and useful way. He has been a pioneer among those bringing Buddhism to the West. He left for America in 1962. In due course, Geshe Sopa was invited to the University of Wisconsin, where he became one of the first Tibetan language instructors at an American university. He later rose to become a tenured faculty member, and his career as a Professor of Buddhist Studies eventually spanned more than thirty years.


All Tibetans should feel honored and proud that Geshe Sopa, a man from far away Tibet, could rise to the highest levels of Western academic attainment largely on the basis of his Tibetan monastic education combined with his own brilliance and personal qualities. Publication of this excellent series of books is a fitting tribute to an illustrious career.


Tenzin Gyatso, the Fourteenth Dalai Lama


September 23, 2002




Editor’s Preface


GESHE SOPA ONCE SAID TO ME that it was really worthwhile to publish this series of his commentaries on Tsongkhapa’s great work because the Lamrim Chenmo was “like a mirror of the mind.” I had always thought of this book as something like an encyclopedia of Mahayana Buddhist practice, but when the eight-hundred page Tibetan text lay on the table between us, it did not look like a mirror to me—a huge mountain to climb, perhaps, but not a mirror. Similarly, for the reader who picks up this book seeking some degree of wisdom or spiritual guidance, the luminous power of these teachings to reflect for the student the elemental processes of his or her own mental life may not be evident at first.


Geshe Sopa began teaching Tsongkhapa’s Lamrim Chenmo in the spring of 1976. He had already been teaching Tibetan language and Buddhist philosophy at the University of Wisconsin for almost a decade. In the mid-1970s a group of students who had met Tibetan Buddhist teachers in Nepal and India began to form around him, settling in Madison, Wisconsin because of his presence. Most of these young students had been studying at Kopan Monastery in Kathmandu, where Lama Thubten Yeshe and Lama Zopa Rinpoche had established one of the earliest centers for training Western students in the practices of Tibetan Buddhism. Geshe Sopa had been a teacher of Lama Yeshe at Sera Monastery in Lhasa, and Lama Zopa had studied with him in India, so it was natural for their students to migrate toward Geshe Sopa when they returned to the United States.


Having coalesced into a modest Dharma group under the title of Ganden Mahayana Center, the students requested Geshe-la to begin teaching. This he began to do, once a week, every Sunday, in two-hour sessions that allowed for about ninety minutes of teachings after prayers and meditation were complete. The venue was a small living room in a shared house on the shore of Lake Mendota.


When he began teaching the Lamrim Chenmo, Geshe Sopa noted to those present that it would take some time to get through this very long text. In fact it took fourteen years to complete the first three quarters of his commentary, progressing through the first five perfections of the bodhisattva path. Geshe-la decided a hiatus was in order before moving on to the challenge of Tsongkhapa’s final two-hundred-page chapter on the meaning of emptiness.


By that time Ganden Mahayana Center, under the direction of Geshe-la and his everpresent factotum and amanuensis, Elvin Jones, had evolved into Deer Park, a monastic establishment housing several monks, with a uniquely beautiful wood-frame temple and an enlightenment stupa, all set on thirteen acres of rolling hills south of Madison. Geshe Sopa had been joined by Geshe Lobsang Donyö, who would later become abbot of Sera Je Monastery. Notable milestones on that evolutionary journey included an extraordinary two-month Dharma course, held at Edgewood College in the summer of 1978, that brought together many of the greatest Gelug lamas of our time, including Zong Rinpoche, Denma Locho Rinpoche, Geshe Rabten, and Geshe Sopa himself. Alan Wallace was the primary translator.


The next year His Holiness the Dalai Lama made Madison one of the stops on his second visit to the United States. In those days few had any idea who the Dalai Lama was, and it was the privilege of Geshe Sopa’s students to sit in St. Benedict’s Catholic chapel amid an audience of barely one hundred people to hear his teachings.


It was during that visit that Geshe-la invited His Holiness to return in two years to offer the Kalacakra initiation, the largest, most elaborate tantric ceremony in Tibetan Buddhism—an event that had never before been attempted outside of Tibet and India. The land where Deer Park now sits was purchased specifically for the Kalacakra ceremony and was consecrated by that ceremony—becoming, in the eyes of some, one of the most holy sites on the North American continent. A year later, Deer Park was visited by Serkong Rinpoche, the greatest living master of Kalacakra, who presented an unusually detailed teaching on the practice, which was translated by his student, Alexander Berzin.


While these events would be noteworthy to any historian attempting to document the transmission of Tibetan Buddhism to the West, for Geshe Sopa they were accents in the steady rhythm of the two resolute pursuits of these middle years of his life—teaching university students the meaning of Buddhist thought as compiled in canonical and commentarial literature, and elucidating the Lamrim Chenmo for those who would practice the Dharma.


After thirty years of teaching, Geshe Lhundub Sopa retired from the University of Wisconsin. A testimonial dinner brought back to Madison a large contingent of the twenty-two Ph.D. students whose work he had supervised. It was an occasion that was memorable not only for the profound affection and respect that radiated from the many students and colleagues who had been influenced by Geshe-la over so many years, but also for the wonder: that a man who had started life as a peasant in one of earth’s most remote nations, a place where the Western world was a distant myth if it was thought about at all, where few could read and virtually no one could speak a foreign language—that such a man could find his way into a major American university and earn his way, class by class, year by year, up the academic ladder, to conclude his career as a revered professor, indisputably one of the seminal figures in the rapid growth of the relatively new academic field of Buddhist studies. The feelings of that night, which so efficiently conveyed the wonder of Geshe Sopa’s life, were beautifully encapsulated by a little speech offered by Robert Bickner, Professor of Thai linguistics, who was at that time the chair of their department:


In reflecting on what I have observed in Geshe Sopa’s teaching, it seems to me that we have something that is a model—I don’t know if the rest of my colleagues share this feeling, but it is a model at least for me. To say that we have a successful academic career to observe here today I think is an understatement: the scholarship, the contribution to peoples’ careers in education, in comparative or cooperative translation and interpretation, Ph.D.’s completed, masters degrees done, and heaven knows how many courses taught. This is the only faculty member I know who regularly teaches four courses a semester. If one tried to count the credits that have been earned by students working with Geshe Sopa, it would be virtually impossible to do.


So we have an exemplary academic career to note as we gather tonight. But there is another aspect of Geshe Sopa’s career that has touched me very deeply as an individual, and for which I wish to thank him on my own behalf, but also, I think, on behalf of the department and the academic community at large. Academe ought to be a place in which we pay a great attention to human values. We ought to look at each other with great compassion. By that I do not mean softness or imprecision, but we ought to be able to recognize the human qualities in each other and look on each other with compassion at all times. We are not exemplary in doing that.


But some of our colleagues do excel in being both excellent scholars and teachers and also greatly humane people. And in my colleague Geshe Sopa we have one such person. For that part of his career—which is not the part that gets written down in the books, not the part that gets counted when degree summaries get done or credits issued by departments are counted—for that part of his contribution to the daily work environment in which I have I applied my trade, I have great gratitude to Geshe Sopa. And I think that is something that the Department would like very much to recognize tonight.


One of Geshe-la’s first students at Wisconsin was James Robinson, who came to Madison in 1966 and has himself spent over thirty years as a professor of religion at the University of Northern Iowa. He remembered the very first time he met Geshe Sopa:


I was down in the lobby of Van Hise Hall, and it was pouring down rain at the time. I was very shy. I knew he was a Tibetan and I knew he was a lama, but dare I approach him? But I thought, after all, I was in the South Asian studies program, so I went up to him and cautiously introduced myself. He very graciously responded, and five minutes later I was completely at my ease. We went somewhere to talk, and, as a matter of fact, I think we shared an umbrella. I think that was in some ways very metaphorical: that, as a matter of fact, his teachings have been a refuge from the storm. But even more than that, I think of that beautiful image in the Lotus Sutra, where the Dharma teachings are compared to a rain cloud that nourishes, and that just as the rain comes and the great trees absorb what they can, and the bushes absorb what they can, and little grasses, like myself, absorb that little bit that we are able to do—like that, Geshe Sopa has been that Dharma rain cloud. For myself and so many other people.


It is impossible for us, people whose lives span the second half of the twentieth century and the first half of the twenty-first, to gain a purchase that would yield a true historical perspective on the process of cultural, philosophic, and spiritual cross-fertilization that has made of this planet a true “worldwide web.” Buddhist partisans might pat themselves on the back over the vision of Arthur C. Clarke in Childhood’s End that in some imagined utopian future, of all the faiths that had once existed on earth, “only a form of purified Buddhism—perhaps the most austere of all religions—still survived.” But the truth is that no one (except of course an omniscient being, like the Buddha) knows what sort of future globalization is hurtling us toward.


What is sure is that all massive transformations of human civilization grow out of human gestures that are always underappreciated and often utterly unnoticed in their own time. Geshe Sopa is one of a number of Tibetan scholars and practitioners who have devoted this lifetime to the transmission of authentic Indo-Tibetan Buddhism to the West. This second wave of Buddhist transmission—following the earlier appearance of Japanese Zen teachers in the 1930s, 40s, and 50s—was instigated in the first place by Mao Zedong’s rapacious conquest of China’s western neighbor. It has frequently been remarked that the crushing of Buddhism in Tibet cast to the winds the potent seeds of its flowering in the West.


Geshe Sopa was living an unremarkable life as a thirty-five-year-old refugee monk in Dalhousie, India when he was summoned by the Dalai Lama. He was requested to accompany three young lamas who were being sent to America to learn English so that they could return to translate for Western seekers the teachings of senior scholars at the Library of Tibetan Works and Archives in Dharamsala. Traveling to the West was inconceivable and unappealing to him in 1961, and he accepted the commission only with the gentle prodding of Trijang Rinpoche, the junior tutor to the Dalai Lama, who reminded Lhundub Sopa that it was usually a bad idea to refuse the request of the Dalai Lama.


The three young monks—Khamlung Tulku, Sharpa Tulku, and Lama Kunga—along with their chaperone, Geshe Sopa, arrived in New York City in the summer of 1962 and were met by Elvin Jones, who drove them to their home of the next five years, the monastery of Geshe Wangyal in Freehold Acres, New Jersey. It is worth mentioning in passing here that from that day until he died in his sleep at the end of a Vajrasattva retreat, Elvin Jones remained by Geshe Sopa’s side, in turns serving as his secretary, cook, collaborator, fundraiser, and sounding board—always the steadfast, devoted student, often playing the teacher by providing Geshe Sopa with endless opportunities to practice patience.


The Mongolian Geshe Wangyal arrived in New Jersey in 1955 to minister to a colony of Kalmucks, a Mongolian community that practices Tibetan Buddhism and had lived in the Astrakhan Province of the Soviet Union, west of the Volga River. After World War II they were displaced and relocated to southern New Jersey. By the time Geshe Sopa and the young lamas arrived, Geshe Wangyal’s center was frequented by a cadre of brilliant young Buddhist scholars-in-the-making, including Robert Thurman, Jeffrey Hopkins, and Christopher George. Joshua Cutler, who currently directs Geshe Wangyal’s monastery, supervised the wonderful recent translation of the Lamrim Chenmo that was produced by a team of fourteen scholars, nine of whom were either students of Geshe Sopa at Wisconsin or students of his student, Jeffrey Hopkins, at the University of Virginia.


Ken Morgan, a pioneering professor of religion at Colgate University, had earlier met Geshe Wangyal out of a curiosity to learn more about Tibetan Buddhism, and he quickly took the new arrivals under his wing and aided their efforts to learn English. He remembers his role:


As these young men learned to speak English I was impressed by the good judgment of the Dalai Lama in choosing them; and I was especially impressed by the older one, Geshe Sopa, and so it occurred to me that maybe he could be a teacher. I started looking around at different universities where maybe I could persuade them to take on this Tibetan monk. I could run down a long list of distinguished names that thought I was a little bit crazy. But I knew a couple of people at Wisconsin, and I knew that Richard Robinson was starting a Buddhist studies program there, so I wrote to them and suggested they bring it up to their department. I said, “I can assure you that his English may not be good enough for underclassmen, but he could do all right with graduate students. And I think you’d be glad if you took him.” And they did.


The Daily Cardinal, the student newspaper of the University of Wisconsin, carried this item on Thursday, Dec. 14, 1967:


A Buddhist lama, Dr. Lhundub Sopa, is teaching a course in spoken Tibetan, the first one ever offered at the University. “Geshe-la” (a polite title meaning Doctor), as Dr. Sopa is sometimes called by friends and students, has spent the last five years at the Lamaist Buddhist Monastery of America in Freehold Acres, N.J. It was this monastery that Professor Richard Robinson, Indian Studies, contacted in order to engage a teacher for this course. Dr. Sopa speaks a Lhasa dialect, a “beautiful standard Tibetan” according to Robinson and thus merited the teaching position…. He was born in 1923 to a farming family. At the age of nine he…entered a Buddhist monastery. The Buddhist lamas are not entrenched in a social or economic hereditary heirarchy but instead one of scholarship. According to Prof. Robinson “the monastery is a chance for poor boys to get ahead.”


There is no doubt that Geshe Sopa, Geshe Wangyal, their students, and all their supporters are part of a process of transmission, but there is no way to measure that process, to see any more than the tip of the iceberg that protrudes above the waterline of time. As John Makransky, Associate Professor at Boston College, said at Geshe Sopa’s testimonial dinner,


It is the meeting of great civilizations and traditions, almost of themselves, almost in spite of us—that is what Geshe Sopa has been doing. He has somehow transmitted some of the formative components of an entire civilization into the hearts and minds of Westerners, the implications of which we cannot even comprehend. This deep ground of the meeting of civilizations, which nobody actually owns—nobody could make this exciting, this great, or this marvelous meeting of civilizations and cultures: nobody could think it up—it almost has its own momentum. That great river of the Indo-Tibetan civilization, and everything that is coming through it, has somehow been imparted by this man. It is even more than what we, his students, have received. It is what great cultures and civilizations have somehow received. And mostly in ways I think we are not even aware of.


That great river of Indo-Tibetan spiritual wisdom arrives here at the present moment as the accumulation of many centuries of simple human gestures—gestures that carry mythological grandeur in the self-image of a vast spiritual tradition but were once the simple choices of modest individuals, trying to discern the best way to serve others by practicing and propagating the Buddhadharma. Atiśa turns his back on the comforts of Nālandā Monastery and travels, at an advanced age, to the wilds of Tibet to reestablish the pure teaching. Four hundred years later Tsongkhapa scours the sutras and śāstras with a compulsion to unpack Atiśa’s essential presentation of the Buddhist path, to connect it to the great corpus of the written tradition, and to show that this is not only the true teaching of the Buddha, but that, under the analytical gaze of reason, this teaching describes life as it actually unfolds.


Five hundred years later Geshe Sopa sees in Tsongkhapa’s magnum opus simply a “mirror of the mind,” a tool to reflect for all human beings to see, regardless of their cultural history or background, the key to their own behavior—in its self-destructive aspect and in the luminous clarity of its natural capacity to heal itself. Asked to teach the Dharma by his young students, what else is he to teach but the Lamrim Chenmo, the mirror of the mind.


The seeds of this project were planted in 1994 during a casual meeting I had with Nick Ribush, a former director of Wisdom Publications, at their offices in Boston. I was in town to see His Holiness the Dalai Lama deliver a public lecture to a packed audience at the Wang Theater in downtown Boston. When our conversation turned to the project of Joshua Cutler and his team to publish a translation of the Lamrim Chenmo, I mentioned that the tapes of Geshe Sopa’s commentary were sitting in a closet in Madison, Wisconsin, and I had often thought of turning them into books.


These seeds ripened more than a year later when Lama Zopa Rinpoche, Geshe Sopa’s student and the Director of the Foundation for Preservation of the Mahayana Tradition, agreed to fund the project and gave it his blessing. The indefatigable energy of Lama Zopa in working for the benefit of every single creature in the universe is a source of wonder and joy to all who have contact with him. He has certainly been an inspiration to everyone associated with this project. The wisdom contained in these pages is that of the Buddha, condensed by Atiśa, unfolded by Tsongkhapa, and explained by Geshe Sopa. The energy behind its publication comes from Lama Zopa Rinpoche.


The staff of Wisdom Publications, in particular the Director, Tim McNeill, and the Senior Editor, David Kittelstrom, have been invariably helpful, supportive, and unimaginably patient. I was blessed with the opportunity to recruit two talented fellow editors in Beth Newman and Tenzin Dechen Rochard, whose work on future volumes will ensure that this project is brought to completion. Beth’s editorial contribution is already present on every page of this book. Many other students of Geshe Sopa provided assistance: Michael Sweet, Leonard Zwilling, John Newman, and Jon Landaw provided invaluable advice on matters of content and style. Rodney and Karen Stevenson were characteristically generous with their computers, living space, and cars at various stages of the process. Venerable Lhundub Jampa cheerfully assisted all of us as Geshe Sopa’s secretary. In the final stages David Farrell was helpful with logistics and Robert Kulik provided precious assistance with proofreading.


On a personal note, it is difficult to express my sense of obligation to my wife, Mary Christine Lauppe, for her unwavering support. And I also wish to thank my friend, Professor William Waldron, for his deep insight and the constant reminder that all suffering is rooted in karma and kleśa.


I can only offer this modest preface as a pale reflection of my gratitude to my teachers, Geshe Sopa, Lama Yeshe, Lama Zopa Rinpoche, Sera Je Khenpo Geshe Lobsang Donyo, and Serkong Rinpoche, as well as others. Whatever effort I have applied to this work was done in the hope that I could contribute in some small way to their lifetimes’ project—to bring peace and happiness to all beings who are suffering in the world. If there are flaws or failures in the final product, they are most assuredly mine.


As His Holiness the Dalai Lama says in his foreword, “the Buddha and the great teachers who followed him gave clear instructions on how to proceed from a state of suffering to a state of peace and happiness,” and the great virtue of the texts that follow in Atiśa’s “steps of the path” lineage is that they “convey the thought of the Buddha in a format that is easy to apply in actual practice.”


The format of these teachings is itself an expression of the commitment that underlies them: to place one’s trust in the two types of Dharma—the Dharma of scripture and the Dharma of realization—that form the historical body of the Buddhist tradition. Tsongkhapa looks back not only to the Sutra, Vinaya, and Abhidharma baskets of the Buddha’s “original” teachings, but takes as authentic and reliable the insights, as recorded in commentarial literature, of the yogis, pandits, siddhas, and geshes who actually put the Buddha’s teachings into practice and fulfilled their intent.


Although Buddhism encompasses a vast diversity of philosophical schools, practice lineages, and cultural contexts, the Indian source material that Atiśa was condensing and Tsongkhapa was in his turn unpacking and expanding is largely shared and revered by all schools of Mahayana Buddhism. Nāgārjuna, Āryadeva, Candrakīrti, Asaṅga, Vasubandhu, and Śāntideva form the core of this textual tradition. These are the fundamental pillars of this lamrim structure; they are, in effect, the frame upon which Tsongkhapa has built this text.


The point of this great work of scholarship is to organize all the essential material of that historical tradition, already almost two thousand years old by Tsongkhapa’s time, into a curriculum that could be studied and practiced in such a way that Buddhism—the tradition of scripture and realization—could be thoroughly integrated with the mind of the practitioner. Tsongkhapa’s commitment to this project represents a view of the nature of Buddhism that sees all progress on the path to enlightenment as rooted in study and familiarity with the ideas set forth in the classical texts. It views analytical meditation as the proper method to integrate those ideas with the mindstream of the practitioner. It emphasizes ethical conduct as the absolute foundation of all future progress, and understanding the cause and effect of karma as indispensable to building a stable basis for ethical action. Above all it exalts reason as the cutting tool for eliminating habitual behaviors that obstruct us from realizing our full potential, which is buddhahood.


The Lamrim Chenmo is a great heap of reasons. The modern Western reader will probably not find every one convincing; some may seem tautological, and others may appear to be rooted in assumptions built on faith. That is not a problem as long as one remembers the actual purpose of the text (and of all authentic Buddhist texts), which is to lead the trainee to enlightenment. In his commentary Geshe Sopa pauses more than once to discuss the nature of faith and how to deal with points about which one harbors doubt. What is most important is never to close your mind to the possibilities, or to dismiss out of hand the assumptions or the conclusions that are drawn from them. Buddhism is a method of practice; it is only through the practice of trying on these ideas and seeing what effect they have on your mind and on your life that you can understand their deeper meaning and significance. Those who do this may find that the Lamrim Chenmo is indeed a mirror of the mind.


“Faith” in Buddhism is not blind faith but the abiding trust that flows from reason, forged in the reality of experience. Faith in karma and rebirth is something that not many Westerners are born with. But trust in the teachings of the Buddha and the lineage of realized masters whose insights are gathered in this work will not be too hard to come by if one is willing to read these pages with an open mind, to then contemplate the ideas presented here with an open heart, and to then apply undivided attention to those ideas in a disciplined series of focused meditation sessions. It is by means of these three trainings of hearing, thinking, and meditating that one transforms the mind.


You neither need to “believe” every word found here, nor to share in every element of the metaphysical universe depicted by the Indian Buddhists of two thousand years ago. What you need to gain the full benefit from the work that Atiśa, Tsongkhapa, and Geshe Sopa have done here is to examine the nature of your life, of your existence, and of your self in the light of the understanding that is offered here, for your benefit.


In chapter 11 of this volume, taking refuge in the Buddha, Dharma, and Sangha is described as the “sacred gateway for entering the teachings.” But even before you enter, you have to stand before that gateway and think about walking through it. While the steps on the path to enlightenment are presented here as a systematic sequence, in another way they are much like the “jeweled net of Indra,” with each node reflecting, encompassing, and connected to all the others. As you plunge into this ocean of wisdom that Tsongkhapa has compiled and Geshe Sopa has explained for you, you can begin by focusing on those jewels that attract your attention, those reasons that shine most brightly in your own mind. That will be your personal entrance, your own sacred gateway into these teachings.


Whichever step of the staircase you enter upon, the journey will, in its own way and own time, lead you to all the other steps. The only requirement is that you continue to put one foot in front of the other—one thought-moment of interest and effort after another. That is all teachers really require of their students. They have trust that the teachings will unfold their results naturally, if the student will only grasp the opportunity.


 


David Patt


Ithaca, New York


September 2003




Technical Notes


REFERENCES


All works mentioned are referenced by their titles in English. Although there are many ways to render a particular title, we have employed the versions used in Cutler’s translation of the Lamrim Chenmo—The Great Treatise on the Stages of the Path to Enlightenment—to make it simple for the reader to use both works.


At the first mention of a particular work we provide the title in its language of composition. Again, although scholars may find some irregularities, for the ease of the general reader we have followed the Sanskrit titles as they appear in The Great Treatise on the Stages of the Path to Enlightenment. The bibliography allows readers to find an English title and see the same title in Sanskrit (if applicable) and/or Tibetan.


PRONUNCIATION


Terms from Sanskrit and Tibetan that have become part of the English language appear without diacritic marks or Tibetan spelling.


Tibetan technical terms and names are spelled phonetically for ease of use of non-Tibetan speakers. Sanskrit technical terms that are not commonly used in English appear in this work with diacritic marks. These terms appear in the glossary in English alphabetical order.


The following rough guide to Sanskrit pronunciation is from The Wonder That Was India, by A. L. Basham.


The vowels ā, ī, ū, e, ai, o, and au are long and have approximately the same pronunciation as in Italian, or as the vowels in the English words calm, machine, rule, prey, time, go, and cow, respectively. The vowels a, i, and u are short and equivalent to the vowels in the English words cut, bit, and bull. Ṛ is classed as a short vowel and pronounced ri as in rich.


The aspirated consonants th and ph are pronounced as they are in the words pothole and shepherd; they are never pronounced as the English thin or photo. C is pronounced ch as in church. Ś and ṣ are both generally pronounced as English sh as in shape. The distinction between the other subdotted retroflex consonants (ṭ, ṭh, ḍ, ḍh, ṇ) and the dentals (without subdots) is not important to the general reader.


STYLISTIC NOTE


Steps on the Path to Enlightenment is based on an oral commentary on Tsongkhapa’s Lamrim Chenmo that Geshe Sopa gave to his students over the course of more than a decade. In turning Geshe-la’s presentation into a series of books the editors have chosen to use an informal second-person voice. In contrast, the Tibetan language generally leaves person understood and is often rendered with an abstract third person: “one can do this” or “one should do that.” We chose the second-person style in order to preserve something of the oral nature of the original and to create a more intimate bond between the author and the reader. The intent of Tsongkhapa and of Geshe Sopa was to give those who wish to embark on the path to enlightenment advice on how to proceed. This advice is offered here in the direct address of a teacher to his students.




Editor’s Homage


Homage to Lord Atiśa,
Who came to Tibet when the Dharma had disintegrated,
When ethics had collapsed,
When the lineage of ordination had been severed.


Homage to Lord Atiśa,
Who carried with him the living spirit of the living man,
The Sage of the Shakyas,
Whose feet touched the dust of this earth,
Whose body sat beneath a tree,
Whose vow awakened
For this world wisdom deep as endless sky, luminous
With love unhindered, warm and kind as morning sun of summer.


Homage to Lord Atiśa,
Who planted the flag of conquest in Tibet.
Here the only wheel to turn will be the wheel of truth.
Here the only law will be the naked reality of cause and effect.
And all that grows and thrives
And withers and dies
Will be seen to be
All just the changing sad and beautiful face of real life,
All like the moon reflected in a mountain pool.
Here where good food is scarce but silence abounds like wind in the grass,
The vision of the Sage will rest a while,
Flower in the hearts of ageless children,
Brighten in the smiles of old monks,
Flow through wood-carved words inked on numberless pages,
And grow unimaginably,
Like crops that plant themselves,
Until another turning of the world
Scatters the pristine vessel of single-pointed mind
 And carries its indivisible contents,
Humble glimpses of emptiness,
To new soil, new children, new smiles, new ageless words,
Until the wind changes
Again, and again, and again.


Homage to Lord Atiśa,
May his dream never cease becoming true.




Introduction


SO HERE WE ARE. Right now you have a life that is extremely valuable and precious because it is difficult to obtain. It is most beneficial because with it you have the power to accomplish every human objective. You know that you can use your body and life to achieve worldly, transient goals, such as temporary relief from physical and mental problems as well as the experience of momentary happiness. But you also have the ability to reach the highest human goal: complete freedom from all problems, all misery, and all suffering. We can describe this ultimate goal in positive terms: it is the achievement of supreme peace and the highest possible happiness and bliss. It is what we call buddhahood or enlightenment. In negative terms the ultimate goal is emancipation: the complete removal of all suffering along with its causes.


It has been said many times that a human life is more precious than a wish-fulfilling jewel. Although such a jewel can bring about ordinary objectives such as wealth or power, even a million wish-fulfilling jewels cannot deliver the ultimate goal of everlasting freedom from all suffering and the attainment of the highest permanent peace and bliss. The great sage Śāntideva said in the first chapter of Engaging in the Bodhisattva Deeds (Bodhisattva-caryāvatāra):1


The leisures and endowments are very hard to find,
But once obtained, can accomplish all beings’ goals.
If I do not focus on this fortunate opportunity now,
When will such circumstances come together again?


You have this kind of life and body right now. But if you waste what you have and don’t take advantage of this opportunity, how will you ever regain the potential that you hold in your hands right now? Śāntideva said that the chance of obtaining such a fortunate situation again is almost nonexistent. It is not totally nonexistent, but it is almost nonexistent because after this life is over you may find yourself caught in a downward spiral with each successive lifetime being worse than the one before. What a waste to possess this priceless opportunity to gain true, lasting happiness only to end up in such a helpless predicament.


So, how do you make best use of the great opportunity you now have? As with any endeavor, you must start by educating yourself. “What should I do? How do I practice?” You have to study and learn these things. But the teachings of the Buddha are so vast and diverse, how is a student to know where to begin? Tsongkhapa’s purpose in composing the Lamrim Chenmo (the Great Treatise on the Stages of the Path to Enlightenment)2 was to draw out the essence of all the Buddha’s teachings and arrange them in a practical manual. The term lamrim literally means the stages of the path. The lamrim method is an organized system designed to lead the practitioner from the very beginning, through the middle phase, and ultimately all the way to buddhahood.


I am going to explain this method by following Tsongkhapa’s presentation of the instructions in the Lamrim Chenmo. You really have a very fortunate opportunity to pursue your interest in this path. Simply having someone to explain it and someone to study it is in itself most precious. Keeping that in mind, you should read this teaching with a joyful attitude and a good motivation.


What has Tsongkhapa taught here? Before we begin, it will be helpful to have an overview of his entire work. There are three levels of spiritual practice that focus on truly meaningful goals. You begin by realizing that your life has this wonderful potential. At the same time you recognize that your life is impermanent; it can be lost at any moment. Consider what may happen when this life is over. What are the possibilities for the future? How difficult will it be to secure such a marvelous opportunity again? You should cultivate a constant awareness of the unique and transitory nature of this life, never losing sight of its value.


In other words, you must strive to make your life meaningful. This means looking beyond the pleasures and goals of your current life and acting accordingly. Usually people are attached to the eight worldly concerns3 such as fame and praise, as well as to good food, a long life, and so forth. When you get these things you are happy, and when you lack them you are unhappy. If your actions are focused on merely attaining these worldly goals, you are giving no consideration to your long-term future. So the lamrim teachings begin with practices that help you turn away from attachment to this life. The most basic goal of spiritual practice is to keep yourself from falling into lower rebirths in the future. Your primary concern becomes benefiting your future lives; you work to gain merit to attain a good life in the future. This is the path of the person of small spiritual scope.


After you have controlled your attachment to this life, at the next level you begin to examine the faults of all of cyclic existence (saṃsāra).4 You recognize the unsatisfactory nature of the entire cycle of existence, understanding that nothing in samsara is truly desirable, not even the highest worldly pleasures. You develop an aversion toward all states within samsara, whether high or low. You realize that it is not sufficient to achieve freedom just from the lower rebirths; instead you develop a desire for complete emancipation from the entire unsatisfactory cycle of existence.


This desire for complete emancipation from suffering is called renunciation. The spontaneous thought of renunciation is an intense interest in freedom; in the back of your mind you aspire to emancipation all the time, day and night. In Tibetan the term for renunciation means to seek definite freedom from samsara. It is the basis of the path of the person of intermediate spiritual scope. This spiritual individual works for his or her complete emancipation from samsara by practicing the three trainings: ethical conduct (śīla), meditative stabilization (samādhi), and wisdom (vipaśyanā). These practices make up the path of the person of intermediate scope.


Finally you come to see that it is not just you who is caught in the web of samsaric existence; all other beings in the world are trapped in the cycle of birth and death, too. From beginningless time up to now they have been enmeshed in suffering. And they still do not see any way out; it is as if they were blind and helpless. When you become aware that all these others—with whom you are inseparably interconnected—are stuck in the mire of samsara, you wonder what good it would do to work just for your own emancipation. You would gain a selfish kind of personal freedom if you left all other sentient beings sinking deeper and deeper into the ocean of samsaric suffering.


When you see things this way, you will begin wishing to take responsibility for helping all other sentient beings. You see that they require assistance and you want to help them as quickly as possible. For that purpose you decide to attain enlightenment as quickly as possible, because only a buddha can benefit all other suffering beings perfectly by showing them the way to freedom. This altruistic motivation is a special attitude called bodhicitta. But merely wishing to obtain perfect enlightenment as soon as possible in order to help other sentient beings is not enough. With this motivation you dedicate your life to other sentient beings in many different ways. For a long, long time you must practice the six perfections.5 These deeds of the bodhisattvas6 are the practices of the person of great scope, the Mahayana practitioner.7


Tsongkhapa explained the whole lamrim method in terms of three principle aspects of the path: renunciation, bodhicitta, and wisdom. In order to produce bodhicitta and wisdom, you must have a strong sense of renunciation. If you are attached to samsara and not bothered by it at all, you will have no desire to become free from cyclic existence. Without an interest in your own liberation, how will you be motivated to lead other beings out of the sufferings of cyclic existence? It would be impossible; your altruistic motivation would be a joke.


Bodhicitta, the wish to seek full enlightenment for the sake of all beings, is based upon love and compassion for all beings equally. And love and compassion in turn are founded upon a realization of your own unsatisfactory situation within samsara. This is why Śāntideva said in Engaging in the Bodhisattva Deeds:8


If those beings have never before
Had such a thought for their own sake
Even in a dream,
How could it ever arise for the sake of others?


Therefore, without renunciation there is no way for bodhicitta to arise. And without bodhicitta there is no way for you to engage in all of the Mahayana practices.


To actually accomplish your goal of enlightenment you must complete two collections of causes and conditions. First you need a huge amount of merit, a vast storehouse of positive potential, which you collect by practicing the six perfections. This is called the accumulation of merit or the method side of the path, and is based on the love and compassion of bodhicitta. You also need the accumulation of wisdom. Perfect wisdom is the realization of the final nature of all phenomena. It is the direct comprehension of emptiness (śūnyatā); the lack of any substantial, independent underlying reality.


Wisdom is the sharp weapon that cuts through the obstructions to both liberation and the omniscience of enlightenment—the wisdom that understands emptiness directly and permanently removes the mental afflictions (kleśa). The mental afflictions drive you to constantly act in ways that further entangle you in samsaric suffering. They keep you bound in ignorance and are called the obstructions to liberation. Then there are more subtle obstacles, which are the most difficult to remove. These are called the obstructions to omniscience or knowledge obscurations.


The main method of practice is to cultivate bodhicitta on the one hand and develop the right view of emptiness on the other. To attain perfect buddhahood you must continue your effort to perfect these two accumulations of merit and wisdom, persevering through all the hardships and difficulties that come your way regardless of how long it may take.


In order to properly understand the lamrim instructions and follow the steps of the path, you need a spiritual teacher. A spiritual guide presents you with the pure teaching and guides you in proper practice. Your teacher is the basis of all practice; without a teacher you will not be able to do anything. The entire path, from starting to desire freedom from the lower realms of rebirth all the way up to enlightenment, depends upon your spiritual guide. So this is where you start; at the beginning of the path you learn how to relate to your spiritual teacher.


Tsongkhapa studied the sutras and tantras9 until he gained profound understanding. Then he wrote many works, filling eighteen large volumes, thoroughly explaining these teachings in detail.10 Finally, in order to show others how to put this material into practice, he wrote the Lamrim Chenmo. This text explains the method from the sutra point of view. At the end Tsongkhapa included a small section concerning the tantric path. However, he wrote a detailed explanation of the practice of the tantric path in the Great Treatise on the Stages of Mantra (sNgags rim chen mo).11 These two great volumes constitute a complete presentation of all the instructions required to attain perfect buddhahood.


As for me, I do not know much. However, I did study this text in Tibet. In our training at Sera Je Monastery we pursued many different subjects in classes over twenty years. Finally, we came to the lamrim teaching and studied the Lamrim Chenmo. My personal lineage for this teaching comes directly from my great, great guru, Trisur Lhundrub Tsondru. He was a very distinguished scholar. Trisur is a title indicating that he was a former Ganden Tripa, a holder of the lineage throne of Tsongkhapa. The most respected scholars from the three great Gelug12 monasteries—Sera, Drepung, and Ganden—were promoted to be abbots of certain monasteries. Through a complex procedure they achieved higher and higher ranks until a few finally reached the position of Ganden Tripa. Trisur Lhundrub Tsondru held a special lamrim teaching lineage, but I will not go into its details right now. However the lamrim method I explain to you here will be based on whatever I remember of the teachings I received from Trisur Lhundrub Tsondru.




Prologue


THE TRADITIONAL FORMAT for presenting a commentary on the Buddha’s teachings comes to us from the great Indian masters. There are three broad sections in all commentaries: entering into the explanation, setting out the actual explanation, and completing the explanation.


The first topic is an introduction outlining the preparation for undertaking the teaching. The second general topic, setting out the actual explanation, is the main body of the text and of course contains many subdivisions. Finally there is the conclusion, the third topic.


ENTERING INTO THE EXPLANATION


 


The introduction has four divisions:


A.  Stanzas of homage


B.  A pledge to compose this work


C.  Exhortation to the disciple to listen


D.  Identification of the subject and source of these teachings


First, the author offers homage to the special meditational deity (yidam)13 and the root and lineage gurus associated with the topic of the text. This is a prologue in verse expressing dedication, offerings, and praise. Next, the author explains the reason he is writing this commentary. He shows why this text is needed and joyfully commits himself to compose it. Third, the author urges all disciples who possess the necessary qualities to benefit from this teaching to listen carefully. Finally, he presents the sources for his work by recounting the manner in which they accomplish the stated purpose. Now we will look at each one of the four divisions of the introduction a little more closely.


A.   STANZAS OF HOMAGE


Beginning a text with an expression of homage to the buddhas and lineage teachers is a tradition that goes back to ancient India. It has several important purposes. Tsongkhapa undertook a huge project in this massive lamrim work. His aim was to provide a complete, practical explanation to guide students all the way up to buddhahood. With such an ambitious project there is always the potential for hindrances to arise; there can be outer difficulties, inner obstacles, and even demonic forces called māras that may try to obstruct such an important effort.


In order to prevent and clear away so many different forms of problems you need to establish yourself in a position of strength. You need to accumulate the merit or positive potential that will generate the good fortune necessary to succeed in your endeavor. One excellent way to accumulate this merit is to pay homage to your special meditational deity and your spiritual teachers and lineage gurus. Your teachers and lineage are representatives of all the buddhas, so there is no better way to gather merit than praising and making offerings to them. When you compose or recite an homage to these worthy objects, you create a great storehouse of merit. This is the positive potential and good fortune that enables you to avoid or overcome obstacles, evils, and hindrances.


When you are about to embark on any large or important project, you should begin with this type of expression of homage. It says in the Extensive Sport Sutra (Lalita-vistara-sūtra):14


The fruit of meritorious action is happiness and the elimination of all suffering.


Those who possess merit will be able to accomplish their goals.


Conquering the māras, they quickly reach enlightenment
And attain the fruit of nirvana, the peace that cools the fire of suffering.


The results of performing meritorious action are peace, happiness, and the elimination of all the causes of suffering. When you possess merit all your wishes will be accomplished. The inner faults of the four māras15 will be overcome, and you will quickly reach perfect enlightenment. Emancipation is a state of peace, the cool comfort from having extinguished the burning fire of all delusions and suffering. These lines from the sutra indicate both the temporary and ultimate purposes of performing meritorious actions. You should always begin a project with such an expression of homage.


Tsongkhapa opens the Lamrim Chenmo with the Sanskrit salutation Namo guru Mañjughoṣāya, “I pay homage to the Guru Mañjuśrī.” Now, why did Tsongkhapa bow down and pay respect to Mañjuśrī before he mentioned the Buddha or his teachers? And, since Tsongkhapa was Tibetan, why did he begin his book with words in Sanskrit, the language of ancient India?


There are a number of reasons for using a Sanskrit invocation as the very first words of a text. For one thing, beginning the text with Sanskrit indicates that the ideas that follow were not just invented by some Tibetan lama; instead the work can be traced back to authentic Indian sources. It is drawn from commentaries by Indian masters who followed the Buddha, and ultimately from the Buddha’s teaching itself. Furthermore, the Sanskrit homage plants a predisposition to understand Sanskrit in the future in the mindstream of those who hear or read those words. According to the Tibetan tradition, Sanskrit is a divine language; simply using it here plants the seeds for a listener to eventually be able to master it. In addition, these words bestow a kind of blessing or consecration on the mental continuum of the listener.


But why does he prostrate to Mañjuśrī? In ancient Tibet, when Sanskrit scriptures were translated into Tibetan, translators composed their own dedications to pay homage to their own particular meditational deity or object of faith. There were so many different books being translated by so many different translators that the early kings of Tibet designed a rule to avoid confusion. They established a formula for dedications that was generally followed by the great lotsawas, the brilliant masters who translated the Indian Buddhist canon into Tibetan. Although you can find some exceptions, from that time on dedications of translations and Tibetan works usually adhered to the pattern of the following rule.


All the scriptures in the Sanskrit Buddhist canon, what we call the Tripiṭaka, or Three Baskets, are classified into three categories: sutra, vinaya, and abhidharma. If the text being translated was considered part of the Sutra Piṭaka, the rule was to use the dedication, “I pay homage to all the buddhas and bodhisattvas.” This dedication was applied because the sutras deal with many different topics recounting the direct words of the Buddha or the vast deeds of the bodhisattvas. The Vinaya Piṭaka contains the rules and regulations for monks and nuns. It explains the vows: how to take them, the consequences of breaking them, and how to purify downfalls by means of confession. Because these texts present the spiritual rules of the Sangha16 as ordained by the Buddha, vinaya texts begin, “I pay homage to omniscience.”


When a text from the Abhidharma Piṭaka was translated, the translator would dedicate the homage to Mañjuśrī. This is because abhidharma texts deal with wisdom and Mañjuśrī is the buddha of wisdom. When we say that the subject of an abhidharma text is wisdom, it means that its primary purpose is an explanation of reality. Such works examine the two truths: conventional truth is the nature of the world of cause and effect, and ultimate truth is the nature of emptiness. So, when an homage says, “I pay homage to the Guru Mañjuśrī,” it indicates that the text is part of the abhidharma collection.


Another reason why Mañjuśrī is the first object of obeisance in the Lamrim Chenmo is that an author’s homage should include his own special meditational deity. For Tsongkhapa this was Mañjuśrī. There are many stories recounting Tsongkhapa’s extraordinary relationship with Mañjuśrī. In his biography you can read how his understanding of the whole path, especially his realization of wisdom, was directly guided by Mañjuśrī. When Tsongkhapa found himself at a dead end in his struggle to understand emptiness, he made many prayers and requests to Mañjuśrī for assistance. Eventually he had direct, personal communication with the buddha of perfect wisdom: his spiritual teacher, the special meditational deity Mañjuśrī.


Next, Tsongkhapa pays homage to his root and lineage gurus. Of course, the original founder of the Buddhist teachings was Buddha Śākyamuni, so in the opening stanza, called the worship of the master of the teachings, he bows down to the chief of the Śākyas.17


I bow my head to that foremost of the Śākyas
Whose body was fashioned by innumerable excellent virtues,
Whose speech fulfills the hopes of limitless beings, and
Whose mind observes all objects of knowledge exactly as they are.18


Tsongkhapa bows the crown of his head, the highest part of the body, to the one who possesses a special kind of body, speech, and mind. The physical body of a buddha is not ordinary flesh and bone like our bodies; it is adorned by thirty-two major and eighty minor marks. Ordinary people adorn their bodies with jewelry and makeup, but a buddha’s perfect body is naturally adorned by these special marks. His body was produced by an inconceivably vast accumulation of merit that he gathered by performing the deeds of a bodhisattva over the course of three countless eons.19


How much merit does it take to produce a buddha’s perfect body? To produce one single tuft of hair of a perfect buddha you need ten times the amount of merit necessary to accomplish the realizations of a Hinayana śrāvaka or pratyekabuddha.20 The amount of merit that produces all the hair on a buddha’s head is required to accomplish just one of the eighty minor marks of the buddha’s perfect body. The amount of merit that results in all eighty minor marks multiplied by one hundred will produce the coil of hair between the buddha’s eyebrows. (Although this coil looks like a ringlet of hair, which when stretched out extends an arm’s length, it actually has the nature of light.) Now, you have to multiply all the merit necessary to produce that coil one hundred thousand times to create the crown protuberance (uṣṇīṣa) of a buddha. This gives you an idea of the immeasurable merit required to achieve the physical body of a perfect buddha.


A buddha’s perfect speech is also extraordinary. Of course, the Buddha taught everything that we sentient beings require: how to realize our temporary goals, those that are more long-term, and our highest hope for enlightenment. The Buddha’s speech is described as having sixty different special qualities. It is not like ordinary speech: when ordinary people say something, every statement expresses a single idea. A buddha may say only a single word, but a thousand people will understand his meaning in a thousand different ways. A buddha communicates to gods, humans, and different types of beings and each one of them will understand his words according to their individual needs and capacity. A buddha knows whom he is addressing, what to say, and what they will understand.


The last line of the homage says that the Buddha’s mind comprehends all existing things exactly as they are, without the smallest exception. This is because through his meditation over eons of time, the Buddha eliminated all the obstacles to knowledge; he cleared away every obstruction to omniscience. So upon his realization of buddhahood no obstacles prevent him from knowing everything exactly as it is.


The next stanza expresses homage to the principal upholders of the teachings: Maitreya and Mañjuśrī. The method side of the Buddha’s instruction—the extensive teachings—comes down to us through Maitreya; the wisdom side—the profound teachings—comes to us through Mañjuśrī. These two are the principal disciples, or spiritual offspring, of the Buddha. The extensive and profound lineages come through them down to Tsongkhapa.


I bow down to Maitreya and Mañjuśrī,
The supreme sons of the incomparable teacher,
Who have taken on the burden of the Buddha’s deeds,
Emanating manifestations in countless worlds.21


No matter what criteria you use, there is no other teacher who can compare to the Buddha. After the Buddha passed away, Maitreya and Mañjuśrī, who are the supreme results arising from practice of the Buddha’s teachings, took on the responsibility to perform all the activities involved in training sentient beings. One way they do this is by emanating countless manifestations in countless worlds, each one giving teachings to benefit others. The reason that so many teachings still remain in the world is that these emanation bodies continue to manifest in this way.


Next in these two lineages of wisdom and method are the great Indian masters Nāgārjuna and Asaṅga. They were the first members of these lineages to appear solely in human form.


I bow down to the feet of those who are renowned
On the three levels as Nāgārjuna and Asaṅga,
The ornaments of Jambudvipa,22 who correctly explained the intended
Meaning of the Mother of Conquerors, so difficult to fathom.23


Do you know why the perfection of wisdom sutras (prajñāpāramitā) are referred to as the Mother of Conquerors in this stanza? The Buddha’s highest teaching is embodied in the perfection of wisdom sutras. These texts have two main subjects: explicitly they present the wisdom side of the path with its profound teaching of śūnyatā, and implicitly they describe the method side, which includes all the stages of the path and the extensive deeds of the bodhisattvas. In fact, the true mother of all buddhas is the perfection of wisdom itself: the wisdom that realizes emptiness. Usually we say that the mother symbolizes wisdom and the father symbolizes the method side of the path. Wisdom is always associated with the mother because a mother is the ultimate producer of a baby. Still, to produce her offspring she must be united with the special method of the father. In order to achieve the spiritual goal of buddhahood you need the mother-like realization of the ultimate truth joined with various meditational techniques of the method side of the path. Here in the homage the name of the explicit subject of the perfection of wisdom sutras—the wisdom that is the mother of all buddhas—is applied to the sutras themselves.


Nāgārjuna and Asaṅga explained the meaning of the perfection of wisdom sutras according to the intention of the Buddha. They elaborated in detail on his thought exactly as he originally meant it. This stanza of homage says that the perfection of wisdom is difficult to fathom. In the same way that it is difficult to measure the depth or breadth of a great ocean, emptiness—the meaning of the perfection of wisdom sutras—is so profound that its depths are difficult to fathom. And on the method side, the practice of bodhicitta and the deeds of the bodhisattvas are so endlessly vast that it is difficult to measure their breadth.


Because they were the two great commentators on the perfection of wisdom sutras, Nāgārjuna and Asaṅga are called the ornaments of Jambudvipa. In general, Jambudvīpa is the human world, or more specifically, India.


Nāgārjuna and Asaṅga are renowned on the three levels where beings live: under the ground (e.g., nāgas24 and some animals); on the surface of the earth (humans and most animals); and in the world above the earth (the realm of the deities, or devas). They were the great propagators of the paths of wisdom and method respectively. Sometimes we say that there are six ornaments of Jambudvipa and two supreme ones. Nāgārjuna and Asaṅga are the two supreme ones, and the six ornaments are the great Indian commentators Āryadeva, Vasubandhu, Dignāga, Dharmakīrti, Śākyaprabha, and Guṇaprabha. The last two were great masters of the Vinaya Piṭaka, which is the supreme root of the Dharma.


Nāgārjuna and Asaṅga are also known as the openers of the chariot way. This metaphor comes from ancient times when the frequent passage of chariots and wagons over the land caused roads to be formed. If one of these roads fell into disuse for a long time, it would become overgrown; eventually no one would remember that a road had ever been there. So if someone came along, rediscovered, and reopened that road, he or she might be referred to as the opener of the chariot way. In a similar manner, Nāgārjuna and Asaṅga reopened the profound and extensive Mahayana path that had originally been established by the Buddha. After the Buddha passed away, his teachings, especially the Mahayana, degenerated. The Hinayana teachings continued to spread but the Mahayana practices of the bodhisattvas and the realization of emptiness diminished until they were all but lost. These teachings were restored and brought back to our human world by these two great beings: Nāgārjuna reestablished the teachings of emptiness by way of Mañjuśrī, while Asaṅga reestablished the method teachings by way of Maitreya.


The next stanza is the expression of worship for those who followed the chariot way once it was reopened. Even though the two great pioneers reopened the way, if others had not held the path open and maintained it, we would be unable to travel along it today. Special individuals pursued these Mahayana teachings, kindly upholding them so that we are able to benefit from them now.


I pay homage to Dīpaṃkara, who held the treasury of instructions
That combine the unerring and perfectly complete essence
Of the paths of the profound view and extensive conduct,
The great lineages that come down from those two great pioneers.25


This stanza pays homage to Atiśa, whose full name was Dīpaṃkaraśrījñāna. He was the founder of this lamrim tradition. Like two great tributaries merging into one powerful river, two great lineages came together in Atiśa. On the wisdom side the teaching came from Mañjuśrī to Nāgārjuna, and then through a long unbroken lineage of masters until it reached him. On the method side it came from Maitreya to Asaṅga, and then all the way to Atiśa. If you study the lineage in detail you will find that Atiśa holds two different lineages on the wisdom side, one lineage on the method side, as well as a tantric lineage. He did not miss anything: the profound, extensive, and tantric lineages all came down to him. If you are interested in all the details of each teacher in the lineage, you can study the Lives of the Teachers of the Lamrim Precepts.26


So, we can say that Atiśa received all the Buddhist teachings in their complete, pure, and unmistaken form. He was the first to blend them all together in this special, practical method. Because he combined and summarized the essence of all these teachings, the stanza calls him the holder of the treasury of instructions. Here Atiśa is referred to by his formal name, Dīpaṃkara, which means illuminator: he clarified the spiritual teachings whose light clears away all darkness.


From here Tsongkhapa proceeds to pay homage to the teachers who taught him the lamrim tradition.


I bow down with reverence to my spiritual teachers


Who act with a wise method, moved by great compassion


To illuminate the supreme vehicle for those fortunate beings traveling to liberation,


The eye for viewing all the countless scriptures.27


These lines praise the attributes of his gurus. They are like the eye through which a student is able to see the scriptures. They are the supreme vehicle for carrying disciples across the ocean of samsara. They are the gateway to liberation. Motivated by great compassion, they illuminate all the paths and teachings with their skillful methods.


In another interpretation, the first two lines of this stanza refer to Tsongkhapa’s teachers of the lamrim method and the last two lines refer to the teaching itself. In the first two lines Tsongkhapa said he bows down to the great spiritual teachers who taught all the paths in a way that can be followed by all those who wish for liberation. You can read the last two lines either way, as referring to the teachings or to the teachers.


With this stanza we complete the first part of the introduction to the text: the verses of homage to the meditational deity and the root and lineage gurus.


B. A PLEDGE TO COMPOSE THIS WORK


Now, why does an author have to make a promise to write? Someone can compose a text without making a promise to do so. Here, this pledge has a special purpose: to publicly proclaim, “I will do this.” In general, great, holy beings do not make grand public promises. But once they promise to do a very difficult thing, they will definitely fulfill their commitment. We all know people who promise to do many things. The worst type of person makes a promise and soon forgets it. Tibetans say that such a promise is like drawing on water—it will immediately disappear. An average person’s promise might be kept or it might fade away; we say this kind of promise is like drawing in the sand. But a wise person’s promise is like something carved in stone. It will not fade away; it is very firm and stable. The point of making a promise to compose a work is to make a firm commitment. You begin by promising to write it and then you must carry it out all the way to the end.


Here in the sixth stanza Tsongkhapa shows us the reason why he wanted to write this book.


Nowadays, many who apply great effort to the yoga of meditation have little learning,


And those with learning lack expertise in the essential points of practice.


Most view the scriptures with an eye of partiality


And lack the capacity to analyze the meaning of the teachings with reason.28


The first important reason this text is needed is that many people who make a sincere effort to practice the spiritual discipline of meditation have not studied the teachings properly; they do not know how to meditate or what to meditate on. Some people say you do not need study and learning; it’s enough simply to choose one topic and make it your meditation. That kind of practice will not lead to complete or perfect realizations. However, there are many practitioners who are satisfied with small results from their meditation.


Conversely, there are those who have studied a great deal and have a lot of learning, but when it comes time to practice they do not know how to apply what they have learned. Sometimes great scholars proclaim, “There is nothing that I have not studied and nothing left for me to learn.” But they find they lack the necessary elements to make their practice successful; they are unfamiliar with the essential points of how to actually practice. There are various pitfalls for those who lack expertise in the essential points of the practice. Sometimes learned people seek instructions on practice from some small manual or a meditation teacher who simply says, “Do this, then do that.” But by following that simplistic method everything that they learned ends up being wasted. It was all of no benefit.


The second part of this stanza speaks about the problem of viewing the scriptures with a biased attitude. Some teachings emphasize wisdom and the use of logical analysis and analytical meditation; other teachings emphasize the practice of internal contemplation, cultivating concentration and mental quiescence. Problems arise when people follow just one of these approaches. If they are satisfied with whatever they hear, although it is incomplete and one-sided, they grasp onto that one approach and reject the other. Some think, “The teaching says to do concentration meditation; analytical meditation is no good.” As a result they practice non-analytical meditation exclusively. Others do very little meditation practice. They mainly engage in listening to teachings, studying, and learning. They become experts on the texts and their meanings, but their mind is completely distracted by information. Without meditation they are not able to make a connection between their learning and themselves. Both types of practitioners are looking at the teachings with a one-sided view; because of their partiality they are not able to put together the whole picture. They lack the power to analyze the scriptures logically and understand them thoroughly. Such practitioners are satisfied with a small benefit from their practice. As a result they cannot achieve any ultimate goals.


Because they are disabled by partial views, many people are kept from the supreme, complete teaching that pleases the buddhas, bodhisattvas, and wise masters. Tsongkhapa says that having seen that most people in the world are in this situation, he is very enthusiastic about writing this book.


Seeing that they lack the path that pleases the masters,


The supreme, complete instructions, the most essential points of the teachings,


I feel totally enthusiastic


About explaining this path described by the great pioneers.29


This is the path that was reopened by the great pioneers Nāgārjuna and Asaṅga and passed on in unbroken lineages all the way to Atiśa. As I explained, Atiśa unified these two streams of method and wisdom into a system that includes all the essential points of the path. Tsongkhapa says that he wants to clearly explain this great system that came down to him from Atiśa. He is happy in every respect to completely and unmistakably explain the path that encompasses the perfect and complete essence of all the Buddha’s teachings. Tsongkhapa shows his commitment to composing this text by explaining the reason why the work is necessary.


C. EXHORTATION TO THE DISCIPLE TO LISTEN


The next stanza fulfills the third of the four parts of an introduction: encouraging any students who have the necessary qualities to listen carefully to these teachings. What kind of people are proper disciples?


Those whose minds are not clouded by the darkness of partiality,


Those whose minds have the power to distinguish right from wrong,


Those who wish to make their excellent life, with its leisure, meaningful—


Those fortunate ones should listen with single-pointed attention.30


The simile for a person who has the capacity to practice is that he or she is like a proper vessel. When you want to pour good food or drink into a vessel, the container must meet certain requirements. First, it should not be filthy because the food will be contaminated if there is dirt or poison inside. Second, it should not be upside down, because then nothing can go in; everything will spill over as waste. Third, it should not have a hole in the bottom because if it does, whatever you pour in will just leak out.


These same requirements can be applied to a person who is a worthy vessel to receive spiritual teachings. The Buddha said that three qualities are most important in determining who is able to pursue the practice. The first line of this stanza uses the analogy of a dirty vessel: a proper disciple’s mind is not polluted by partiality and prejudice. It is not obscured by the darkness of being attached to one’s own side of things and thinking that people on the other side are no good. The second line refers to a vessel that is not upside down: a student must be able to distinguish good from bad, right from wrong, and correct explanations from incorrect ones. This person’s mind is receptive to the teachings. And lastly, those who want to make their life meaningful listen carefully to these precious teachings and put them into practice; the teachings do not immediately leak away as soon as they are received. Students who possess these qualities are worthy vessels qualified to receive the teachings. They are the fortunate ones. They should listen with focused concentration and enthusiastic energy.


D)  IDENTIFICATION OF THE SUBJECT AND SOURCE OF THESE TEACHINGS


In the fourth part of an introduction an author explains the relationship between the text’s content and the purpose of the text. The writer shows that the name of the text and the meaning of the words in the text fulfill the stated intention for composing the text in the first place.


Tsongkhapa explains that his subject is the lamrim method. When we say lamrim we are basically referring to Atiśa’s presentation of the steps on the path to enlightenment. Moreover, it is the Mahayana path as laid out by the great masters Nāgārjuna and Asaṅga: a system of teachings that leads directly to the Mahayana goal of enlightenment and unlimited omniscience. In this sense, the lamrim system is the spiritual method of the person of great scope. Although this method is primarily the path of the person of great scope, it incorporates all the stages of the paths practiced by all three types of spiritual persons. It is a method to lead those who have good fortune to buddhahood. It is the condensed essence of all the teachings of the Buddha. These are the qualities of the Dharma taught in the Lamrim Chenmo. Whenever a teaching is given based on one of Tsongkhapa’s lamrim texts,31 a teacher begins by reciting the lines that describe the subject of the text. Then they explain the qualities of the teaching presented in the lamrim tradition.


Next Tsongkhapa turns his attention to establishing the authenticity of the tradition by describing the two traditional systems of explaining the lamrim. At the great Buddhist university of Nālandā, which thrived in north India during the classical period, the approach used to teach the lamrim was called the explanation of the teaching in terms of three purities. These three are: the purity of the speech of the master, the purity of the mental continuum of the student, and the purity of the teaching to be taught. Later, when the Mahayana teachings flourished at Vikramaśīla, another great Buddhist university in north India, the system of presenting lamrim teachings was called the explanation of the teaching showing three great qualities. In this tradition, to show the authenticity of the source, you had to show the greatness of the author of the work; in order to demonstrate special respect for the teaching, you showed the greatness of the teaching itself; finally you presented the greatness of the manner in which the teaching is to be explained and the manner in which one should listen to it.


Tsongkhapa says that he will follow the system used at Vikramaśīla. Therefore, he divides his explanation of the lamrim into four major topics:


1.  Showing the greatness of the teaching’s author in order to establish that it is of noble origin (chapter 1)


2.  Showing the greatness of the teaching in order to engender respect for the instructions (chapter 2)


3.  How to listen to and explain the teachings (chapter 3)


4.  How to lead students with the actual instructions (chapters 4 and following)


The first subject is to show the greatness of the author of the text in order to demonstrate the authenticity and authority of this teaching. The next point is to show the greatness of the teaching itself. This will produce respect, appreciation, and interest in the teaching. Once you recognize the worthiness of the author and the value of the teaching, the third section discusses how to listen to and how to explain the teaching. When these three preliminary discussions are finished, we turn to the actual teachings. These are the instructions that guide the student through the stages of the path.
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Atiśa: The Source of the Lamrim Tradition


I.   Presenting the greatness of the author in order to establish the authentic source of the teachings


A.  How he took rebirth in an excellent lineage


B.  How he acquired good qualities in that life


1.  How he gained the good qualities of scriptural knowledge by studying many texts


2.  How he gained the good qualities of realization from engaging in proper practice


a.  Atiśa possessed the training in ethical conduct


1)  How he possessed the vows for individual liberation


2)  How he possessed the bodhisattva vows


3)  How he possessed the vows of the Vajrayana


b.  Atiśa possessed the training in concentration


1)  The training in concentration common to sutra and tantra


2)  The training in the uncommon concentrations


c.  Atiśa possessed the training in wisdom


1)  The common training in wisdom


2)  The uncommon training in wisdom


C.  Having gained those good qualities, what Atiśa did to further the teachings


1.  What he did in India


2.  What he did in Tibet
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I.  PRESENTING THE GREATNESS OF THE AUTHOR IN ORDER TO ESTABLISH THE AUTHENTIC SOURCE OF THE TEACHINGS


WHEN TSONGKHAPA discusses the greatness of the author he is not talking about himself! The Lamrim Chenmo is an extensive commentary on the lamrim system. In general, this system is based on the Ornament for Clear Knowledge which was composed by Maitreya. Of course, the Ornament for Clear Knowledge is the main commentary on the Buddha’s perfection of wisdom sutras. In particular, the specific source for the Lamrim Chenmo is the Lamp for the Path to Enlightenment by Atiśa. Therefore, Tsongkhapa says that since the primary source of the Lamrim Chenmo is Atiśa’s Lamp for the Path, the author of that text is also the author of this one. It is as if the Lamrim Chenmo were written by Atiśa himself. So, instead of discussing himself as the author, Tsongkhapa shows the greatness of Atiśa. Thus he begins with a little bit of the biography of Atiśa to show that the lamrim system is authoritative and its source is pure.


A. HOW HE TOOK REBIRTH IN AN EXCELLENT LINEAGE


We begin by looking at how Atiśa took birth in an excellent family. Tsongkhapa based this section on the Eighty Verses of Praise, (bs Tod pa brygad cu pa) a complete biography of Atiśa by the great translator Nagtso Lotsawa.1 Nagtso knew Atiśa well. He invited Atiśa to Tibet and then accompanied him there. He studied with Atiśa and wrote his biography. I will paraphrase Tsongkhapa’s lengthy quotations from this biography.


In ancient times in India there were four different lineages or castes. There was the lineage of brahmins or priests, the lineage of royalty, the ordinary lineage of merchants, farmers, and tradesmen, and finally there was the low caste that was considered an inferior lineage. Atiśa’s father was a king, so he was born into a high or excellent lineage.


In the eastern part of India, in a place called Zahor (now Bengal), there was a great city named Vikramapūra. The palace of the king was in the middle of the city. It was a vast palace whose name meant golden victory banner. In the ancient Indian style, the roof of the palace was decorated with golden ornaments, banners, and so forth. The king’s resources, wealth, and domain were equal to that of the Tong Khun King of China. The mention of this particular Chinese ruler has no special meaning; the point is simply that Atiśa’s father was comparable in wealth and power to this great emperor of ancient China.


Atiśa’s father was the king of Zahor. His name was Kalyānaśrī, which means virtuous glory, and his mother, the queen, was called Śrīprabhā, which means light rays of glory. They had three sons named Padmagarbha, Candragarbha, and Śrīprabhā. Their names mean respectively, essence of the lotus, essence of the moon, and essence of glory. Prince Padmagarbha had five wives and nine sons; the eldest was called Puṇyaśrī, which means meritorious glory. In the eleventh century, at the time of the translator Nagtso, he was well known as the great master, Dhanaśrī. The youngest son, Śrīgrabhā, was known as the monk Vīryacandra. The middle son, Candragarbha, was Atiśa himself.2


B. HOW HE ACQUIRED GOOD QUALITIES IN THAT LIFE


The second topic is a discussion of how he obtained good qualities: first of all how he obtained an education in the Dharma, and then how he attained inner realization from practice. These subtopics are:


1.  How he gained the good qualities of scriptural knowledge by studying many texts.


2.  How he gained the good qualities of realization from engaging in proper practice.


1.  HOW HE GAINED THE GOOD QUALITIES OF SCRIPTURAL KNOWLEDGE BY STUDYING MANY TEXTS


According to Atiśa’s disciple, the great Drolungpa,3 when Atiśa was fifteen years old he studied the Drop of Reasoning (Nyāya-bindu-prakaraṇa), a text on logic which is one of Dharmakīrti’s seven treatises.4 Then he defeated a famous non-Buddhist scholar-dialectician in a philosophical debate on the topics of this text. After that his fame spread everywhere.


Continuing the story as told in Nagtso Lotsawa’s Eighty Verses of Praise, by the time he was twenty-one Atiśa had already mastered the sixty-four arts.5 These arts are worldly skills, bodies of knowledge, and extraordinary powers. Foremost among these are the five sciences. At this young age Atiśa became a master in each one of the four common sciences and the uncommon science. The four common sciences are: 1) the science of language, which refers especially to Sanskrit and the languages of the gods, but also includes grammar and the skillful use of other languages; 2) the science of logic; 3) the science of crafts, which you could call technology because it refers especially to the skills of fabricating such things as statues and paintings; and 4) the skill of healing through medical science. The fifth is the uncommon science: the knowledge of the Buddhist teachings and contemplative practice. This includes the stages of the path and their realization.


Now we will look at how Atiśa trained in the inner sciences of the Buddhist sutra and tantra systems. Atiśa studied with the tantric master Rāhulagupta, who resided at a place called Black Mountain Temple. He was a master of yoga whose qualifications included a direct vision of Hevajra and receiving prophecies from vajra-ḍākinīs.6 Rāhulagupta gave Atiśa tantric initiations and the secret name Jñānaguhyavajra. Atiśa trained in the Tantric Vehicle, the Vajrayana, until he was twenty-nine years old. He worked with many teachers who had accomplished high spiritual attainments (siddhi). In this way he became a master of the entire tradition: the great canonical texts as well as the special and secret instructions.


One night he had a dream in which the great lineage master Vāgīśvara7 gave him teachings on 100,451 tantras. In other words, he received many tantric teachings from this great master of the past. Based on his extensive training with so many accomplished teachers, and the teachings he received in this powerful dream, he came to feel, “I am the great master of secret mantra.” When that kind of pride arose in his mind, ḍākinīs appeared in his dreams and showed him tantric texts which he had never laid eyes on before. Immediately his proud attitude was deflated.


Up to this point in his study and tantric training Atiśa had not become a monk. Then his various teachers and meditational deities appeared to him, some directly and some in dreams, and exhorted him, “If you become ordained it will have a tremendous benefit for the teachings and for many beings.” Based on their encouragement he took ordination. The preceptor who ordained him was Śīlarakṣita, a great holder of the vinaya of the Mahāsāṃghika school. His name literally means protector of morality: śīla means morality or ethical conduct, and rakṣita means guarding or protecting. The Eighty Verses of Praise indicates this abbot’s high status saying, “Your preceptor of ordination is renowned to all as one who has reached the path of preparation.” There are four different levels on the path of preparation, and Śīlarakṣita had attained the level realizing the emptiness of the inherent existence of the object.8


At his ordination Atiśa was given the name Dīpaṃkaraśrījñāna which means glorious illuminator of wisdom. In Tibet he was more commonly renowned as Palden Atiśa, the Glorious Atiśa. Although Atiśa took his ordination in the Mahāsāṃghika lineage, it does not mean that he was a Mahāsāṃghika. Mahāsāṃghikas adhere to the tenet system of the Vaibhāṣika,9 whereas Atiśa had already attained a realization of emptiness and was practicing the Mahayana path.


Until Atiśa was thirty-one years old he studied the Paramitayana, the Perfection Vehicle, with an analytical or dialectical approach.10 He studied both the higher Tripiṭaka, which is the scriptures of the Mahayana tradition consisting of the Yogācāra and Madhyamaka schools, as well as the lower Tripiṭaka, which is the Hinayana tradition of the Vaibhāṣika and Sautrāntika schools. In particular, he studied the Great Detailed Explanation (Mahāvibhāṣā), a massive, comprehensive text that systematized the abhidharma system. This huge work by the Arhat Sūryagupta, or Dharmapāla, has 800 chapters.11 (The reason for specifying the number of chapters was that in ancient times, when the scriptures were first being translated from Sanskrit into Tibetan, there was a great deal of material coming from India. Tibetans wanted to be sure their translations were precise, with nothing missing and nothing extra added onto them. So after each book was translated, the translator specified the number of chapters as a measurement of the size of the original text.)


For twelve years Atiśa studied this huge and historically important text with his teacher Dharmarakṣita at Odantapuri, a famous monastic center in north India. There is an interesting story that recounts how Odantapuri came to be built. In ancient times there was a Buddhist layman who was the retreat attendant for a non-Buddhist yogi. This meditator had attained the power to resurrect the dead and used his power to produce a zombie. The tongue of this zombie became a very special sword: the person who carried it had the ability to fly through the sky and visit different places. The Buddhist layman took the sword, traveled to the peak of Mount Meru and circled around the four continents with their eight subcontinents very quickly. When he came back he handed the sword over to the non-Buddhist yogi. The yogi said, “The flesh of this zombie’s body has become an inexhaustible source of gold. You can cut pieces of gold from it right down to the bone, and whatever you cut off during the day will grow back that night.” Then the yogi took the magical sword and departed to heaven.


The Buddhist layman used the gold from the zombie’s body to construct the great monastic center of Odantapuri. He based his plan on what he had seen during his journey through the sky looking down on Mount Meru and the four continents. So, the layout of Odantapuri was based on the design of the world. Once it was built he used the gold to provide long-term support for one hundred fully ordained monks and one hundred lay practitioners. It is also worth noting that Odantapuri was the basis for the design of Samye, the first monastery in Tibet, built by Śāntārākṣita in the eighth century.


Studying with Dharmarakṣita, Atiśa became expert in all four root schools of the Hinayana: Sarvāstivāda, Mahāsāṃghika, Sthaviravāda, and Saṃmitīya. We usually say that eighteen Hinayana schools arose from those four. There are variations in how these eighteen are counted, but one explanation says that the Mahāsāṃghika had seven divisions, the Sarvāstivāda five, and the Sthaviravāda and Saṃmitīya had three apiece. In terms of doctrine they are all Vaibhāṣika, but each has certain features that distinguish it from the others, such as their interpretation of the vinaya rules.


For example, when you become a fully ordained monk you have to observe certain rules relating to food; while you may eat in the morning you may not do so after noon. But even in the morning you are not supposed to just grab whatever food you like. Instead, a layperson or a novice is supposed to offer food to you; you should then accept it and proceed to eat it. We call this the ritual of giving and receiving. But among the various Hinayana schools there are variations in terms of the hand gestures and so forth that are employed in the exact performance of this giving and receiving. The point here is that Atiśa came to know all the details of such differences, no matter how subtle or minor they were. He became a master of all eighteen Hinayana schools of thought and an expert in all the details of their practices.


In this way he reached the far shore of the great ocean of doctrinal systems. He mastered his own and other Buddhist schools, as well as the doctrines of non-Buddhist sects. He came to fully understand the essential points of all the scriptures without error.


2.  HOW HE GAINED THE GOOD QUALITIES OF REALIZATION FROM ENGAGING IN PROPER PRACTICE


All practices, realizations, and superior inner qualities are included in the three trainings: the training in ethical conduct, the training in concentration, and the training in wisdom. The following discussion describes the practices Atiśa pursued and the inner realizations he achieved based on these three trainings.


In general, all the Buddhist scriptures are included in the three precious baskets: the Tripiṭaka. As I explained in the introduction, the Tripiṭaka consists of three parts. The Vinaya Piṭaka contains texts regarding rules and regulations for ordained monks and nuns. The Sutra Piṭaka contains scriptures dealing with the practices of the bodhisattvas, including instructions on meditation. The Abhidharma Piṭaka contains scriptures covering the subject of wisdom. Just as all the scriptural teachings—the Dharma of scripture—are included in these three precious baskets, all the teachings as they are realized—the Dharma of realization—are directly or indirectly included in one of the three precious trainings of ethics, concentration, and wisdom. Both the three baskets and the three trainings are described as precious. This is because they both possess the six attributes of precious objects: they are difficult to obtain, they are very rare, they are valuable, they are beneficial when you have them, they protect you from harm, and they produce happiness.


a.  ATIŚA POSSESSED THE TRAINING IN ETHICAL CONDUCT


The training in ethical conduct is praised often in the scriptures and commentaries as the basis of all virtuous qualities. In other words, ethical conduct is also the foundation for the trainings of concentration and wisdom. Just as this earth is the support of all that grows on it—trees, flowers, fruit, all human and nonhuman life—in the same way ethical conduct is the base of all good qualities. Therefore, first it is necessary to have the inner qualities that develop from the training of pure morality; without that foundation you cannot successfully develop the other qualities.


In general, ethical conduct is any kind of morality or good conduct. It involves refraining from any negative action of body, speech, or mind: not killing, stealing, or lying, for example. Guarding your behavior in this way is the general meaning of ethical conduct. But the paramount, most dynamic, and effective form of ethical conduct is when it is based on a vow. The Lamrim Chenmo says that there are three types of ethical conduct: the vow of individual liberation, the bodhisattva vow, and the tantric vow. When you possess one or more of these pure vows you have ethical conduct.


1)  HOW HE POSSESSED THE VOWS FOR INDIVIDUAL LIBERATION


Etymologically the Sanskrit word prātimokṣa means individual emancipation. The prātimokṣa vow involves staying away from evil actions and maintaining a state of karmic purity; it is the way you lead yourself to liberation. The motivation for taking the prātimokṣa vow is to obtain your own emancipation; this vow, therefore, is particularly connected to the Hinayana path. It is the basis of behavior for monks and nuns; the monastic rules are based on the prātimokṣa vow.


There are eight different types of prātimokṣa vows: those of fully ordained monks, fully ordained nuns, pupil monks preparing for higher ordination, novice monks, novice nuns, laymen, laywomen, and a fasting vow. Atiśa possessed the highest prātimokṣa vow: the vow of full ordination. As Nagtso Lotsawa says in his Eighty Verses of Praise:


Having entered the door of the śrāvaka vehicle,
You guard your ethical conduct like a yak guards his tail.


I pay homage to the elder holder of the vinaya,
Supreme monk possessing the glorious purity of monasticism.


The first line of this stanza does not mean that Atiśa entered the Hinayana path. The prātimokṣa vow is called the door of the śrāvaka vehicle because it is the foundation of the path. Once Atiśa took the prātimokṣa vow he did not break even the smallest, most insignificant rule. The simile for the way Atiśa guarded his vows comes from how Tibetan yaks are extremely fond of their tails. If a yak is walking through some thorn bushes and its tail gets stuck, he will not move because he does not want to break even a single strand of hair. Even if he sees hunters coming to kill him, he remains absorbed in worry about his tail. Of course it goes without saying that Atiśa protected the major fundamental moral trainings, which are the principal vows of not killing, not stealing, not lying, and so forth. But in addition, even at the risk of his life, he avoided transgressing even the most subtle commitments. After all, losing your life is not so great a loss; your life will come to an end eventually anyway. But losing your vow is much more serious because of its implications for your future beyond this life. It is by thinking this way that you guard your vows.


The last lines of this stanza praise Atiśa as the great elder vinaya holder. The main subject of the vinaya is the prātimokṣa vow. So calling him a holder of the vinaya means that he strictly kept those vows. The biographies of Atiśa recount in detail how he acquired, protected, and would not break even very tiny commitments. On the rare occasion when he did break a small rule he would not allow that transgression to remain uncleansed overnight. Before nightfall he would purify that infraction through confession. In that way no vow was left broken.


The cornerstone of the prātimokṣa vow of full ordination is celibacy. This is the glorious purity of monasticism. Atiśa says in the Lamp for the Path to Enlightenment:


From among the seven types of prātimokṣa
That were taught by the Tathāgata,12
The supreme is said to be glorious celibacy:
The vows of the fully ordained monk.13


2)  HOW HE POSSESSED THE BODHISATTVA VOWS


The second type of ethical conduct is the bodhisattva vow. How did Atiśa possess the bodhisattva vow? Again, quoting from the Eighty Verses of Praise:


Having entered the door of the perfections,
You have the pure superior thought and
By the force of bodhicitta you do not forsake any being.
I pay homage to the one with both wisdom and great compassion.


Atiśa entered the path by taking the bodhisattva vow and then developing the pure superior thought. Before the full realization of bodhicitta, a practitioner on the bodhisattva path develops the aspiration of the pure superior thought. This is the altruistic intention, based on great love and compassion, to take full responsibility to benefit others. The superior thought goes beyond merely wanting to free sentient beings from misery and help them obtain the highest happiness; with this thought you actually take upon yourself the responsibility to benefit them. It is responsible altruism and bodhicitta arises from it. Atiśa vowed to attain enlightenment in order to fulfill his responsibility to liberate all sentient beings. Because of the power of his bodhicitta, Atiśa did not give up on any sentient being.


In praising Atiśa’s attainment of bodhicitta, Nagtso Lotsawa is referring to Atiśa’s special place in the Mahayana lineage of bodhicitta teachings. In order to generate spontaneous, true bodhicitta Atiśa sought out two special gurus: Maitriyogī and Serlingpa.14 From Guru Maitriyogī he received extensive instruction in the method of cultivating the roots of bodhicitta: universal love and great compassion. Without first generating great love and compassion, bodhicitta will not arise.


His other teacher, the famous Lama Serlingpa, held the lineage of bodhicitta that came down from Maitreya to Asaṅga. Atiśa faced many difficulties on his arduous journey from India across the ocean to the island of Serling to meet this great teacher. Eventually he found Serlingpa and studied with him for twelve years. He trained in what we call conventional bodhicitta, the method side of the path to enlightenment. Conventional bodhicitta has two aspects: wishing bodhicitta and engaging bodhicitta. First Atiśa developed an attitude that cherished others more than himself. He completely set aside his own selfish goals and spontaneously and energetically took responsibility to work for the goals of others. Wishing bodhicitta is the powerful wish to obtain enlightenment purely for the benefit of other sentient beings. But merely wishing for enlightenment will not achieve it. Spurred on by that wish, Atiśa actually began to undertake activities for the benefit of other sentient beings. The principal actions of the bodhisattva are the six perfections, always motivated by bodhicitta. Engaging bodhicitta is commencing the innumerable actions of a bodhisattva to benefit sentient beings. Nagtso praises Atiśa’s attainment of both forms of conventional bodhicitta in the Eighty Verses of Praise: “My teacher is one who has given up his own interests, and spontaneously works for the benefit of others.”


In order to enter the practice of engaging bodhicitta you must take the bodhisattva vow. You promise, “Henceforth, in order to obtain enlightenment quickly so that I may benefit all sentient beings, I will engage in the great wave of bodhisattva deeds.” First you make this commitment and then, as you promised, you follow through. You pursue all the bodhisattva’s trainings, you perform the marvelous good deeds, and you do only what is beneficial for sentient beings. By pursuing this completely positive mode of behavior, you never transgress the precepts that are part of the bodhisattva vow. This was the way Atiśa possessed the bodhisattva vow. He strictly kept all the commitments he had accepted, never broke any of them, and he engaged in the deeds of a bodhisattva for the benefit of all beings.


Atiśa possessed both conventional and ultimate bodhicitta. Ultimate bodhicitta is the Mahayana ārya’s direct realization of emptiness.15 It is the wisdom side of the path. The lineage of this practice came down from the Buddha to Mañjuśrī, and eventually, in this abbreviated description of the lineage, to Śāntideva.


3)  HOW HE POSSESSED THE VOWS OF THE VAJRAYANA


The third type of ethical conduct is the Vajrayana or tantric vow. It says in the Eighty Verses of Praise:


Having entered the door of the Vajrayana,
You see yourself as the deity, you possess the vajra mind.
Lord of yoga, Avadhūtīpa,
I pay homage to the one who engages in the secret practice.


The tantric path consists of four levels: action, performance, yoga, and highest yoga tantra. Here, the Vajrayana, or Vajra Vehicle, refers to highest yoga tantra. In order to enter the yoga tantra and highest yoga tantra you must first receive an initiation. In the course of the initiation you have to take both the bodhisattva and the tantric vows. The other two levels of the Vajrayana require the bodhisattva vow, but not the tantric vow.


Within the highest yoga tantra there are two levels of practice: the generation stage and the completion stage. During the generation stage, you develop the ability to see yourself as a pure deity and your environment as the mandala or pure abode of the deity. This is called pure perception: you perceive all objects of the physical senses and the mind the same way a meditational deity experiences them. The opposite of this mode of experience is impure perception. This is ordinary appearance: seeing yourself as ordinary, seeing the world where you live as ordinary, and experiencing the objects you see, hear, taste, and touch as ordinary. This impure appearance is the main target to be removed by the practice of the generation stage.


Atiśa’s attainment of the completion stage of tantra is indicated by his possession of the vajra mind. The vajra, or diamond, is an adamantine symbol. A diamond has two qualities: it has the power to shatter all ordinary stones, and conversely, no other stone can break a diamond. The actual vajra is the mind that has the realization of the ultimate truth inseparably merged with a special kind of tantric bliss. This is called the wisdom of nondual bliss and emptiness. This kind of gnosis is unbreakable: it cannot be shattered by any delusion or conventional thought. Furthermore, it has the power to destroy all other deluded thoughts or perceptions rooted in ignorance. That is why the vajra, or diamond, is the symbol of the tantric path and its result: the wisdom of nondual emptiness and bliss.


The stanza praises Atiśa in a general way as the lord of yoga who has mastered tantric practice. He possessed the meditative stabilization of the generation stage whereby he saw his own body as the body of the deity, and he possessed the meditative stabilization of the completion stage whereby he achieved the vajra mind. The completion stage practices involve the three main energy channels that run in parallel from the crown of the head to the base of the spine. Ordinarily the winds, or energy-currents, within the body travel through the right and left channels, because the central channel is constricted by knots made by the other two channels. Part of the object of tantric meditation is to release these knots and bring the energy-currents into the central channel. Bringing this energy into the central channel causes the wisdom of nondual bliss and emptiness to arise. The epithet Avadhūtīpa means one who practices within the central channel. It indicates that Atiśa had gone beyond the ordinary level of practice and reached the completion stage where he focused his most subtle level of consciousness and his energy-currents within his central channel.


The practice of the central channel is hidden deep within; it is not evident to any outside observer. Externally Atiśa did not appear to be a tantric practitioner; he did not look like a tantric yogi. His innermost practice was concealed from others. Even in his teachings he did not say much about tantra. He taught the sutra path, the fundamental practices of Buddhism. He taught tantra to only a few people. The nature of the lineage he founded was similar: a tradition of yogis who practiced quietly, in secret, while on the outside appearing in a simple, unpretentious way. This is what we call practicing yogic discipline in secret.


In particular, Nagtso praises Atiśa for never transgressing the boundaries of his precepts:


By possessing mindfulness and introspective alertness,
You do not perform unethical conduct, even in your mind.
By conscientiousness, mindfulness, and being without deceit,
You are not tarnished by the misconduct of violations.


Atiśa always protected his prātimokṣa, bodhisattva, and tantric vows. He never performed wrong actions because he possessed the special mental factors of mindfulness and introspection. Guarded by these attributes he did not commit any kind of immoral physical, verbal, or even mental action. If he happened to break a minor precept in some way, he would purify that infraction immediately. The prātimokṣa, bodhisattva, and tantric vows each have their own methods and rituals of purification. Of course, you should try not to break any vows at all, but if you do, like Atiśa you should not delay purification with the appropriate ritual. You should take this seriously and act immediately to restore the vow you transgressed. Atiśa was always conscientious, careful, mindful, and without any deceitful thoughts. Therefore, he was never covered with the stain of broken commitments and moral lapses. In this way, he not only performed the courageous act of taking the three types of vows and accepting the precepts they entail, but he put into action all the commitments he had taken.


The special biographies of Atiśa—from which we learn of his qualities and his training—produce great joy in wise beings who comprehend all the essential points of the scriptures. In Tibetan this kind of spiritual life history is called a liberation biography because when you read, hear, and study the biography of a great being like Atiśa, you receive the seed of emancipation. This is a case of the name of the result, liberation, being given to the cause, the spiritual biography. This is the way you should understand this biography of Atiśa. It is a joyful inspiration. The point of studying it is to guide you to follow the same path and train in the same way.16


b.  ATIŚA POSSESSED THE TRAINING IN CONCENTRATION


Now we turn to the subject of how Atiśa possessed the training of meditative stabilization (samādhi). This subject is divided into two topics: the common samādhi and the uncommon samādhi.


1)  THE TRAINING IN CONCENTRATION COMMON TO SUTRA AND TANTRA


The term common here means that this training is common to both Buddhist and non-Buddhist practitioners, to both Hinayana and Mahayana practitioners, and to both sutra and tantra practice. Common samādhi refers to the ordinary attainment of meditative stabilization, such as calm abiding or single-pointed concentration. Meditative stabilization is the special dexterity and pliability of mind and body that enables you to meditate with unfettered energy and concentration. Once you achieve meditative stabilization, meditation and all other meritorious activities come easily. Without this dexterity your mind is as stubborn, stiff, and difficult to bend as a metal rod. Atiśa possessed the common meditative stabilization and this special dexterity of mind.


2)  THE TRAINING IN THE UNCOMMON CONCENTRATIONS


The uncommon samādhi refers to the meditative stabilization of the tantric levels of the generation stage and the completion stage. When you practice tantra, there is a certain yogic discipline that supports the practice and makes it stronger. Atiśa trained in that type of conduct for three (or perhaps six) years. (Different biographical sources provide different accounts.) Atiśa possessed a very stable and firm mastery of the generation stage. At one time after he attained this, some dākinīs in the special heaven Oḍḍiyāna sang spontaneous tantric songs to him. Simply hearing them he memorized the words. This was the nature of his training in both common and uncommon meditative stabilization.


c.  ATIŚA POSSESSED THE TRAINING IN WISDOM


Here again, there are common and uncommon aspects of the training in wisdom. Atiśa attained the common training in wisdom that is the union of calm abiding (śamatha) and highest insight (vipaśyanā). This realization is common to both sutra and tantra and to both the Hinayana and Mahayana schools.


Atiśa also achieved the uncommon training in wisdom that is the special samādhi of the completion stage of tantra. This is the internal tantric practice leading to the final realization of the union of bliss and emptiness. The completion stage has different levels. Nagtso Lotsawa says in the Eighty Verses of Praise, “In terms of the scriptures of the secret mantra vehicle, it is clear that he had reached the path of preparation.” Based on the tantric path system, Atiśa first was on the path of preparation. Then he achieved the level known as the illusory body, the tantric path of seeing. Once the illusory body is achieved you never again have to take rebirth due to karma and mental afflictions. At that time the path of enlightenment is born in your mental continuum; you will definitely obtain buddhahood during that life.


C.  HAVING GAINED THOSE GOOD QUALITIES, WHAT ATIŚA DID TO FURTHER THE TEACHINGS


In the previous section we saw how Atiśa gained scriptural knowledge from extensive study and how he gained realization from proper practice. Once he had achieved these qualities he engaged in activities that were of service to the teachings. This discussion is divided into two subtopics: what he did in India, and what he did in Tibet.


1.  WHAT HE DID IN INDIA


In India, at Bodhgayā, Atiśa upheld the teachings of the Buddha by defeating tīrthikas, or non-Buddhist adherents, in three debates. The tirthikas were trying to promote inferior doctrines and damage the Buddhist position, but through discussion and debate Atiśa defended the Dharma.


Not only did he defend the Buddhist teachings against outsiders, he cleared up many issues that were not well understood within the Buddhist tradition itself. By clarifying difficult points he removed the stain of doubt from all of the Buddhist schools: both the higher schools of Madhyamaka and Yogācāra and the lower schools of Vaibhāṣika and Sautrāntika. In this way he extended the teachings. Nagtso Lotsawa says in the Eighty Verses of Praise:


In the palace of great enlightenment,
When all were gathered in a great assembly,
All opponents holding wrong tenets
From both our own and other schools
Were utterly subdued
By the sound of your lion’s roar.


The palace of great enlightenment refers to the Bodhgayā area where monks from the various Buddhist schools and the non-Buddhists gathered together to debate. Just as a wild lion’s roar completely overwhelms the sounds of other beasts and makes them shake with fear, Atiśa overpowered his opponents with the force of his profound arguments.


In addition, the Eighty Verses of Praise says:


In Odantapuri
There were two hundred and fifty monks,
At Vikramaśīla,
 There were not quite one hundred.
The four root schools still flourished,
But you did not engage in the pride of school.
In the land of Magadha,
In all the centers without exception,
You were the crown jewel
Of the fourfold community of the Teacher.
Because you remained common to all
The eighteen schools,
All of them took teachings from you.


In Atiśa’s time, there were two hundred and fifty ordained monks at the monastic center of Odantapuri and at Vikramaśīla there were not quite one hundred. The monks at these centers were from the four root schools of the Hinayana: the Sarvāstivāda, Mahāsāṃghika, Sthaviravāda, and Saṃmitīya. Although all four of these schools, with their eighteen sub-schools, were thriving in the centers where Atiśa lived and practiced, he never displayed any sectarianism. Although Atiśa was ordained in the Mahāsāṃghika school, he was completely free of the attitude, “My school is better than yours,” or “I belong to this school so I am better.” The main point here is that without prejudice he mastered even the most subtle aspects of each school’s system. In this sense he was common to all the schools; they all considered Atiśa to be impartial and nonsectarian.


Because of his great mastery and impartiality he was a universal resource to all eighteen schools. They all looked to Atiśa for profound instructions. The stanza also praises Atiśa as the crown jewel of the four-fold community. The four-fold community refers to the four types of disciples: ordained monks and nuns, and male and female lay practitioners. These four constitute a complete community of the Buddha’s disciples. Magadha was the province of northeast India where these Buddhist communities flourished. Because he benefited all the Buddhist schools by clarifying their doctrines, they all respected him highly and honored him as their crown ornament. All of this, of course, points to Atiśa’s great fame and role as a guiding light of the monastic centers in the Magadha area.


2.  WHAT HE DID IN TIBET


The discussion of Atiśa’s activities in Tibet points out five ways he advanced the Buddhist teachings there:


a.  How he eliminated false conceptions about the Dharma and founded a tradition


b.  How he eliminated the forces that damaged pure conduct and the three trainings


c.  How he possessed the three excellent qualities of an author


d.  How, possessing those three qualifications, he was able to establish the thought of the Buddha


e.  How he attracted exceptional disciples


a.  HOW HE ELIMINATED FALSE CONCEPTIONS ABOUT THE DHARMA AND FOUNDED A TRADITION


In order to understand how Atiśa eliminated Tibetans’ misunderstanding of the Dharma and established a new tradition, you need to know a little bit about Tibetan history and the state of Tibetan Buddhism at the time Atiśa was invited to Tibet.


The first diffusion of Buddhism in Tibet began in the seventh century and ended around 838 C.E., when the anti-Buddhist king Langdarma attained the throne by assassinating his brother, the devout Dharma king Ralpachen. Langdarma was an advocate of the shamanistic Bön religion, which dominated Tibet before the advent of Buddhism. He set about destroying all the monasteries, convents, and temples in central Tibet. Monks and nuns were expelled and the pure lineages of Buddhist practice were wiped out or forced underground.


Langdarma only reigned for five years. (He was assassinated by the famous “black hat monk,” Lhalung Palgyi Dorje, in 842 C.E.) Although his reign was brief, the following century was a dark period in Tibet. Corrupt forms of Buddhist tantric practice were propagated by lay people who had no real understanding of the generation and completion stages. On the basis of having heard a few teachings or memorizing some tantric texts they claimed to be tantric masters. However, since they lacked any understanding of true, pure tantra, they spread a degenerate form of practice emphasizing magical elements and sexual practices.


In addition, there were debased influences coming from India. Various so-called masters, such as the Blue-skirted One and the Red-robed Ācārya, taught practices based on Hindu tantric lineages that were quite different from Buddhism. Some of these Indian masters spread a system of practice called union and release, which became quite popular for a while. In this practice, the term union means sexual union with a consort. It is true that Buddhist tantras do prescribe certain practices with a consort for advanced practitioners on the completion stage of the highest tantric practice. However, in this corrupt form practitioners were engaging in sexual practices without understanding the significance and meaning of what they were doing. They did not have the realization that would enable them to bring such acts onto the path to enlightenment. Though they thought they were engaged in tantric practice, it was nothing more than ordinary sexual conduct for the enjoyment of sexual bliss. It was practiced under the name of tantra but had no spiritual meaning.


The second aspect of this false tantric system was called release or liberation. At that time there were many sacrificial rituals still practiced among native Tibetan cults. Animal sacrifice was also a common practice in the Hindu tradition of India. During this period in Tibet the practice of sacrificing humans and animals to offer blood to the gods became widespread. The idea was that the being who was killed was liberated.


In the absence of living lineages of pure Buddhist teachings, this dharma of union and release masquerading as Buddhist tantra came to dominate the religious landscape of Tibet. Pure Buddhist practice was supplanted by wrong views and practices. During the first half of the eleventh century C.E., a king in western Tibet known as Lhalama Yeshe Ö and his nephew Jangchub Ö realized the corrupt state of practice in the country. They wanted to bring the pure Buddhist teachings back to Tibet. In their investigation of who would be the most qualified for this task, they heard that Lord Atiśa was regarded everywhere in the Magadha area as the most knowledgeable and honored teacher. They decided to invite him to Tibet.


The first emissary sent by the king was the translator Gya Tsondru Sengge. He was dispatched with a large quantity of gold but did not succeed in bringing Atiśa to Tibet. Repeated invitations were sent with a great deal of gold as offerings. This was the custom at the time and it demonstrated the sincerity of the Tibetans who were extending the invitation. In fact, Lhalama Yeshe Ö sacrificed his life in order to raise enough gold to bring Atiśa to Tibet. This is a very famous story, which you can find in many books recounting the life of Atiśa. Later, Jangchub Ö selected the great translator Nagtso Lotsawa to travel to India and try once more. Finally, the expedition led by Nagtso overcame all the obstacles and persuaded Atiśa that a visit to Tibet would benefit the teachings and many sentient beings.


When he reached Tibet, Atiśa stopped first in the little western kingdom of Ngari. Meeting the great master with a lavish reception, Jangchub Ö explained how the Dharma had once flourished in Tibet but had passed through difficult times and now was so corrupt that it was impossible to find pure teachings. He asked Atiśa to purify the practice of Buddhism and reestablish the true, essential teachings of the Buddha in Tibet.


In response to this request Atiśa decided to provide the Tibetans with a practical manual presenting the essential points of Buddhism in a way that was easy to understand, follow, and practice. Therefore he wrote the Lamp for the Path to Enlightenment, the basic text of the lamrim tradition. All of the teachings of sutra and tantra exist for the purpose of liberating sentient beings. There are many, many details and different methods to purify negativities, gather positive potential, and gain wisdom. In writing this text Atiśa took the essence of all these teachings and rolled them up into a comprehensive and practical system for practicing the core trainings of the path.


Atiśa composed and first taught this text in Ngari. Later, wherever he traveled in Tibet, he gave lamrim teachings as well as many other instructions. In this way he spread the pure teachings of the Buddha throughout Tibet.


Nowadays we have access to Atiśa’s wonderful Lamp for the Path to Enlightenment and the many lamrim commentaries that followed it over succeeding centuries. There are grand presentations like Tsongkhapa’s Lamrim Chenmo as well as small and intermediate length texts. It is so easy for us to receive these valuable teachings. But in Tibet at that time this was a very rare and precious circumstance. People were willing to suffer many hardships to receive these instructions. That is why it is important to study the life of Atiśa and learn how he revived the teachings in Tibet.


b.  HOW HE ELIMINATED THE FORCES THAT DAMAGED PURE CONDUCT AND THE THREE TRAININGS


As I said, prior to the second diffusion of Buddhism in Tibet heralded by Atiśa’s arrival, there were many purported scholars and practitioners who misunderstood the meaning of the tantric teaching. Because of their perverted understanding they did great harm to the root of the teachings, which is pure ethical conduct for all practitioners in general, and in particular is the practice of celibacy for fully ordained monks and nuns. All of these false Indian and Tibetan teachers damaged the Dharma by advocating activities such as animal and human sacrifice and various forms of nonvirtuous sexual activity. The main purpose of some of these supposed masters from India was to collect gold.


When Atiśa presented the lamrim method, the power of his pure teachings put a stop to these degenerate practices. The power of the truth communicated by this holy man caused the charlatans and pretenders to disappear. Atiśa spread the pure, unmistaken teachings everywhere in Tibet. He taught not only the lamrim method, but he also spread the teachings that became the foundation of the famous Kadampa lineage of practitioners and scholars. In this way Atiśa’s teaching spread everywhere and his kindness affected all the people who lived in the Land of Snow, Tibet.


c.  HOW HE POSSESSED THE THREE EXCELLENT QUALITIES OF AN AUTHOR


At the beginning of this chapter I explained some of Atiśa’s superior qualities. This section elaborates on those points in terms of his activities in Tibet. Traditionally the authors of commentaries on the thought of the Buddha were expected to have three extraordinary qualifications. First, an author was to be an expert in the five branches of traditional Buddhist learning: grammar, dialectics, medicine, arts and crafts, and religious philosophy. Second, an author was to have received personal instruction from a spiritual teacher in a lineage that could be traced directly back to the Buddha. This qualification ensured that the author’s compositions were not new idiosyncratic inventions; the texts would represent the thought of the Buddha that had been passed down in an unbroken lineage to the author. Third, the author was to receive permission to compose the text from a meditational deity. The author should have had a direct vision of a deity, such as Avalokiteśvara or Tārā, who gives him permission to write.


An ordinary author does not need these three extraordinary qualifications. They are necessary only for someone writing a book to explain the intended meaning of the Buddha’s teaching. In fact, even commentators on the teachings do not have to have all three of these; if they possess even one they are able to compose a commentary. So the fact that Atiśa possessed all three means that he had a truly superior set of qualifications.


d.  HOW, POSSESSING THOSE THREE QUALIFICATIONS, HE WAS ABLE TO ESTABLISH THE THOUGHT OF THE BUDDHA


I have already mentioned that Atiśa possessed all three qualifications: he mastered the five branches of learning; his teachings followed an unbroken lineage directly from the Buddha; and he received instruction directly from his personal meditational deity. In this section I’ll explain how these qualities enabled him to authoritatively explain the intent of the Buddha’s teaching.


1)  HOW HIS MEDITATIONAL DEITIES ASSISTED HIM


First we consider how Atiśa received permission to explain the Buddha’s thought from his meditational deities. Nagtso Lotsawa says in the Eighty Verses of Praise:


By having visions and obtaining permission
From the glorious Hevajra,
Trisamayavyūharāja,
 The hero Lokeśvara,
The noblewoman venerable Tārā and the others
In dreams or directly,
He constantly received teachings
On the profound and the extensive holy Dharma.


Atiśa had a relationship with numerous deities. Hevajra is a deity of highest yoga tantra. Trisamayavyūharāja is a deity who belongs to the class of action tantra; his name means king of the arrangement of the threefold pledges. The pledges are the special vows or commitments you take upon entering the Vajrayana. Here they refer to the three-fold commitment of body, speech, and mind. An alternative interpretation is that they refer to the special pledges of the action tantras: vows not to sleep in a bed, not to drink intoxicants, and not to have sexual relations with a consort. The method of practice for this deity can be found in the collection called Ocean of Sadhanas (Sādhanasāgara).17 The third deity is Avalokiteśvara, referred to with an epithet that means heroic lord of the world. Next mentioned is the noble, venerable Tārā. The word others refers to the deities Cakrasaṃvara and Acala. The latter is a wrathful deity whose name means unmovable. In all, six deities revealed themselves and had ongoing contact with Atiśa either in dreams or in person. He received various profound and extensive teachings from them and obtained their permission to write about them.


2)  HOW HIS LINEAGE WAS UNBROKEN


Atiśa received instructions from teachers in a lineage that goes back to the Buddha without a break. His lineage of teachers was twofold: the common and the uncommon vehicle lineages. The common vehicle lineage passed on teachings common to both the Hinayana and Mahayana; the teachings particular to the Mahayana descend in the uncommon lineage. The Mahayana lineage is itself twofold: the lineage of the perfections and the lineage of secret mantra. The lineage of the perfections in turn contains two lineages: the lineage of profound view, also known as the wisdom lineage, and the lineage of extensive conduct, also known as the method lineage. The lineage of extensive conduct also has two lines of descent: a lineage coming from the Buddha to Maitreya, and a lineage coming from the Buddha to Mañjuśrī. So there are three perfection vehicle lineages: two lineages of extensive conduct and one of profound view. The lineage of secret mantra can be divided into five tantric systems: the general lineage of all the tantric teachings, the lineage of Guhyasamāja, the lineage of mother tantras, the lineage of action and yoga tantras, and the lineage of Yamāntaka. Moreover, Atiśa possessed many miscellaneous lineages, such as the lineage of the doctrinal systems, the lineage of empowerment, and the lineage of various kinds of instruction.


Concerning the teachers from whom Atiśa directly heard teachings, Nagtso Lotsawa says in the Eighty Verses of Praise:


The teachers you always relied upon
Were the many who achieved spiritual attainments:
Śāntipa and Serlingpa,
Bhadrabodhi, and Jñānaśrī.
In particular you possessed the instructions
On the profound view and extensive conduct
Passed down from Nāgārjuna,
From one generation to the next.


Tsongkhapa says that Atiśa studied with twelve teachers who had achieved the higher spiritual attainments. In particular, he relied on Nāgārjuna and his lineage of the profound view. Along with that, of course, he possessed the extensive lineage of the method side descending from Maitreya to Asaṅga.


3)  HOW HE WAS EXPERT IN THE FIVE BRANCHES OF LEARNING


I have already described how Atiśa was the master of the five sciences. Since he had all three of these extraordinary qualifications we can see that the great master Atiśa had the capacity to settle any confusion about the intended meaning of the Buddha. He was fully qualified to explain the teachings of the Buddha, establish the lamrim tradition, and compose the Lamp for the Path to Enlightenment.


e.  HOW HE ATTRACTED EXCEPTIONAL DISCIPLES


The fifth way Atiśa advanced the Buddhist teachings in Tibet was through the quality of the disciples he attracted. It is really hard to imagine how many students Atiśa attracted from India, Kashmir, Oḍḍiyāna, Nepal, and Tibet. His foremost disciples became important figures in their own right. There were four from India: Bitopa, who was as great a scholar of the five branches of learning as Atiśa, Dharmākaramati, Madhyasiṃha, and Kṣitigarbha. Some accounts mention a fifth disciple called Mitraguhya.


There were many important and famous disciples of Atiśa in Tibet. In the kingdom of Ngari, the first place Atiśa stayed in Tibet, there were the translators, Rinchen Sangpo and Nagtso Lotsawa. Lhalama Jangchub Ö was the royal patron who invited Atiśa to Tibet. His uncle, Lhalama Yeshe Ö, had initiated the efforts to bring a teacher from India to restore the Dharma in Tibet; however, because he had died by the time Atiśa arrived, he is not counted as a disciple.


From Tsang, in central Tibet, there were Gargewa and Gökugpa Lhaydze. (Gar and Gökug are place names.) From Lhodrag, in the southern part of Tibet, there were Chagpa Trichog and Gewa Khyong. From Kham, in eastern Tibet, there were Neljorpa Chenpo, Gonpawa, Sherab Dorje, and Chagdar Tonpa. From Ü, the other main province of central Tibet, there were Khudon Tsondru Yungdrung, Ngog Legpai Sherab, and Dromtonpa Gyelwai Jungne.


Among all of these wonderful disciples, the one closest to Atiśa’s heart was Dromtonpa. When Atiśa was in India, at first he was not sure whether it would be beneficial for him to travel to Tibet. Tārā prophesied that a special disciple would appear to carry on his work. Dromtonpa became the great lineage holder of Atiśa’s style of teaching and practice; he carried on Atiśa’s extensive work to spread the Dharma throughout Tibet. He was the founder of the Kadampa lineage, which established Atiśa’s tradition in Tibet; as such he is known as the lamp of the Kadampa teachings.


This is merely a brief description of the great qualities of the founder of the lamrim tradition. The point here is that what Tsongkhapa wrote in the Lamrim Chenmo was not the product of his own imagination; it was based on the most reliable sources available to him. Those who seek more detail on this tradition can refer to the biographies of Atiśa composed by those who studied with the master directly.
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The Greatness of the Teaching


II.  Presenting the greatness of the teaching in order to engender respect for the instructions


A.  The greatness of realizing that all of the teachings are free of contradiction


B.  The greatness of apprehending that all of the scriptures are special instructions


C.  The greatness of easily understanding the Conqueror’s intent


D.  The greatness of naturally ceasing serious misdeeds
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WE BEGIN with the question: what do we mean by the teachings? Here,the teachings—Dharma in Sanskrit and chö in Tibetan—refers to the root text of these instructions, Lamp for the Path to Enlightenment by Atiśa. The lamrim method of training the mind by following the steps on the path to enlightenment has three distinctive qualities: it is comprehensive, easy to practice, and a superior system.


First, although Atiśa wrote many other books, Lamp for the Path to Enlightenment is the most complete in terms of the subject matter it covers. By integrating the essence of the teachings of the Sutrayana and Tantrayana, it presents in the most comprehensive fashion all the subjects taught by the Buddha. Second, the lamrim tradition is easy to put into practice because it takes all the Buddha’s teachings and organizes them into a step-by-step method. Its primary teaching, the way to tame your mind, is laid out in clear stages. Third, it has the distinction of being superior to any other system because it is adorned by the teaching of two masters who were expert in the traditions of the two great pioneers, Nāgārjuna and Asaṅga.


When Atiśa composed this text he incorporated the special instructions of his two gurus: Serlingpa and Vidyākokila the Younger. Lama Serlingpa was a master of Asaṅga’s system and Lama Vidyākokila held the lineage of the profound view coming from Nāgārjuna. As I mentioned earlier, Nāgārjuna reestablished the profound teaching of emptiness, and Asaṅga reopened the method side of the path, the teachings about bodhicitta and the deeds of the bodhisattvas. By adorning the Lamp for the Path to Enlightenment with special instructions from these two lineage gurus, Asaṅga made it superior to all other systems.


II.  PRESENTING THE GREATNESS OF THE TEACHING IN ORDER TO ENGENDER RESPECT FOR THE INSTRUCTIONS


Another way to explain the greatness of the lamrim teachings is by showing how they possess four superior attributes. By practicing the lamrim method:


A.  You will have the ability to comprehend all the teachings without contradiction.


B.  All the scriptures will appear as special instructions for practice.


C.  You can easily and quickly realize the stages of the path, because the vast quantity of scriptures containing the Buddha’s teachings are organized into a coherent system.


D.  You will naturally cease engaging in serious negative actions.


When you do not properly understand the scriptures, it is easy to engage in negative actions. You may think that some scriptures are better than others and that inferior teachings can be abandoned. This kind of incorrect discrimination can lead you to create powerful negative karma. But when you practice the lamrim, you will understand how everything fits together in a coherent system. Unfounded discrimination will naturally dissolve along with the negative actions it generates.


Now we will examine each of these four attributes of greatness in detail.


A.  THE GREATNESS OF REALIZING THAT ALL OF THE TEACHINGS ARE FREE OF CONTRADICTION


The first great quality of the lamrim tradition is that it leads to the recognition of the noncontradictory nature of all the teachings. What does it mean to say all the teachings are noncontradictory? The Commentary on the “Lamp for Wisdom” (Prajñā-pradīpa-ṭīkā), a commentary by Avalokitavrata on his teacher Bhāvaviveka’s text, says:


The teachings are the scriptures of the Blessed One. They infallibly teach what must be understood, what must be eliminated, what must be manifested, and what must be cultivated by those gods and humans who wish to attain the state produced by the nectar of immortality.


In this quotation the teachings refers to everything the Buddha taught, including all the discourses and scriptures of the Sutrayana, Tantrayana, Hinayana, and Mahayana. These teachings are like nectar, the elixir of immortality for gods and humans. Nectar generally means the drink of the gods; the etymology goes back to the Sanskrit amṙta, which means immortal or deathless. Of course the state beyond death is nirvana, freedom from all samsara. The basic purpose of all the teachings of the Buddha is to lead beings along the path to liberation. Gods and humans are capable of following the Dharma and desire the state of immortality. When you achieve emancipation from samsara you will never again experience death or rebirth in cyclic existence. Therefore, all the Buddha’s teachings are like the nectar that bestows immortality, the state beyond death.


Everything the Buddha taught unerringly presents the four noble truths: what needs to be understood, what must be eliminated, what needs to be manifested, and what must be cultivated. The Buddha said, “Understand suffering. Eliminate the cause. Manifest the cessation. Cultivate the path.” Through these teachings those who seek the state of liberation will understand the nature of suffering and the cause of suffering, which is karma and the mental afflictions. Once you understand their nature you see that they are to be eliminated. When all the mental afflictions are completely and permanently eliminated, the cessation of suffering, the third noble truth, manifests. This means the cessation is directly present; when you completely remove all karma and the mental afflictions you will directly experience their cessation. This is, in fact, liberation. In order to do that you must cultivate the path which leads to emancipation.


Whatever teachings look like on the surface—whether they are Hinayana, Mahayana, Sutrayana, or Tantrayana, whatever subjects they explain—they are all the same in that they lead beings to the achievement of buddhahood. They may superficially appear to be inconsistent because the Buddha taught different things at different times depending on what was suitable for a particular person; however, because all these different teachings are for the purpose of leading someone to enlightenment, there is no contradiction between them. Tsongkhapa said in the Great Treatise on the Stages of Mantra: “From every direction many rivers drain into the great ocean; similarly, the rivers of the three vehicles flow into the ocean of the Buddha’s Dharma.”1 All the streams of the teachings are nothing other than methods to lead disciples, in accordance with their capacities and needs, to the state of buddhahood.


Naturally, there are many different kinds of disciples: some have superior abilities, others have only limited capabilities, and still others fall somewhere in between. Some are ready to receive the complete teachings; others can take in only one bit at a time. Some disciples can be led along the quick path; others need to follow a slower, more gradual method. Just as the disciples differ from one another, so too must there be different teachings to fit their different needs. For example, if particular disciples need the Hinayana teachings, you have to first teach them the Hinayana path; those who require the Mahayana teaching will get the Mahayana; and those who are prepared for Tantrayana will receive the tantric teaching. Each individual receives what he or she needs, and all these different teachings are merely parts of a comprehensive method for leading disciples to the state of buddhahood. You should understand that some of these teachings are the principal paths leading to enlightenment while others are secondary branches or supportive practices for those main paths.


If that is the case, it raises the following questions. If all the scriptures are without contradiction and appropriate for leading someone to enlightenment, then why is it that bodhisattvas cannot be Hinayana practitioners? Why are Hinayana practitioners not Mahayana practitioners? And why are Sutrayana practitioners not Tantrayana practitioners? Doesn’t this indicate that these paths are contradictory?
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