

[image: image]




[image: image]








The DOOR of LIBERATION


ESSENTIAL TEACHINGS OF THE TIBETAN BUDDHIST TRADITION


GESHE WANGYAL


The Door of Liberation contains seven fundamental Buddhist texts that the great teacher Geshe Wangyal considered essential to his Western students. These range from early scriptural sources of the Buddha to an explicit guide to meditations and visualizations of Tibetan Buddhist practice. Rich in source material, this book is indispensable to anyone interested in opening the door to the highest realms of freedom, wisdom, and compassion.


“The Door of Liberation endures as a truly fine introduction to Tibetan Buddhism as a way of life and thought. … The venerable geshe … selects a mosaic of teachings that provides useful keys to liberation for the contemporary reader.”


—Robert A. F. Thurman, Professor Indo-Tibetan Buddhist Studies, Columbia University


“The scholar-adept Geshe Wangyal was the first to bring Tibetan Buddhism to America. He had extraordinary love and humor as well as ferocity. He taught untiringly. … To live with him was to live with emptiness.”


—Jeffrey Hopkins, Professor of Religious Studies, University of Virginia


Geshe Wangyal (1902–1983), who arrived in the U.S. in 1955, founded the first Tibetan monastery open to Americans. Many of his earliest students have become leading Buddhist scholars, teachers, and practitioners.












Foreword to the First Edition


LONG AGO, THE TEACHER, the victorious Buddha, prophesied, “Two thousand five hundred years after my parinirv›˚a, the holy Dharma will spread to the land of the red-faced people.” According to different ways of reckoning time, some say that the country referred to is Tibet, while others feel that the land of the red-faced people is Europe and the other regions of the West. However it may be, a small number of people in the West have recently become interested in the teachings of Buddha. At this time of rising enthusiasm, Geshe Wangyal, who is a Mongol, has translated into English this selection of Tibetan texts. I am certain that these will be invaluable to those who are interested in the Dharma, and I extend my best wishes to the translator and my thanks to those who assisted him.


Although there are many concepts expressed in the various selections, the essence of them all is contained within the three principles of the path: renunciation, bodhi-mind, and right view. Seeing that the nature of all saªs›ra is suffering, and seeing that only in liberation is there final happiness, one can produce the thought of renunciation: the desire for liberation. Contemplating that suffering, which is unbearable to us and unbearable to others as well, one can produce bodhi-mind, which arises from the compassion that wishes to free all living beings from suffering. Finally, one can produce right view, the understanding that all phenomena are not established by self-nature.


Without renunciation, interest in liberation will not arise. Without the mind of enlightenment, Mah›y›na will be merely a name. Without the view of voidness, it is not possible to attain even liberation. Therefore, if one is intent on one’s own liberation, it is necessary to develop renunciation and the view of voidness. If one aspires to the Mah›y›na, it is necessary to develop the mind of enlightenment and the view of voidness, preceded by renunciation. When the Tantray›na is added to this, it is indeed very profound.


The Dalai Lama


2517 years after the Sugata


April 1973









Response


AFTER RECEIVING THIS FOREWORD from His Holiness the Dalai Lama, I had a dream that I was on a long and difficult journey to a distant harbor, trying to reach a ship that was waiting to cross the great ocean. I was following His Holiness, who was already on board. How happy I was when I finally reached my destination!


In Tibet, it was rare for people such as myself even to see His Holiness’s face from a distance, but in India I have had the great fortune to meet with him personally on several occasions. The great blessing of hearing his teachings, as when I recently heard him read N›g›rjuna’s MÒlamadhyamakak›rik› in Mundgod, has increased my deep loyalty to and faith in him and his great knowledge. In his foreword to these translations, he has shown the true substance of all the teachings of Buddha. His omniscient wisdom is unsurpassed. His bodhi-mind turns iron into gold, and his great mercy is deeper than the ocean. I pray from the depth of my heart that his life be long. May his great wisdom and compassion lead all living beings to the door of liberation.


Geshe Wangyal


May 1973









Preface to the New Edition


IT IS VERY IMPORTANT that Wisdom Publications is republishing this book. This collection of teachings first was published in 1973, a time when there was very little available in English about Tibetan Buddhism. Nowadays there is a great abundance of such books, thanks to the good efforts of many competent authors, but this special selection of teachings has not lost its significance in any way. This is mainly due to the continual ability of such authentic teachings to inspire the reader.


This book’s lasting significance, however, also stems from the unique perspective and character of the late venerable Geshe Wangyal, the teacher who chose and translated the variety of works herein. Geshe-la (la is a term of respect), a Kalmyk Mongolian, although born a Tibetan Buddhist, was born outside of Tibet and its culture. Thus, he had a Tibetan’s natural devotion to the religion, but the outsider’s perspective of a non-Tibetan. The latter made it possible for him to be especially sympathetic to the intended readers of this book, persons new to Tibetan Buddhism. This perspective was enhanced by Geshe-la’s training as a translator from around the age of twelve, for the Tibetan scriptures had yet to be translated in their entirety into Mongolian. At an early age he was challenged to interpret the Tibetan scriptures and their teachings for others. As a natural consequence of this training, he learned English in Beijing in the early 1930s (after training to become a geshe, or doctor of Buddhist philosophy, for nine years at Drepung Monastery in Lhasa), and became a teacher and translator in English in China, Tibet, England, India, and then finally the United States, where he died in January of 1983 after twenty-eight years of residency.


I had the great privilege of apprenticing under Geshe-la for the last thirteen years of his life and directly observing his dedication to the teachings presented here. The selection of teachings in this book is special, because they were chosen by a remarkable person. He was a very wise and compassionate man who lived a very full and purposeful life. Geshe-la’s deep devotion to the teachings herein was clear to all who knew him and saw his great efforts to promote Buddha’s teachings. This devotion was certainly assisted by the circumstances of his upbringing, for Buddhism permeated his Mongolian culture, much the same as it does for a Tibetan. I used to hear many stories of his youth. I would like to share some of those stories with the reader in order to show who the author was and, especially, to illustrate how unique his devotion to Tibetan Buddhism was, for he was born into one of the few non-Himalayan cultures to adopt Tibetan Buddhism to such a great degree. The stories show how Geshe-la’s Buddhist upbringing and subsequent training as a monk were much the same as would be expected for a Tibetan, but with one exception—a high reverence for Tibet. As Geshe-la said, even the name ‘Tibet’ is from the Mongolian term tüvot, which means central—for to the Mongolians, Tibet is the center of their religion, their holy land. Tibetans in their literature show a similar attitude towards the land from which they had received their religion, referring to India as the “land of the Noble Ones” (’phags pa’i yul). Geshe-la cherished Tibet and its teachings, and the teachings in this book are the treasures that he chose with that attitude.


Geshe-la was born in 1901 amongst the Kalmyk Mongolian people of what is now called Kalmykia, a region of Russia that is west of the Volga River and just to the north of the Caspian Sea. Though Kalmykia was part of Russia, the Kalmyks were mostly left alone by the Russians, especially those Kalmyks who were settled in the center of their region, as Geshe-la was. They were primarily semi-nomadic, living in tents made of animal hides, and tending sheep, cows, camels, and horses. Originally, they had been part of the Western Mongolian clans, and starting in around 1632, they emigrated from Dzungaria (now western Mongolia and Xinjiang) in Central Asia to the lower Volga region. They brought with them their devotion to Tibetan Buddhism, particularly their devotion to the Tibetan teachings of the Gelug (dge lugs) tradition of Tsongkhapa, whose writings are amply represented in this book. Geshe-la used to take pride in the fact that the Kalmyks were part of the same Mongolian clans that allied themselves with the Fifth Dalai Lama, and were then responsible for consolidating Tibet under the leadership of the Dalai Lamas. “Dalai” is a Mongolian word for ocean, indicating that the Dalai Lama possesses an ocean of wisdom. The present Fourteenth Dalai Lama often mentions this traditional relationship as one reason for the close friendship that Geshe-la and he enjoyed after Geshe-la came to America.


As measured by the amount of livestock they kept, Geshe-la’s parents were moderately wealthy. His father, Leiji, died when he was less than one year old, so young that the only remembrance Geshe-la could call up was “that man [in our home ] must have been my father.” His father did not even have an opportunity to give his young son a name. Thus, his mother, Bolgan, called him shikker (sugar), or bota (cherub), two terms of endearment that Kalmyk mothers commonly used. Being the last child, Geshe-la could get anything that he asked for. Honey was a very rare commodity in Kalmykia, but Geshe-la could ask for it at any time and receive a piece of bread dripping with butter and honey. As Geshe-la so aptly put it, “I ordered my mother around, and she did her best to spoil me.”


But it was also his mother whom Geshe-la credited with inspiring him to undertake a religious way of life. In fact, Geshe-la was always amazed to recall how much she knew about religion. He used to tell the story of how his mother took him to the temple when he was around three years old. He remembered asking his mother where they were going and why. When they had entered the temple, he asked how to bow down. Instructing him, his mother said, “Buddha is a special being to whom we bow and pray. He will bless you. When you bow down and pray, you must do so for the sake of all living beings.” Showing an innate sharp intelligence, Geshe-la asked, “If I pray for others, how will I get what I want?” She then replied, “By helping others your own aims will be achieved incidentally.” About a year later Geshe-la went to the monastery to ask permission to become a monk, but was refused because he was too young.


Finally, at age six Geshe-la was allowed to enter the local monastery. Becoming a monk in Kalmykia was a very precious thing. When a young monk first returned to his home, his family placed him in a high seat and bowed down to him. Although the Kalmyks practiced Tibetan Buddhism, they had some religious customs that were not observed in Tibet, such as this unusual respect for young monks. Geshe-lahad an explanation for this, a legend that illustrates the high regard that the Kalmyks have for their religion. It is said that such customs were left over from a period in their history when they had originally received Buddha’s teachings directly from India during a time when their ancestors, mountain Mongols, lived in northern Afghanistan. They were asked at that time whether they wanted a pure transmission that would last for one hundred years or an impure one that would last for one thousand years. Of course, they chose the former, and traces of that one hundred year period still remained.


Geshe-la had three siblings. His eldest brother, Morsang, was sixteen years his senior; then came a sister, Jugda, who was twelve years older, and another brother, Gunsang, who was eight years older. Gunsang had become a monk before Geshe-la was born and had entered a monastery that was far from his home. Therefore, Geshe-la did not know him well when he was young. However, he did admire Gunsang greatly, because Gunsang was praised and honored in the family. In fact, it was partly this admiration for his distant brother that caused Geshe-la to enter the monastery. He wanted to be just like him.


At the time Geshe-la entered the local monastery, his brother also was in residence, along with about forty other monks. Gunsang now became responsible for his development, and he was a very stern instructor. Geshe-la later surmised that his brother must have thought, “My mother has spoiled this boy so much, I will have to frighten him.” Geshe-la always remembered his brother with great gratitude. Without Gunsang’s stern tutelage, the spoiled young Geshe-la would never have made progress in his spiritual development. Thus, Geshe-la remembered his brother’s love for him as actually being equal to that of his mother.


Gunsang molded Geshe-la into an excellent student and scholar. All young monks were put quickly to the task of learning the Tibetan language and then memorizing many pages of Tibetan prayers and important Tibetan texts. The young Geshe-la was very adept at memorizing many pages of text in one sitting. He had a great competitive spirit and excelled in his class, though he had a classmate who was always slightly ahead of him (which undoubtedly worked to his advantage).


When Geshe-la was sixteen years old, he decided to enter a medical school that had been recently established by a famous doctor from what was then known as Outer Mongolia. There he demonstrated a voracious appetite for knowledge, studying in one year the books that were normally covered in two years. His teacher was very proud of him and said, “You can recognize a wish-fulfilling horse when it is a colt,” meaning that he saw that Geshe-la would be very successful in his life.


However, at the year’s end his teacher suddenly died. Geshe-la lost his interest in medical studies, but was swept up quickly by the great lama, Agvan Dorzhiev.1 Although Lama Dorzhiev was a Buryat Mongolian from the Siberian region of Russia called Buryatia, he was very devoted to the Kalmyks. From time to time throughout his life he would visit Kalmykia to teach and promote the religion. Lama Dorzhiev had established there two monastic colleges for the study of Buddhist philosophy, known by the Kalmyks as the chö-ra (chos grva), a Tibetan term meaning “religious institution.” Hearing of Geshe-la’s great abilities, he conscripted him into one of these chö-ra. Lama Dorzhiev was a man of such immense presence and reputation that there was no question of Geshe-la’s considering whether he would go or not. In awe, he went.


Thus started a teacher-student relationship that shaped the rest of Geshe-la’s life. Lama Dorzhiev became his root lama, giving him all the principal vows and initiations. He was such a strong role model that when Geshe-la came to America in 1955, he too worked to establish a center for learning amongst the Kalmyks, a group of whom had emigrated from the European refugee camps after the Second World War and settled in central New Jersey. One of his elderly Kalmyk disciples who had emigrated to the United States once remarked to me that Geshe-la was just like his teacher Lama Dorzhiev in that he was very successful at everything he undertook.


At the chö-ra Geshe-la was a very confident and effective student and debater. He became very proud of the fact that no one could surpass him. Geshe-la caught the attention of the leader of the Kalmyk religion, the Shachin Lama, at that time a young man who had studied for a while in Tibet and had recently been appointed to his position with the help of Lama Dorzhiev. The Shachin Lama gave Geshe-la the rank of head scholar, and rewarded him with many privileges that the other students did not have.


But unfortunately Geshe-la’s studies gradually became sporadic because of the great changes going on around him. At first the only evidence of the Bolshevik revolution was the sound of distant explosions. But the Kalmyks eventually became the victims of theft by marauding bands of soldiers from the various warring groups. Therefore, by 1921 Geshe-la was spending more time at his home monastery than at the chö-ra. Then one day he was summoned to appear before the chö-ra’s executive secretary, who told him that he had been selected by Lama Dorzhiev to go to Tibet to further his studies.


It is hard to imagine the excitement that Geshe-la must have felt. He had been selected to go to center of the religion to which he had devoted his life! His brother Gunsang’s reaction gives us a small indication of how Geshe-la felt. Gunsang wept tears of joy—not for just a short time, for ten days! He would get up in the morning, wash his hands and face, begin to have his tea, and immediately start to cry. Geshe-la would plead with him, “O brother, do not cry so much. You will get sick!” His brother would reply, “I am not crying with sorrow. I am crying because I am so happy.”


Two other Kalmyk monks had also been selected, and Geshe-la quickly prepared to leave with them to meet Lama Dorzhiev in Volgograd, the largest city in the region. Geshe-la did not know it then, but the trip to Tibet would take fourteen months. From Volgograd he would go with Lama Dorzhiev to Moscow in order to catch the Trans-Siberian Railway to Ulan Ude, the largest city in Lama Dorzhiev’s region of Buryatia. Parting there from Lama Dorzhiev, he would then head south by boat and ox cart to Urga (now known as Ulan Baatar), the holy city of the Kalka Mongolians of Outer Mongolia. Then came the most difficult part of the journey: a caravan across the Gobi Desert to the Tsaidam (Tshva ’dam) region in northernmost Tibet, then south across Tibet’s great northern plain, Changtang (Byang thang), to Nakchuka (Nag chu kha) at the frontier to central Tibet, and finally to Lhasa.


When it came time for Geshe-la to leave, his brothers, sister, sister-in-law, and two young nieces were there to say good-bye (his mother had died a few years earlier). One of his young nieces grabbed his leg and pleaded with him not to leave. Everyone wept. As he mounted his horse, Gunsang asked him to circumambulate their monastery’s entire complex of three temples and twenty small residence buildings on his way out.


Geshe-la’s oldest brother, Morsang, accompanied him as far as Volgograd in order to sell some of the family’s cows and horses to finance the trip to Tibet. They easily sold their livestock for a good price in gold. Here Geshe-la and Morsang parted, never to see one another again. But Geshe-la wrote to him from Urga and asked him to sell off all his livestock, because he was accumulating too much non-virtuous karma by keeping animals. He asked him to use the money to plant fruit trees instead. It is a measure of the great respect Kalmyks had for monks that Morsang—a nomad and Geshe-la’s elder by sixteen years—followed his little brother’s advice.


In Volgograd Lama Dorzhiev took charge of the three young monks. Geshe-la did not think that Lama Dorzhiev himself had chosen him to go to Tibet. They did not have such a close relationship. He imagined that he must have been recommended by the Shachin Lama. But by the time that they reached Moscow, it was clear that a special relationship was developing between Geshe-la and his root lama. Of the three young monks, Lama Dorzhiev especially liked Geshe-la, for he gave only him the task of procuring his drinking water and favorite cheese, which he would then share with Geshe-la. Moreover, one day, before leaving the room in which he was staying with his three young charges, Lama Dorzhiev gave Geshe-la the responsibility of watching the room, entrusting him with the keys and ordering him not to leave under any circumstances. But Geshe-la could not contain himself. Locking the door, he set out to see the city. Just as he started down the street, much to his astonishment Lama Dorzhiev was standing before him, laughing.


“Did you lock the door?” he asked.


“Yes,” Geshe-la replied, meekly.


“Well then, give me the keys, and have a good walk!”


Geshe-la’s faith in his lama greatly deepened. He was sure that he was traveling with a buddha. If Lama Dorzhiev was not a buddha, how did he get there before him? How did he know what he was planning? Geshe-la’s experience reminded him of the story of Buddha ⁄›kyamuni appearing before his younger half-brother, Saundarananda, who was very attached to his wife, even though she had given her consent for him to become a monk. Just as Geshe-la had tried to sneak out to see the city, so had Saundarananda tried to sneak out to see his wife when the Buddha and the other monks were not there. And just as Lama Dorzhiev suddenly appeared before Geshe-la, so did the Buddha suddenly appear before Saundarananda—there was no way to outwit an omniscient being. Buddha understood his half-brother’s great potential, for Saundarananda later attained the high state of an arhat.


Indeed, Lama Dorzhiev was a man of no small spiritual accomplishments. He was at that time about sixty-seven years old. When he was twenty-six, he entered Gomang Monastic College in Lhasa, and, after a short eight years, achieved his geshe degree with great honors. That same year he became an assistant tutor to the teenage Thir-teenth Dalai Lama of Tibet, and taught him for ten years, establishing a very close relationship. Throughout most of Lama Dorzhiev’s life this relationship proved to be the basis for many endeavors to forge an alliance between Russia and Tibet. Theoretically, such an alliance should have ensured the security of Tibetan Buddhism in the Tibetan and Mongolian regions, for Lama Dorzhiev also had great influence with the Tsar’s government and the subsequent Bolshevik regimes. It was only due to this influence that Geshe-la was able to get through Russia to Urga.


From Moscow, Lama Dorzhiev sent Geshe-la and the other two monks on the Trans-Siberian Railway as far as Ulan Ude. He joined them there ten days later, bringing with him another Kalmyk monk. As it turned out, in Moscow Lama Dorzhiev had been organizing a secret delegation with which Geshe-la would travel from Urga to Tibet. The leader was Sergey Stepanovich Borisov, a member of the Peoples’ Commissariat of Internal Affairs. He was on a mission to open diplomatic relations with Tibet, and was to bring many guns and much ammunition as an offering to the Tibetan government. Borisov was carefully chosen because he was of Turkic descent and his dark skin made him look Mongolian, which made it more likely that he would not be expelled as a foreigner at Nakchuka, the main checkpoint in northern Tibet on the way to Lhasa. Another monk—this time a Buryat Mongolian—was added to the party, which would total around twelve people (all Mongolians except for Borisov) when it left Urga. The presence of the five monks made the caravan look more like a party of pilgrims. But Lama Dorzhiev seems to have been advancing his two intertwined objectives, religious and political, for he carefully advised Geshe-la to separate himself from Borisov in Nakchuka so as not to be detained.


Lama Dorzhiev said good-bye to his five young monks in Ulan Ude, sending them to meet the readying caravan in Urga, known to the Mongolians as Da Küree, ‘the Great Monastery.’ With its thirteen thousand monks, thirty monastic colleges, huge assembly halls, and numerous temples, Urga must have been an overwhelming sight to the faithful young Geshe-la when he first arrived. There, he frequently visited Ganden Monastery, where the philosophical studies were located, and watched the monks debate. It was at Ganden that His Holiness the Thirteenth Dalai Lama stayed in 1904 at the beginning of his five-year self-imposed exile. At the time, Lama Dorzhiev was accompanying him. The Dalai Lama was greatly impressed by the abilities of the Mongolian geshes and asked Lama Dorzhiev if there were many such geshes in Tibet. Lama Dorzhiev replied enigmatically, “Yes, there are. They are located in the basement of Drepung,” meaning that they were kept in very low positions. When the Dalai Lama returned to Tibet, he dismissed many of the monks in authority, and set up a system based on scholarly merit in order to give the best geshes the greatest responsibility for teaching the other monks.


But the great religious purpose in this city did not shelter it from the upheaval in Russia. At Ganden, Geshe-la heard the monks chant prayers to eliminate such obstacles to the teachings as the Kalmyks, for the Bolshevik government had sent five hundred young Kalmyk soldiers to take possession of Urga. They had been terrorizing the local populace, imprisoning and killing many wealthy residents, and stealing their money. Even Geshe-la and his four companions were threatened by this group, even though they were mostly Kalmyk and Lama Dorzhiev had provided the necessary papers and permits from the Moscow government. One evening they were stopped by some young guards who wanted to check the contents of the cart in which they were riding. One of Geshe-la’s companions recognized the leader of the group, but the young guard pretended not to hear him calling out his name. When they showed him their papers from Moscow, he paid no attention. Geshe-la’s companions were ready to resist, but Geshe-la cooled down the tensions by pointing out that they should allow the search because they had nothing to hide. Indeed, finding nothing, the guard let them go on.


Like a true pilgrim, Geshe-la found his way through many such difficulties and obstacles on his way to Tibet because of his strong faith. But his sharp intelligence, strong will, and sense of purpose were also great assets. Further, Lama Dorzhiev’s favoritism had bolstered his great self-confidence. He was very proud of his abilities, but he never let that pride blind him. This allowed him to be open to some help from a great Kalmyk teacher in Urga, Tourgüt Jentsen, who had thousands of students. Geshe-la visited him with Chö-nyen, the Kalmyk monk who had joined the group in Ulan Ude and with whom he had already become an inseparable friend. Chö-nyen was from the same region of Kalmykia as Tourgüt Jentsen and, therefore, was granted an audience. The great teacher seemed to know very well the problem of increased pride that the honor of a trip to Tibet was giving Geshe-la when he said, “Don’t think proudly, ‘I am going to Tibet,’ but remember, even camels go to Tibet!”


After the young monks met Borisov, it did not take them long to learn that they were under a capable leader. One time, Chö-nyen went out by himself to one of the monasteries and got in trouble with the authorities. Borisov decided that he would be a problem for the caravan as well and therefore should return to Kalmykia. This caused Geshe-la to assert brashly that if Chö-nyen was forced to go, he would join him. Oddly enough, this caused Borisov to relent. It seemed that Lama Dorzhiev was looking after Geshe-la still, for he must have informed Borisov to favor Geshe-la because he was a reliable person.


Borisov organized the caravan like a military expedition. An all night watch was kept with each member of the party standing guard for two hours. Most of the members were able marksmen. Geshe-la was the only one who refused to carry a gun. When he was asked, Geshe-la replied, “No, I don’t want a gun. I am going to Tibet, a holy place. I don’t want to kill anyone. I would rather die myself.” Since Geshe-la did not have his hands occupied with holding a rifle, Borisov ordered him instead to take hold of the camels’ lead and keep them in tow from the early morning start until the end of the day. Geshe-la must have been often reminded of Tourgüt Jentsen’s words during the journey, for there were more than one hundred camels for carrying the supplies and gifts.


They started in the winter of 1922 and planned to reach Nakchuka in twenty-two days. But it took them almost fifty, because, in spite of their two Mongolian guides from Tsaidam, they still got lost. The thick snow on the ground and frequent snow storms made proper navigation too difficult. After losing their way, they also started to run out of food. The horses could hardly walk for want of nourishment and due to snow blindness. The camels fared a little better, though the narrow mountain paths were difficult for their large feet. Usually the party would have had plenty to eat from just the wild animals that they could hunt, but no animals appeared. When resentment started to rise against the two guides, Borisov quickly ordered everyone not to say a thing to them. He very cleverly did not want to lose what slight hope they had of finding their way.


Finally, they reached the snowless banks of a large river, and the men started to net small minnows; but these provided hardly any nourishment. As they rested at the river’s edge for three days, Borisov announced that they would share equally what food they had (some dried vegetables), for, he said, if they must die, they would die together. Suddenly, a large herd of wild yaks appeared. The marksmen quickly shot about thirty of the yaks, and the young monks were ordered to extract the meat. Although the meat was tasteless and very tough because they could not boil it enough on their small dung fires, it was enough to give them energy.


Having reached the river, Borisov was able to assist the guides by locating where they were on a map that he had brought. After more than a week, they reached Nakchuka, but not before they lost one man, the Buryat monk, in a blinding blizzard. They were able to find him, but he was terminally ill from exposure and died in Nakchuka.


Exhausted, hungry, and saddened by their friend’s misfortune, the party was nevertheless glad to be able to buy some real food. As monks, the young Kalmyks were treated very well by the local people and ate until they were sick. Luckily, Borisov was able to get by the government authorities (who were later punished). Because the camels could not make the journey to Lhasa, Borisov made arrangements for them to be taken care of until he returned, and rented some horses.


The trip to Lhasa took about twelve days, and was fortunately uneventful. When they were within sight of the golden roofs of the Potala, they made camp for the night. Geshe-la was overwhelmed with excitement and could not sleep. Late at night Geshe-la and Chö-nyen stole quietly out of camp, and rode off to reach the city before sunrise. Geshe-la had rationalized that, following Lama Dorzhiev’s advice, it would be best not to be seen arriving with Borisov’s party.


To travel virtually unarmed through the outskirts of Lhasa at night was very foolish. The area was full of robbers, and Chö-nyen’s small handgun would not have afforded much protection, especially in the hands of a monk. When Borisov realized that they had gone, he was furious that they had put their lives in jeopardy. But he placed all the blame on Chö-nyen, who he was sure had misled Geshe-la, for by this time he liked Geshe-la very much. Geshe-la met up with him again in Lhasa after the main party arrived around mid-day, but Borisov did not scold him. Indeed, when they finally parted, Borisov gave him his address and asked him to write.


As most Mongolians did when they came to study in Lhasa, Geshe-la entered the Gomang College of Drepung Monastic University. But there was no fear of his wasting his opportunity and being like the camels Tourgüt Jentsen had referred to. Instead, he again demonstrated his great capacity to absorb knowledge. In Kalmykia he had started a rigorous scholastic training that was organized along the same lines as the program of geshe studies at Gomang. In that program, there are five primary areas of study (po ti lnga), covered in the following order:


(1)Topics of Valid Cognition (rnam ’grel)—logic, reasoning, and debate;


(2)Perfection of Wisdom (phar phyin)—the factors of the path;


(3)Madhyamaka (dbu ma)—the philosophy of emptiness;


(4)Discipline (’dul ba)—vows and ethical discipline;


(5)Higher Knowledge (dzod)—presentation of the Vaibh›˝ika school of Buddhist tenets.


The Kalmyk monks who went to Tibet to attain a geshe degree entered this program of studies at the level of the Perfection of Wisdom, which they had started already in Kalmykia (it took about five years to complete this area of studies). Thus, they had a great advantage over their Tibetan classmates, and Geshe-la did not squander this advantage. In order to quickly finish his full course of studies, he made good use of the spare time that resulted from his already having started the Perfection of Wisdom. While his classmates were training in the first year’s topics, Geshe-la studied the next year’s topics as well. He continued this pattern until he finished all five areas of study in nine years, less than one-half the twenty years that it would normally take.


At the end of the nine years Geshe-la decided to return to Kalmykia in order to find funding to continue his studies. He went by way of Beijing, but ended up going no further than that after some Buryat monks at the monastery in which he was staying warned him of the great persecution of monks in Russia. Indeed, Geshe-la had no way of knowing then, but at about this time his brother Gunsang was arrested because he was an abbot of the monastery, and imprisoned three times, finally dying in jail. Geshe-la never returned to Kalmykia, nor did he ever contact his family, fearing that he would bring some form of persecution upon them.


Instead, Geshe-la became a citizen of the world. He stayed in Beijing and northern China for a few years. During this time he earned money for his studies by working on a translation project that had been organized by Russian scholars, wherein he was responsible for comparing various editions of the Tibetan Buddhist canon. He also raised money by teaching in Inner Mongolia for a year amongst the Ijlin Tourgüt, a settlement of Western Mongolians, who were similar to the Kalmyks. He eventually learned English in Beijing, and in 1935 became an interpreter for the great English representative to Tibet, Sir Charles Bell, during Bell’s travels in China and Manchuria. Geshe-la then returned to Tibet to get his geshe degree, and in 1937 traveled to England for about four months at the invitation of Marco Pallis, a mountaineer and author on Buddhism whom he had met in India on his return from China. During the war years, Geshe-la spent the winters in India and the summers in Tibet. He earned enough money through trading to support himself and a number of Mongolian monks who were studying to attain their geshe degrees. He had wanted to return to Beijing to live and practice his religion, but the revolution there made his plans impossible. In 1951 Geshe-la was about to buy a retreat house and settle in Tibet when he heard that the Chinese army was moving towards Lhasa. He immediately fled to India.


It was from India that he finally had an opportunity to rejoin his Kalmyk people, but this time in New Jersey. From the time he left Gomang in 1931 until that time he had not wavered in his religious conviction. When he arrived in the United States in 1955, he was intent on helping the new immigrants keep their religion. To this end he worked at two teaching jobs and founded the Lamaist Buddhist Monastery of America in 1958, using his own money to build a temple and residence. Although he intended to teach the young Kalmyks, Geshe-la was open to anyone who wanted to learn about the teachings that he so cherished. Soon he was teaching many more new Buddhists from America than new immigrants from Kalmykia. He made America his home, becoming a citizen after five years. He devoted the rest of his life to his students out of a conviction that Tibetan Buddhism offered something that would be helpful to the American way of life. By the time of his death, he had spent more time in America than anywhere else in the world. As one of his Kalmyk-American students, David Urubshurow, points out, he had become the first American lama.


The teachings in this book are what Geshe-la read to his students in the manner described in the following “Note on the Translations” written by the final editors. These teachings were delivered with great devotion, some understanding of which is conveyed in the stories I have told. That devotion and Geshe-la’s strong character inspired his students to transform their lives through the practice of the teachings and also to do what they could to assist Tibet and its teachings. Many of these students are now teaching in universities and colleges throughout the country. I have the responsibility of continuing Geshe-la’s work of teaching and translating in accordance with his advice at the center of learning that he founded, now known as the Tibetan Buddhist Learning Center, in Washington, New Jersey, where he spent the last fifteen years of his life. I am assisted by my wife, Diana, who apprenticed under Geshe-la for eleven years. We reside at the center with four Tibetan monk-scholars.


The recent fall of the Soviet Union and the subsequent opening up of Kalmykia has provided an interesting postscript to Geshe-la’s life story. David Urubshurow visited Kalmykia in 1990 and met descendants of Geshe-la’s siblings—his sister Jugda’s two sons and a grand-niece. They informed him that the last time the family had heard from Geshe-la was the letter to Morsang that he had sent from Outer Mongolia. They assumed that Geshe-la had died in Outer Mongolia on his way to Tibet! In Kalmykia almost all traces of the monasteries, temples, and memorials to Buddha’s enlightenment had been removed. Geshe-la’s grand-niece showed David a small fenced-in area that marked where Geshe-la’s monastery had been, and she also pointed out the fruit trees that Morsang had planted.


His Holiness the Fourteenth Dalai Lama visited Kalmykia in 1991 to assist in the revival of Buddhism there. In front of a large gathering of the Kalmyk people, he paid Geshe-la the greatest tribute by holding him up as a good model for the Kalmyks in their religious endeavors, saying, “[This] single Kalmyk human being eventually did a lot not only to preserve Buddhism but, I think, to propagate it as well. I have always admired his activities and his determination. Therefore, I am extremely happy to be here with you today, and if Geshe Wangyal were here, I would be even happier.”


Joshua W. C. Cutler


Tibetan Buddhist Learning Center




For more on Dorzhiev and this interesting period of Russian and Asian history, see J. Snelling, Buddhism in Russia: The Story of Agvan Dorzhiev, Lhasa’s Emissary to the Tsar (Rockport: Element Books, 1993).












A Note on the Translations


“The precept of the lama is more important than the scriptures and commentaries.” —AtıŸa


The term precept refers to the personal advice or instruction given by a spiritual teacher for the immediate, practical needs of a disciple. The scriptures of Buddhism consist of the recorded precepts given by the Buddha to his various disciples on different occasions. The commentaries on the scriptures consist of the clarifications and systematizations composed by later teachers for use as precepts by their own disciples.


In utilizing these written records it is difficult to know which of the many precepts given by the Buddha and the great teachers is applicable and most beneficial at any particular stage of development. Even if the appropriate teaching is known, it will not be effective unless it is well applied—just as the appropriate medicine will not produce the desired cure unless it is taken properly. This is the special importance of the precept of the lama—the spiritual friend—who, with superior vision of the realities of our condition, knows exactly what is needed at any particular time to further our growth, and can select and apply the most beneficial teaching.


These recorded precepts were translated by a lama in the lineage of the original authors, Geshe Wangyal. Through the period of his residence in the United States, well over a decade, Geshe-la has used the process of translating these and other works as a vehicle of instruction for his disciples as well as for the eventual reader.


The selections in this book were taught to various disciples on different occasions, and over the years English versions of most were written down a number of times; this work was the foundation from which the present volume was prepared. All the selections were translated to the disciples by Geshe-la a final time and a few new ones were added. All available material was reviewed and a tentative manuscript was made. This was then read and criticized by others—both with and without a usable knowledge of the Tibetan language—and their suggestions were used in numerous revisions. We feel that this method of translation, involving the cooperation of many people, has refined the work and increased its comprehensibility for those readers who are approaching this material for the first time. We hope that our collaboration has been auspicious.


Deborah Black


Joshua W. C. Cutler


Elizabeth Napper


Retreat House, 1973
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Introduction


I BOW DOWN TO Buddha ⁄›kyamuni, the teacher without equal, who attained the highest state and possession of the four aspects of fearlessness through his perfect accomplishment of the six p›ramit›s and the four ways of assembling. He is the great Compassionate One, the originator of the teaching, who, in order to deliver all living beings, has shown the path that he himself traveled to liberation.


Buddha taught two great paths: to the bodhisattva MañjuŸrı, he taught the path of profound view, and to the bodhisattva Maitreya, the path of extensive deeds. After several hundred years, as Buddha had prophesied, these two paths were extended by N›g›rjuna and Asaºga. From them, these undefiled teachings descended in an unbroken succession through many great Indian and Tibetan scholars, such as AtıŸa and Tsongkhapa. Remembering their kindness in extending the teaching, I bow to these great beings.


I bow down to His Holiness, Tenzin Gyatso, the Fourteenth Dalai Lama. By the radiant illumination of his great compassion, his wonderful methods and skillful deeds emanate in all directions, causing the lotus within all beings to blossom forth. May his blessings grant peace and happiness to all living beings.


I bow down especially to my own teachers, the lamas from whom I directly received these precious teachings. Even that knowledge I have of English came from them, and from my heart I honor them as would a son, though I can never repay their great kindness. I have tried to translate their teachings into English with the sincere prayer that their profound meaning might be extended to others.


This teaching appeared in the world through the miraculous manifestation of Buddha ⁄›kyamuni, who, descending from the buddha-field of Akani˝˛ha (’Og min), took rebirth as the bodhisattva-prince Tampa Dokar in the Tu˝ita heaven. In order to benefit all living beings, he then descended to Jambudvıpa, taking rebirth as Siddh›rtha, prince of the ⁄›kyas. The events of his illustrious life are widely known. Manifesting full enlightenment, he revealed his perfect teaching to the world. To guide all living beings to the door of liberation, he presented his teaching by many wonderful methods. A few descriptions of Buddha’s miraculous activities have been translated here. These activities demonstrate the authority of his teaching, for in the Tibetan tradition, the reliability of a teaching is established by the qualifications of the teacher.


Buddha showed his omniscience in many ways. One day while he was teaching a gathering of his disciples, a crow flew over and defecated on his robe. The bodhisattva AvalokiteŸvara stood up from among the assembly and asked Buddha to explain the significance of this occurrence. Buddha replied with a prophecy. He said that in the future that crow would be reborn as a powerful non-Buddhist pandit, AŸvagho˝a, or M›t¸ceta, who would severely criticize the Dharma. After being defeated in debate, he would see the truth and would write many famous praises of the Buddha. AvalokiteŸvara then asked Buddha, “May I be the one to subdue this great opponent of the teaching?”


Centuries later Buddha’s prophecy was realized. Many Buddhist teachers in India were being defeated in debate by a non-Buddhist pandit named M›t¸ceta. After he had conquered all the Buddhists in his region, M›t¸ceta’s mother, a devout Buddhist, persuaded him to challenge the monks of the renowned Buddhist center of N›land›. At that time, ﬁrya AvalokiteŸvara, incarnated as the great Buddhist scholar ﬁryadeva, met M›t¸ceta in debate and defeated him. M›t¸ceta then began to study the Buddha’s teachings and was compelled to acknowledge their truth. He sincerely repented his previous harmful deeds. Completely abandoning his wrong views, he said, “I have given up my other teachers, and I take refuge in Buddha, for Buddha has no faults and possesses perfect omniscience.”


The goddess T›r› appeared before M›t¸ceta in a dream and advised him to purify himself by writing praises to the Buddha and commentaries on the J›takas. Following her advice, M›t¸ceta wrote many volumes extolling the Tath›gata and his teaching. His praises of Buddha demonstrate the truth of the Dharma with particular effectiveness, as they were written by a former opponent of Buddha’s teaching. An account of the debate between M›t¸ceta and ﬁryadeva has been included in chapter 2 of this book.


Buddha ⁄›kyamuni also prophesied that, after he had passed into parinirv›˚a, there would appear in the world many great scholars who would disseminate his teaching. Therefore, the first chapter also includes short histories of some of these great Indian teachers, such as N›g›rjuna and Asaºga, as well as those who spread the teaching in Tibet, such as AtıŸa and Tsongkhapa. These great teachers are respected as is the Buddha himself. Their teachings are as clear and unerring as those of the Buddha and are directly or indirectly those which have been translated in this book.


In the Tibetan tradition, which follows a system set forth centuries ago by the Indian poet Da˚˜in, books begin with an expression of salutation, to show respect to the Buddha and the bodhisattvas and scholars through whom his teachings have descended to the present. This is followed by the subject matter of the book, which is written according to two purposes, temporary and final. The temporary purpose is to produce in people an understanding of the Buddha’s teaching, which will inspire them to enter into the Dharma and make effort in its practice. Realization of this purpose can be seen in the history of the non-Buddhist pandit M›t¸ceta. Having himself begun to follow the Dharma through the study of scriptures, he wrote commentaries on the J›takas and praises of the Buddha, so that others might understand Buddha’s perfect knowledge and develop faith in the teaching. Through practice of the Buddha’s teaching, one can attain, temporarily, rebirth in happy states of existence and, finally, the ultimate goal of liberation. This is the final purpose of the book: to show the way to reach the final attainment of buddhahood. Although presented from a variety of viewpoints, all the translations in this book share in these two purposes. All show the way to reach the door of liberation.


According to the Mah›y›na tradition, the ultimate door of liberation is the realization of voidness. However, to actually open this door, one must produce the bodhi-mind of love and compassion. The generation of bodhi-mind is the basis for method, and the realization of voidness is the basis for wisdom. To reach the door of liberation, according to the Mah›y›na tradition, the practice of method and wisdom must be inseparably joined. The following verse from the sutras is the origin of the teaching of the door of liberation:


As those who do not understand voidness, peace, and birthlessness


Wander in the world,


The Compassionate One


Taught method and many different reasonings.


To elaborate on this: seeing that living beings suffer in the world through their lack of understanding of voidness, peace, and birthlessness, the threefold door of liberation, Buddha was moved to great compassion. In order to show living beings the way to free themselves from sa˙s›ra, Buddha taught many different teachings, expressed in a variety of ways according to the capacity of his listeners to understand them.


His teachings are of two kinds: those of direct meaning and those of derived meaning. Buddha’s sole purpose is to guide living beings to liberation, and all his teachings are correct and non-contradictory. However, due to different understandings of Buddha’s words, according to whether they are interpreted to be of direct or of derived meaning, there developed different systems of Buddhist tenets and the differentiation into Hınay›na and Mah›y›na.


There are four main schools of Buddhist tenets: the Vaibh›˝ika; the Sautr›ntika; the Cittam›tra, or Vijñ›nav›da; and the Madhya-maka, which is divided into the Sv›tantrika-Madhyamaka and the Pr›saºgika-Madhyamaka. The former two schools belong to the Hınay›na tradition, and the latter two to the Mah›y›na tradition. The translations in this book are primarily from the viewpoint of the Pr›saºgika-Madhyamaka.
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