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ENERGIZE YOUR PRACTICE WITH THE POTENT ENERGY OF MANTRA.


IN THIS BOOK, beloved teacher Lama Zopa Rinpoche guides us through the most popular mantras in Tibetan Buddhism: Shakyamuni Buddha, Chenrezig, Manjushri, Tara, Medicine Buddha, Vajrasattva, and more.


A mantra—literally “that which protects the mind”—is a series of Sanskrit syllables that evoke the energy of a particular buddha or bodhisattva. It works as a sacred sound that brings blessings to ourself and others, and as a tool to transform our mind into one that is more compassionate and wise.


In clear and succinct teachings, Lama Zopa shows us why we need different mantras and how each mantra works. He also explains their importance and power, giving specific instructions for practicing them. The exquisite, full-color illustrations of the deities that accompany the text make this book a beautiful guide, one suitable for both beginners and experienced practitioners.
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The Wisdom Culture Series is published by Wisdom Publications in association with the Foundation for the Preservation of the Mahayana Tradition (FPMT). Under the guidance of Lama Zopa Rinpoche, the series provides English-language readers with key works for the study and cultivation of the Mahayana Buddhist path, especially works of masters within the lineage of Lama Tsongkhapa and the Geluk school of Tibetan Buddhism. “Wisdom culture,” an expression frequently used by Lama Yeshe, is a Dharma culture rooted in wisdom and compassion. The Wisdom Culture Series is intended to support this vision by transmitting the timeless wisdom of the Dharma through authoritative and accessible publications.













EDITOR’S PREFACE


TWO AND A HALF thousand years ago, a man became enlightened. Prince Gautama, Siddhartha, the son of the king the Shakyas, became Shakyamuni, the “conqueror of the Shakyas,” usually just known as the Buddha, the Awakened One.


Read one way, the story of the Buddha is of a person like us and his search for the truth, which culminated in his enlightenment under the bodhi tree. Read another way, the Mahayana way, he was already enlightened, and his life was a teaching, showing us exactly what we must do to become like him. Both readings are the truth. How that is so is a quest we ourselves must undertake to discover what it means for us.


And that is the same with the countless buddhas there are in Tibetan Buddhism. Why not just one Buddha, Shakyamuni? What does the plethora of buddhas mean? What exactly are they and how do they relate to our spiritual journey? I remember, in France in the 1990s, a student asked one of the great lamas, “Are the buddhas real or imaginary?” In a wonderfully enigmatic answer, the lama replied, “Yes.” Which I took to mean that it’s up to us to work it out.


Buddha, deity, meditational deity, yidam—the terms are synonymous, all referring to the enlightened mind manifesting in a particular way to best benefit sentient beings. Thus, Chenrezig is the manifestation of the buddhas’ compassion, Tara is the manifestation of the buddhas’ enlightened activities, and so forth.


The many buddhas manifest according to the different propensities of different people. They are there to help us in whatever way we need, if we are able to open to them. Sometimes we need more compassion than wisdom; sometimes we need a more wrathful approach, other times a more peaceful one. We have a natural affinity for one or many buddhas. That does not mean that one buddha is better than the others, but that one will resonate with us more.


Each buddha has a mantra. A mantra is a series of Sanskrit syllables that evoke the energy of that particular buddha. All sound has energy. It is said that every Sanskrit syllable creates a sacred vibration in the mind, and so each syllable of each mantra has the power to alter our psychic nervous system in subtly different ways. Some mantras run smoothly through the mind and invoke peace and contentment, some seem difficult to pronounce and have a markedly different effect. A mantra works in two ways: externally as a sacred sound that carries a blessing, and internally as a tool to transform our mind into one that is more compassionate and wise.


When we take an initiation into a particular deity, we are generally given a mantra commitment, such as saying a certain number of mantras of that deity every day. Although to our Westernized, individualistic mind, this might seem like an imposition at first, in fact it is the gift of liberation. If we get into the habit of saying mantras whenever the mind slips into a dull neutrality or into emotive overdrive—not only when we are doing a daily meditation practice but whenever we are going about our business—we can bring ourselves back to a peace and spaciousness that guards our mind from negativity. It is probably the most valuable mental tool we can have.


Generally, to practice a deity and say their mantra, we need an initiation given by a qualified teacher who is part of an unbroken lineage. There are some deities, however, who are so popular that their mantras are widely said by people whether they have had an initiation or not. Furthermore, even without an initiation, it is often permissible (and very beneficial) to do a simple version of that deity’s practice. In such cases, it is generally said that rather than imagining yourself becoming the deity, as is often taught after initiation—you simply imagine them in front of you, and you receive the blessings of the deity.


By far the most popular mantra is that of Chenrezig (Avalokiteshvara in Sanskrit). There seems to be hardly a Tibetan person who doesn’t constantly have OM MANI PADME HUM on their lips, and with non-Tibetans too, this is very popular. Chenrezig is compassion, which we all desperately need, so chanting his mantra is incredibly worthwhile.


Over the decades, Lama Zopa Rinpoche has given countless initiations and instructed his students to say many different mantras. For specific situations, he gives very specific instructions, telling us which mantra will best protect or help us. For instance, for the recent coronavirus pandemic, to protect themselves and others from the virus, he requested his students to chant the Vajra Armor mantra, a powerful healing practice.


This book is a distillation of what Rinpoche has said of the most accessible deities and their mantras. These are the ones students of Tibetan Buddhism usually encounter first and practice longest, starting with Shakyamuni Buddha, the historical Buddha, the one who gave us the whole of Buddhism. Then, there is Chenrezig, the embodiment of compassion, Tibet’s most beloved deity and closely associated with his Holiness the Dalai Lama, and Manjushri, the embodiment of wisdom. The entire path to enlightenment is encapsulated in compassion and wisdom, and so these two buddhas are extremely important. So too is Tara, embodying the buddhas’ compassionate action. Then, after Medicine Buddha, the healing buddha, there are the mantras of the most effective purification practices, Vajrasattva and the Thirty-Five Confession Buddhas, and finally, the five powerful mantras Rinpoche often advises us to recite. Hopefully, this book will give you a feeling for the different deities and an appreciation of the power of the mantras—as well as the wish to use those mantras to transform your mind.


You might notice that there is not complete consistency in the way Tibetan terms are dealt with. Generally, Wisdom uses a simplified phonetic transcription that corresponds to the way the word sounds. However, because we have often used prayers from practices from Rinpoche’s Foundation for the Preservation of the Mahayana Tradition, such as the prayers to the Twenty-One Taras, in those instances we have kept with the FPMT’s system. Similarly, we write the Sanskrit terms without diacritics, except in one appendix, where Lama Zopa explains the differences in the sounds of the mantras in detail. When Sanskrit and/or Tibetan terms appear in brackets, we have not specified which is which, because the two languages look quite different, but generally if both languages are together, the Sanskrit comes first.


To compile this book I have used teachings stored in the Lama Yeshe Wisdom Archive that have been lovingly recorded, transcribed, and checked by a vast number of people, as well as the incredible books, booklets, and practices that have been created over the decades by the FPMT’s Education Services, carefully following Lama Zopa’s wishes so his students can practice the authentic Dharma. I would like to thank Tom Truty of Education Services for his invaluable help in checking the mantras and practices within the book, offering more recent alternatives, and giving permission for us to adapt and use the appropriate practices that we have taken from the FPMT’s vast treasure house. I would also like to thank everybody who contributed to this book, those at the LYWA, the FPMT, and the many at Wisdom Publications, all of whom are an inspiration to work with. One person I especially want to thank is Peter Iseli. When we decided this book deserved the most beautiful buddha images to enhance it, we turned to Peter, who has been creating beautiful images for Rinpoche and other Tibetan masters for decades, and Peter not only freely offered his superb paintings but even created two new ones for the book. I think you will agree, the result is wonderful.


I apologize for any errors found in this book; they are 100 percent mine. May this book be a tool to allow people to develop their positive qualities to the maximum degree in order to help others. May whatever merits gained from the creation of this book be dedicated to peace in this troubled world; to the long life, well-being, and fulfillment of the wishes of all our holy teachers, especially His Holiness the Dalai Lama and Lama Zopa Rinpoche; and to the flourishing of the Foundation for the Preservation of the Mahayana Tradition and of the Dharma throughout the world.


Gordon McDougall


Bath, UK











INTRODUCTION: THE POWER TO TRANSFORM THE MIND


THE POWER OF MANTRAS



The Sanskrit word mantra (which is ngag in Tibetan) has two syllables: man, which means “mind,” and tra, which means “protect,” so a mantra is something that protects our mind.


The benefits of mantra recitation are vast. There are many stories about terrible diseases such as cancer being cured by mantras, or people or animals being helped to have a peaceful death and a positive rebirth through mantras being recited to them. But the supreme benefit of a mantra is its ability to transform our mind. When we recite a mantra such as Shakyamuni’s mantra, we are recalling the Buddha’s name over and over, helping us increase our closeness and devotion to the Buddha, and devotion is our real protection from suffering. By transforming our mind, it has the power to break negative habits and develop positive ones. As our mind changes, our ability to help others increases, so we are reciting mantras for others as well.


By linking us to the omniscient mind—the wisdom and compassion of the Buddha and all the enlightened beings—reciting a mantra invokes that great power, leading us from nonvirtue to virtue. The Buddha said,


Do not commit any nonvirtuous actions,


perform only perfect virtuous actions,


subdue your mind thoroughly—


this is the teaching of the Buddha.1




The whole Buddhist path comes down to these two pieces of advice—to not harm others and to benefit them. In order to do that, we must subdue the mind, which means both collecting merit through doing only virtuous actions and purifying any negative imprints on our mindstream from negative actions we have done in the past.


Reciting a mantra such as OM MANI PADME HUM, the mantra of Chenrezig,2 is not only the most unbelievable purification—purifying defilements and negative karmas collected from not just this life but from beginningless rebirths—it also collects extensive merits.


In the West, when soccer players win, they throw their arms up in the air and run around. It’s very intense. When I first saw this, I thought they were very angry because of the strong emotion. If they feel that strongly about winning a match, we should feel a billion times more strongly about being able to purify all that negative karma and accumulate all that merit, simply by reciting a mantra.


Westerners have asked me many times to explain how mantras work. This is a question that comes from the Western mind; it’s not asked in Asia, certainly not among the Tibetans, because they have faith. When there is water, what does water do? It makes things wet; that is its nature. Fire has its own nature; its nature is to burn. Everything has its own nature. Mantras too have their own nature; their nature is to transform the mind. Any word we say affects another person’s mind, making them happy or sad or angry or whatever. The power of the mantra comes from the sound, and that sound has the power to transform the mind into one of virtue.3


Thinking of mantras as just some Sanskrit sounds to be chanted is an extremely limited view of what they are; they are much more than that. The sound of a mantra has the power to protect us, holding our mind from nonvirtuous thoughts and fostering virtuous ones, thus allowing us to develop toward enlightenment. In the same way that the Dharma in general holds us, protecting us from suffering—Dharma literally means “that which holds”—mantras are mind protection. In A Guide to the Bodhisattva’s Way of Life, the great being Shantideva said,




Therefore, I should focus my mind correctly,


and keep a careful watch over it.


What good will it do to keep many vows,


if one neglects the vow of watching over the mind?4


It is vital to remember Shantideva’s advice. If we forget to protect our mind, what is the use of any traditional form of discipline? Even though we may do hundreds of other things, if we leave out this most important practice and leave the mind unprotected, we cannot stop our problems and achieve happiness, especially ultimate happiness. Everything comes from the mind; it is the source of all our suffering and all our happiness, so if we neglect to protect our mind, we cannot close the door to suffering or open it to happiness.


In the West, there are so many external rules: you can’t do this, you can’t do that. Sometimes I think there are too many rules. When we rely on external discipline, we can never solve our problems. The discipline has to come from our own mind. As a Buddhist, we might take certain vows to protect ourselves from committing any of the ten nonvirtuous actions,5 but unless we protect our mind, those vows will be impossible to keep. As Shantideva said, what good will having vows be if we can’t watch over our mind?


Modern Western life is full of distractions. Everywhere are objects of the senses to keep our mind busy, enticing us away from the Dharma. If you check you will see this is true. Being preoccupied with working for this worldly life, as so many people are, makes it extremely difficult to remember the necessity of Dharma practice and to find the time to practice it. Buddhism has many methods to overcome a distracted mind, such as meditating on impermanence and death6 or on the disadvantages of the self-cherishing mind. When we are not meditating, however, what is the best method? Reciting mantras will keep our mind in virtue and protect it from nonvirtue.




THE WAY MANTRAS SAVE US



We must at least recite mantras when we have the chance. I often say, If you have a mouth, you must use it for that. (Of course, if you don’t have a mouth, that’s okay.) That is the minimum practice. We must at least recite OM MANI PADME HUM to develop compassion toward all living beings. Even if we have little understanding of karma and can’t see how the mind is affected by mantras, we should have faith in the benefits of reciting them, benefits like the limitless sky. Reciting mantras really does protect our mind.


Mantras are there to protect us in everything we do. If we have a daily meditation practice, there are mantras to be said with the preliminary practices before the main meditation. Specifically, when we set up the altar, in order to dispel obstacles that can cloud our mind, we must recite OM AH HUM as we fill the offering bowls with water and offer flowers.


There are mantras we should say at the beginning of the day, such as mantras for blessing our speech, our mala, and our feet to protect any beings we might step on. There are also multiplying mantras that increase the power of our recitation when we recite them.7


Mantras That Heal


All mantras are mind protection; they heal our mind. By purifying the mind, by making the mind healthy, we can enjoy whatever success and happiness we want, now and in the future. There are some mantras, however, that are especially effective in healing sickness.


Probably the most common mantra is Chenrezig’s OM MANI PADME HUM. We will later look at the Chenrezig mantra and how we can generate all-important compassion through it, but it is also extremely powerful for healing ourselves and others by transforming our minds into compassion toward all others, without distinction of race, nationality, gender, and so forth. We develop compassion without any barrier. Whether somebody likes us or not, whatever their beliefs, we only want them to have happiness and its causes and to be free from suffering and its causes. When we can take the full responsibility to ensure all others’ happiness in this way, that is called great compassion and is the prerequisite to bodhichitta. Because our mind is free from the agitation of disturbing thoughts, we are naturally healthier in body and mind.


Another healing mantra is the mantra of Medicine Buddha: TADYATHA OM BHAISHAJYE BHAISHAJYE MAHA BHAISHAJYE BHAISHAJYE RAJA SAMUDGATE SVAHA. When we recite this mantra, we imagine that Medicine Buddha, the buddha of healing, is absorbed into us and into all living beings, and we receive all the blessings and power of Medicine Buddha’s holy body, holy speech, and holy mind, all the qualities that enable us to help others. It heals our mind from all the disturbing emotional thoughts and makes it healthy—free, peaceful, contented, and fulfilled. Medicine Buddha’s mantra does much more than heal us of our sicknesses; it enables us to serve all others in all our future lives, bringing them perfect happiness, and, as a side effect, bringing ourselves perfect happiness.


The texts explain that a being we might have inadvertently killed, like an ant we stepped on, can be saved from the lower realms and can obtain a good rebirth if we simply recite Medicine Buddha’s mantra over the body. It seems hard to believe. So, how does it work?


Since things are dependent arisings, everything depends on causes and conditions. If we think about it, we can see that the power of mantra comes from the inconceivable qualities and power of the Buddha, from his holy mind that is completely trained in compassion and embraces all sentient beings without exception. The Buddha has infinite times more compassion and love for us than we have for ourselves, and the power of the mantra comes through the power of Buddha’s omniscient mind.


The power of the mantra also comes from the power of the mind of the person who recites it. Of course, if we have some realization, there is much more power in whatever activity we do for other sentient beings; it is much more meaningful. However, even if we are still very far from attaining any realization, reciting the mantra can still be effective depending on how much compassion and love we have toward that sentient being, as well as how much devotion we have in the mantra, the guru, and the Three Rare Sublime Ones: the Buddha, Dharma, and Sangha.




Finally, there have to be conditions to do with the being itself: the dead or dying insect or animal. Not every sentient being has the karma to have somebody recite a mantra and blow over their body as they are dying so they can receive a good rebirth. When you think of the number of animals, worms, insects, and countless other forms of sentient beings who die all the time, the number who have the good karma to have somebody recite a mantra over them is incredibly rare, like stars in the daytime. Therefore, at that moment some very special positive karma is ripening, and it can definitely help them have a good rebirth.


Tara’s mantra, OM TARE TUTTARE TURE SVAHA, is another very powerful mantra relied on by many people, including many healers and great meditators. Her mantra is effective to help us gain success very quickly in whatever we want to do, allowing us to overcome our problems and heal ourselves and others.


There are many other mantras that have the power to heal sicknesses, such as the mantra of Vajrapani: OM VAJRAPANI HAYAGRIVA GARUDA HUM PHAT. This was the first mantra I gave to a cancer patient, and they completely recovered, showing how powerful that mantra is.


When we do practices to help heal others, we should use the practice of a deity8 we have a strong karmic connection with, because our close relationship with the deity will bring success more quickly. We should feel that the deity has omniscience, infinite compassion for us and all other living beings, and perfect power to guide us. The healing power comes more from our faith than from visualizing the deity clearly or reciting the mantra correctly. This is the essence of the practice. Wisdom and compassion are important in all practices, but in healing practices involving deity meditation and mantra recitation, generating strong faith is paramount. This mind is the actual healer.


The Importance of Mantras at the Time of Death


Because people in the West are usually very competitive, maybe we should make a competition between science and Buddhism. Which can help the most? The West has developed such incredible technologies. Now we can fly to the moon or send messages instantly all over the world, and we have limitless gadgets to make our lives more comfortable. There are huge advances in medicine, and many diseases that were fatal a few decades ago can now be cured. We can have a new heart if we want one, or even a new face.


None of these wonderful scientific advancements is at all capable, however, of helping us at the time of death. Nothing in science can save us from what awaits us after death. There has never been a machine made or a drug developed that has even slightly helped one person escape the terrible suffering of the lower realms. On the other hand, through putting into practice what we have studied of Buddhist philosophy, we can be ensured a rebirth in one of the fortunate realms, as a human or a god.


Similarly, when we are dying, if we just hear or remember the name of the Buddha—or of Vajrasattva, Chenrezig, Tara, or any of the other buddhas—let alone recite their mantras, we will be saved from the lower realms. Therefore there is no question that if we remember the various subjects of the graduated path to enlightenment, the lamrim,9 such as renunciation of samsara, the ultimate good heart of bodhichitta, and the right view of emptiness—if we can transform our mind into the Dharma—then a fortunate rebirth is assured.


Of course, if we have lived with a good heart, benefiting others with tolerance, patience, compassion, and loving-kindness, at the time of death—at that very important time, that important day, that important hour—the virtuous thoughts that we had during our life will help a great deal.


Unfortunately, because of fear and loss of capability, it is often very difficult to remember the Buddha or a mantra at the very moment of death. We are therefore very fortunate if we have a friend who can help us, someone to recite the mantra of whatever buddha we have an affinity with very loudly in our ear. For instance, say we have devotion to Tara. When our friend recites Tara’s mantra, OM TARE TUTTARE TURE SVAHA, loudly in our ear, although our hearing faculty might almost be gone, something is absorbed, something goes inside. Our devotion to Tara fills our mind, making it very positive. In this way we are saved from the lower realms.


Even when the person who is dying has no knowledge of Buddhism, reciting a mantra and blowing in their ear is a great help. This is due to the power of the mantra. Besides reciting mantras, we should also pray with a bodhichitta motivation that they are never reborn in the lower realms but attain a perfect human rebirth10 where they are able to meet the Dharma and progress along the path to enlightenment.


We can do this not just for dying human beings, but for animals as well: dogs, birds, flies—any being. Reciting a mantra such as Chenrezig’s mantra and blowing in their ear has incredible power. It can even benefit a being already born in the lower realms, causing it to experience that state for the briefest period before being reborn in the upper realms.


THE IMPORTANCE OF THE MOTIVATION



Each deity has a mantra, and which deity practice is best for us is determined by our individual karma and should be checked with a qualified lama. We should then receive the initiation into that deity practice or permission to practice that deity,11 which also includes an oral transmission12 of the deity’s mantra.


Because the transmission of the mantra comes down in an unbroken lineage, it carries the blessings of the deity and of all the highly qualified lineage lamas through to the guru we received the lineage from. The purpose of receiving the lineage of the blessing is to give more power to the meditation on the deity and the recitation of the deity’s mantra.


Whatever the purpose of reciting the mantra—to heal another person or help them gain a good rebirth, to stop (or start) rain, to have success in our life, or any other reason—its success depends on our motivation. Of course, the additional factors of visualizing holy objects and reciting the mantras correctly increase the power of the practice, but they are secondary to the motivation we have.


When we say a mantra for just some mundane happiness, such as saying a White Tara mantra to ensure our health, the mantra can be effective, but because that action is only for the happiness of this life it is not a virtuous action. Because the motivation is nonvirtuous, the mantra recitation is nonvirtuous, whether it helps in the short term or not.


In Precious Garland, the great Indian scholar Nagarjuna said,




Desire, hatred, and ignorance, and the actions they generate are nonvirtues. Non-desire, non-hatred, and non-ignorance, and the actions they generate are virtues.13





Furthermore, Lama Atisha said:




If the root is poisonous, the branches and leaves will also be poisonous. If the root is medicinal, the branches and leaves are also medicinal. Similarly, if the root is attachment, hostility, or benighted ignorance, whatever one does will be nonvirtuous.14





While there are still benefits from reciting a mantra with a nonvirtuous motivation, there is a great difference when we do it with a positive motivation. When we dedicate each mantra recitation or each prostration to others, we collect merit like the limitless sky.


Therefore our motivation should be as vast as possible. Perhaps we say the mantra with the motivation to be saved from rebirth in the lower realms. Even though it is a Dharma motivation, because we are only working for the happiness of our next life, that attitude is very limited.


The motivation we should strive for is bodhichitta: we should recite the mantra to become enlightened in order to lead all other beings to enlightenment. To recite it with bodhichitta combined with a realization of emptiness is even better. In fact, when we have attained each of the three principal aspects of the path—concentration, wisdom, and bodhichitta—then we can effortlessly benefit sentient beings. But even without these realizations,15 if we can live in pure morality as much as we are able to, when we attempt to benefit other beings, we will be successful.




Therefore, when we recite one Vajrasattva mantra or one mala16 of OM MANI PADME HUM, we should feel in our heart that this is all for the benefit of other sentient beings. When we can do this with bodhichitta as our motivation—with the mind that wishes to attain enlightenment in order to lead all sentient beings to that state—each mantra we do has the same benefit as reciting one hundred thousand mantras. The purpose of emphasizing the bodhichitta motivation at the beginning of every meditation session, and repeating it again and again, is to remind ourselves to generate bodhichitta and therefore make the most of every mantra we recite.


Besides a positive motivation, having devotion is an important factor in the effectiveness of mantra recitation. Different Tibetan texts can spell mantras slightly differently. Some versions have a few extra syllables, some less. The great translator Lotsawa Paltsig wrote a short book about how to read Sanskrit, which many Tibetan lamas follow in order to pronounce mantras correctly. This book says that you create much negative karma if you recite Sanskrit mantras incorrectly. However, the benefits of reciting mantras are not entirely dependent on correct pronunciation. Although it is good to try to say the mantra as accurately as possible, the power of mantra comes more from faith than from how we recite it. When there is strong faith in the mantra, it will be effective, whether we say it correctly or not.


There is a story about a woman in a time of great famine who used to recite OṂ BALE BULE BUNDE SOHA to cook and eat stones. One day her son, a novice monk, overheard his mother reciting the mantra and told her that the correct way to pronounce it was OṂ TSALE TSULE TSUNDE SVAHA. However, when his mother recited the mantra correctly, she could no longer cook the stones. Only when she reverted to her original recitation was she able to cook them again.


His Holiness Zong Rinpoche’s previous incarnation told a story about someone with a big nose who came to ask for teachings from a lama in Kham. Busy, the lama brushed him off with “Your nose is like rudraksha.” The monk must have had a big, rough nose like the big, rough beads of the malas that sadhus, Indian ascetic meditators, wear, which are made from rudraksha seeds. The monk, who didn’t understand what the lama said, thought that he had received a mantra and faithfully recited every day, “Your nose is like rudraksha. Your nose is like rudraksha.” Eventually he became able to heal many people by reciting this “mantra.” Some years later when the lama had an infection in his throat, his attendant told him that there was a famous healer in the area, one who had helped many people, and the lama agreed to see him. When the monk came to see the lama, he recited, “Your nose is like rudraksha.” Remembering what he had said in the past, the lama laughed so much that the infection burst and the pus came out, due to which he got better. That the monk became a famous healer by reciting “Your nose is like rudraksha” shows that his power to heal people mainly depended on his faith. It came from believing he had received a mantra from the lama, even though the lama had just said that to him as a joke.


THE DIFFERENT DEITIES IN TIBETAN BUDDHISM



Some people may wonder why there are so many buddhas in Tibetan Buddhism, besides the historical Buddha. Shakyamuni Buddha is just one manifestation of the primordial enlightened energy, or dharmakaya—just another name, in the same way that one person can have many names or designations during a lifetime. Perhaps you had a name given to you by your parents, another by your friends—your nickname—another if you got married, and maybe another when your guru gave you an ordination name. These different identities are all you, but different aspects of you.


Similarly, there are many different aspects of the Buddha, wrathful and peaceful, male and female. When we achieve the holy omniscient mind, we achieve all the buddhas, all the enlightened holy beings. “Shakyamuni” is just a different name, given to distinguish one particular aspect of the enlightened mind from another.


At first it might seem confusing to have many different buddhas rather than just the historical Buddha. Why can’t there just be one buddha, the Buddha? If we look at how our society works, we can easily see that we need different people with different abilities and qualifications to ensure its smooth running. If we want to help others by healing their bodies, we need to train as a doctor; if we want to heal their minds, we need to train as a psychiatrist or psychologist. When we have that qualification, people will trust us and come to us for help.


In sort of the same way, the different buddhas, which are all different aspects of the enlightened mind, are there to perform different functions and fulfill the manifold needs of sentient beings—one aspect alone is not enough. There are numberless sentient beings, and even to fulfill the wish of one of them requires more than one particular aspect.


Chenrezig is the embodiment of the Buddha’s compassion, and to take refuge in Chenrezig is to take refuge in the Buddha. In the same way, Tara is the embodiment of the Buddha’s enlightened compassionate activities, and there is no contradiction in taking refuge in Tara and taking refuge in the Buddha. Tara is incredibly beloved by the Tibetan people and there are many stories of people being saved from death by taking refuge in her, by calling her name when they were in great danger. One aspect of Tara, White Tara, is evoked for long life.


With all these particular aspects of the buddhas, the main purpose is to bring sentient beings to the highest state, the sublime happiness of enlightenment. Of course, from our side, we must do everything we can to develop wisdom and compassion and progress along the path by extensively listening, reflecting, and meditating on the path.











1. SHAKYAMUNI BUDDHA


AS A YOUNG PRINCE, Siddhartha’s life was as perfect as a life in samsara could be. His father, the king, received a prophecy that his son would either be a great king or a great sage, and because he was determined that Siddhartha would become king, he hid all suffering from him and totally immersed him in sense pleasures.


Despite his father trying to shield him from all suffering, there came a time as a young man when he saw four things in quick succession, one at each of the gates of the palace. First he saw an old person and he realized that we all have to age. Next he saw a sick person, something he had never seen before. Then he saw a dead body, and he understood that death comes to us all. This was a terrible revelation for a young man who had never seen the slightest suffering. At the fourth gate he saw a poor monk, a person who had none of the luxuries that Siddhartha had but nonetheless seemed incredibly happy. This was a like a light going on in a dark place for the prince. He saw all his palace life for the empty thing it was, and he knew that samsaric happiness was meaningless, something that only ever led to old age, sickness, and death. But he also knew there was a way out of this trap, if it could be found, and that it had something to do with the monk. This was the start of his spiritual quest.


Siddhartha chose the life of the ascetic, practicing with hardly any food in the most trying circumstances. He practiced concentration without moving, his whole body becoming like a tree, as if carved from wood, so much so that ants and insects made nests in his ears. After doing this for six years, he realized that austerity was as harmful as indulgence. When he was given milk and rice by a young girl, Sujata, his energy returned, and he went to the bodhi tree nearby to meditate. This led to that amazing night when he attained full enlightenment. Then he sought the companions from his ascetic days, finding them in Sarnath, near Varanasi in north India, where he gave his first teaching, the first turning of the Dharma wheel, on the four noble truths.17 Then, for over forty years he gave over 84,000 teachings and formed a great sangha around him, before passing away at Kushinagar.


The death of the Buddha was his last teaching to us, a lesson on impermanence. When it was time to die, he took off his robes, lay down, and said,


All causative phenomena are impermanent.


Work out your salvation with diligence.


This is the last teaching of the tathagata.18


Everything is transient, subject to change, not just on a gross level but moment by moment. And every impermanent phenomenon is unsatisfactory; it is suffering by nature. Therefore why should we be attached to something that by its very nature will only bring us dissatisfaction and suffering? This is the most important lesson the Buddha could leave us. Then he passed away, entering parinirvana.


After that, all the arhats assembled and wrote down what they had learned by heart of his teachings and this became the core of the Buddhadharma we have today. From India, Buddhism spread to the other Asian countries and to Tibet, where it brought light to a dark country, and great teachers such as Padmasambhava, Lama Atisha, and Lama Tsongkhapa19 helped make Buddhism an essential part of the Tibetan people’s lives. In the West, before the middle of the last century, the teachings of the Buddha were almost unheard of, and so the causes of happiness and suffering were virtually unknown. Now the Buddha’s teachings are widely available, from the basic lamrim teachings to the most advanced tantric practices with which we can attain enlightenment in one brief lifetime. None of this would have been possible without the achievements of the founder, Guru Shakyamuni Buddha.20


For followers of the individual liberation vehicle,21 such as those in the Theravada countries like Sri Lanka and Thailand, the Buddha was like us and, by enacting the twelve deeds,22 he attained enlightenment. From the Mahayana perspective, he had already become enlightened eons ago and the life he led as Siddhartha was an enactment in order to perfectly teach us what we must do if we want to likewise attain enlightenment. Furthermore, in this form, in the nirmanakaya, or emanation body, he was able to form the sangha around him and teach the holy Dharma to his followers for more than forty years.


We owe everything to the Dharma and the holy beings who came after the Buddha, who kept the teachings completely pure, and that means we owe everything to the holy being called Shakyamuni Buddha. The enlightened being he became arose from the bodhisattva who practiced for three countless great eons in myriad bodies, and that bodhisattva came from bodhichitta, which in turn grew from the compassion he felt for sentient beings. If, since we have met the Buddhadharma, our wisdom has grown enough to discriminate what is right and to be practiced from what is wrong and to be abandoned, all this comes from Buddha’s compassion.


VISUALIZING SHAKYAMUNI BUDDHA



It is very good to visualize Guru Shakyamuni Buddha as clearly as possible, whether you are reciting the Shakyamuni mantra, doing a short meditation practice, or even an extended Shakyamuni puja.23 Even though you might find the visualization too complex at first, don’t worry. With time and practice it will come. Gradually, as the mind becomes more purified, the visualization becomes clearer. Even if you just have some sense that Guru Shakyamuni Buddha is there in front of you, that is an excellent start.


Straight in front of you, at about the height of the forehead and about a body’s length away, visualize Guru Shakyamuni Buddha sitting on a throne. Everything is in the nature of light.


First visualize the beautiful throne, very large and square and adorned with many jewels. The throne is raised up by eight white snow lions, two at each corner. The snow lions look a little like Chinese lions, but with white fur and a green mane and tail. These are not statues but living, breathing animals. They are in reality manifestations of bodhisattvas, the holy beings who have attained bodhichitta. They also signify the wisdom of the Buddha, because of all animals, snow lions are the only ones that have absolutely no fear at all. This is shown by the droopy ears. All other animals must keep their ears pricked for danger, but the snow lion has no such need.
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On the throne is a large, beautiful, open lotus, upon which is a sun and moon seat. These are very radiant, very bright, with the colors of the sun and moon respectively, but flat, like disks or cushions. These three objects, the lotus, sun, and moon, represent the attainment of the three principal aspects of the path, renunciation (the lotus), emptiness (the sun), and bodhichitta (the moon).


Seated on this is the omniscient mind of all the buddhas, manifested as Guru Shakyamuni Buddha, who has attained these realizations. You can see the Buddha as the absolute guru. The Buddha is in the aspect of a monk. You should not see his body as something solid, like a bronze or plaster statue, but made of radiant golden light, representing his holy mind. Light rays radiate out from it. He wears the saffron robes of a monk. The robes don’t actually touch his body. Our clothes cling to our body and always feel sort of uncomfortable, even if just a little, whereas the Buddha’s robes float just free from his holy body. This is the power of his wisdom.


He is seated in a vajra or full-lotus position with the feet resting on the opposite thighs, soles upward. The palm of his right hand rests on his right knee, the fingers extended down and touching the moon cushion. This is called the earth-controlling mudra,24 signifying that he has great control and that he is in touch with reality.


His left hand is in his lap in the meditation mudra, holding a bowl filled with nectar. The nectar is medicine capable of curing all the disturbing emotions, traditionally called the maras. It has the power to control death as well as purify the mind and body aggregates, caused by karma and delusion, from which all suffering arises. This bowl of nectar is not there to purify Guru Shakyamuni Buddha’s delusions—he is already entirely free from them—but to purify ours. It is medicine for us.


His face is very beautiful, with smiling, compassionate, elongated eyes and a gentle look, just like a loving father, gazing at you and at the same time at all sentient beings. It is a face you can never tire of looking at, no matter how much you look, you can always look more, it is just so beautiful and so magnificent. Just seeing it brings incredible bliss. His look seems to tell you, “My child, if you want to be free from suffering, I will guide you.”


He has long ears and reddish lips, and his hair is blue-black, with each hair individually curled to the right. At his forehead, between his eyebrows, there is a curl. It is unique in that it can be stretched out and it naturally curls again, like rubber. Every feature has significance, each part of the thirty-two major signs and eighty minor exemplifications of an enlightened being.25


Rays of light emanate out from every pore of the Buddha’s holy body, touching every part of the universe. These rays are actually countless tiny emanations of the Buddha, going out to help all sentient beings and then dissolving back into his body.


THE MANTRA



The Meaning of the Mantra


Shakyamuni Buddha’s mantra is this:




TADYATHA OM MUNE MUNE MAHA MUNEYE SVAHA
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The first word of the mantra is TADYATHA (pronounced tie-yata). This is the introduction to many mantras; it means “this contains,” and thus it tells us that what comes after contains the infinite knowledge of the Buddha’s holy body, holy speech, and holy mind.


The second word, OM, contains the essence of all the Buddha’s knowledge. By actualizing the paths of method and wisdom, all gross and subtle defilements cease, and our body, speech, and mind are purified, becoming the vajra holy body, vajra holy speech, and vajra holy mind of a buddha. This is signified by a, o, and ma respectively, the three syllables integrated into the one sound OM.


Next comes MUNE. Shakyamuni Buddha’s name means “the subduer” (muni) of the Shakya clan and the word muni forms an important part of the Buddha’s mantra. It used to be written in the mantra as “muni” but Kyabje Khunu Lama Rinpoche Tenzin Gyaltsen, the great bodhisattva His Holiness received many teachings from, clearly corrected this in a public teaching, saying it should be written and pronounced “mune.” He also said that the last MUNE, MUNEYE, should be pronounced “mun-i-ye.”26


MUNE is repeated three times, which relates to the graduated paths of the three capable beings—those of lower, middle, and higher capacity, who have the respective aims of a higher rebirth, nirvana, and enlightenment. This shows the route that the Buddha took over the three countless great eons until he became enlightened. It is the route we all must take.


The first MUNE, relating to the path of the lower capable being, signifies that the Buddha completely subdued attachment to this life’s happiness. Through understanding subjects such as impermanence and karma, he was able to avoid rebirth in the lower realms and continue his spiritual journey.


The second MUNE relates to the path of the middle capable being; this is when the Buddha saw the shortcomings of the whole of samsara, even the highest attainment of the god realms, and having completely destroyed the false conception of the I, the principal ignorance that traps us in samsara, he attained liberation.


An arhat is free from samsara but not free from the dualistic mind and the subtle self-cherishing thought. MAHA MUNEYE, great control, the third MUNE, signifies the Buddha completely destroyed these and so overcame all duality between self and others and was able to fully see every single phenomenon. Like all the other bodhisattvas, when Guru Shakyamuni Buddha entered the Mahayana path by attaining bodhichitta, he worked ceaselessly for the happiness of others, overcoming even the most subtle of obscurations and becoming enlightened. This is the graduated path of the higher capable being.


Guru Shakyamuni Buddha’s mantra contains the whole path, both the path of the individual liberation practitioner, which encompasses the paths of the lower and middle capable being, and the path of the bodhisattva (the Mahayana), which encompasses the path of the higher capable being. It also contains the result of the path, the two kayas or bodies of a buddha: the dharmakaya, or truth body—the result of the wisdom side of the path—and the rupakaya, or form body27—the result of the method side of the path.


Finally, SVAHA (pronounced soha) means “so it is,” the standard way to complete a mantra. It means basically, “May the blessings of Shakyamuni Buddha be rooted in my mind.” I’m not sure what the connotation of the word “blessing” is in the West, but be careful not to think of it as something bestowed on us from outside. It’s a beautiful word, but to receive blessings means to attain the wisdom and compassion of the Buddha, something we must do for ourselves. SVAHA means establishing the root. That can be guru devotion or faith in refuge and in karma. From that root, everything else flows.


This mantra contains the entire Dharma, from guru devotion, the first teaching of the lamrim, to the most subtle explanations on emptiness. It is just a few syllables, but the meaning is as vast as space. Reciting this mantra has the power to purify thousands of eons of negative karma. It is that powerful. Therefore it is extremely good to recite it as much as possible, not only during a meditation session, but whenever possible. It can be done standing up, lying down, while walking, while waiting at a bus stop—anywhere, any time.


To be able to attain enlightenment quickly for the sake of all sentient beings, to free them from suffering as quickly as possible, depends on how quickly we can develop on the path, and that depends on the strength of our bodhichitta. To attain not just wishing bodhichitta but actual engaging bodhichitta—the mind that spontaneously, completely, and continuously works for the maximum benefit of all sentient beings—we need the most powerful and skillful means possible, and this mantra is a vital tool to obtaining this.


Don’t think that reciting a mantra is something to do when there is nothing better to do. Even small actions can bring huge profit. Shopkeepers have thousands of things in their shop, big and small, expensive and cheap, but they value them all. They know that they might sell a big item occasionally, but they are always selling small things like candy. The tiny profit made from a bit of candy wouldn’t even get a cup of tea, but by slow and constant accumulation they can make great profit from those small things. Similarly, we can make a big profit from reciting mantras every day, whereas we might only be able to go on a long retreat once every few years. And if we can recite the mantras with a bodhichitta motivation, we can make a huge profit out of even a few mantras.


The Benefits of the Mantra


Reciting the Buddha’s mantra has great benefits. Even if we have experienced many problems in this life, that does not mean that all of the nonvirtuous karma we have collected in all previous lifetimes has been used up and we no longer have to experience the suffering that is their result. Reciting this mantra, however, has the power to purify all that negative karma. Reciting it once has the power to purify the nonvirtuous karma produced by disturbing negative thoughts that we have collected in forty thousand previous lifetimes. If, by reciting it, we could stop even one negative karma ripening, making it impossible to bring a result, that would be wonderful, but here we are saying it purifies all negative karmas accumulated for forty thousand lifetimes!


What prevents us from attaining the ultimate happiness of nirvana and full enlightenment? We are blocked by our obscurations, triggered by our karma and delusions, so what we most need to do is eliminate those obscurations. When we can do that, it becomes easy to attain all the realizations on the path. Because this was revealed by the Buddha, when we make a connection with him through reciting his mantra or his holy name (which we will look at with the Thirty-Five Buddhas), we establish within our mindstream the potential to destroy all our delusions.


Each time we recite the Buddha’s mantra, it plants a seed, an imprint, which is left on the mental continuum, and which results, sooner or later, in being able to fully understand the teachings of the path. Understanding the full meaning of the mantra, we understand all the teachings of the Buddha. In that way, we are able to have the realizations of the path, and that gradually leads to enlightenment.


Even if we don’t yet have realizations, with compassion we can use the Buddha’s mantra to benefit ourselves or others. The fundamental thing is to have strong faith in whatever meditations or mantras we are using. Lama Tsongkhapa explained the essential importance of three factors: strong faith in the guru’s instructions, some experience of emptiness, and the good heart, bodhichitta. To the extent that we have these qualities, we will be able to do whatever activities are needed to help and serve others.


Patients have recovered from heart attacks and other diseases by reciting Shakyamuni Buddha’s mantra many thousands of times. A geshe28 at one of our centers in Spain advised a student with serious heart problems to do this. The doctors thought she would die soon, but she recited the Buddha’s mantra one or two hundred thousand times and visualized nectar coming and purifying her, and her heart returned to its normal size and she was cured.


Many problems can come from self-cherishing, attachment, and the other disturbing thoughts, which make actions become negative. For instance, when we harm other beings; they then become the conditions for harming us. The main cause of receiving harm, however, is our own ignorance, anger, and attachment, and the harmful actions we do to others because of these delusions. When we recite Guru Shakyamuni Buddha’s mantra, we counteract all this.




HOW TO PRACTICE WITH SHAKYAMUNI BUDDHA’S MANTRA29



After sitting down and calming yourself with some breathing meditation, visualize Guru Shakyamuni Buddha in front of you (as described above).


Then, do some preliminary practices, such as saying the refuge prayer, the four immeasurable thoughts, and the seven-limb prayer.30 You can also offer a mandala.31


Expand the visualization of the Buddha to include all sentient beings surrounding you.


Then think, “I have received this perfect human rebirth and have met both the infallible teachings and the infallible teachers who can lead me on the path to enlightenment, releasing me from all suffering and allowing me to attain ultimate happiness. This is not so with all these other kind mother sentient beings, who have been my mother countless times and have been so kind to me. In order to help them be free from their terrible suffering, I will do this meditation and attain the state of buddhahood myself.”


Purifying Delusions


Request from your heart, “Please purify me and all sentient beings from the delusions, obscurations, sicknesses, and afflictions caused by external harmful spirits.”


Visualize a stream of rays of white nectar coming from Guru Shakyamuni Buddha’s heart, flowing into you, entering through the crown of your head. As it flows into you, repeat this prayer three times.




To the guru, founder, bhagavan, tathagata, arhat, perfectly completed buddha, glorious conqueror,32 Shakyamuni Buddha, I prostrate, make offerings and go for refuge. Please grant me your blessings.





Now recite Guru Shakyamuni Buddha’s mantra, for one or more malas, or at least seven times.




TADYATHA OM MUNE MUNE MAHA MUNEYE SVAHA





As you recite the mantra, feel the radiant rays of white nectar slowly fill your body, completely purifying all your delusions. Feel they are pouring strongly into you, like when you stand under a strong shower. As soon as the rays touch and flow into your body, a sensation of infinite mental and physical bliss fills you.


Feel your body is completely full of radiant white light. Think, “All my delusions and sickness as well as all the afflictions caused by the external spirits are completely purified.”
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