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EXPLORİNG CRUCİAL points on the path to enlightenment, “Stages of the Path” literature continues to hold its place as one of the great treasures of Buddhist thought. In this volume, Geshe Rabten presents a structured explanation of the popular and practical text, The Essential Nectar of Holy Doctrine, by the 18th century scholar Yeshe Tsöndrü. Geshe Rabten’s teachings reveal how we may see life’s great value and, by taking up the profound practice described herein, make the most of its abundant opportunity.


In a voice both sweet and potent, The Essential Nectar reveals the essence of the path to enlightenment.
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Preface


The root text by Yeshe Tsöndrü, used by Geshe Rabten in his explanation and published here, presents concisely and in their order of development all the meditations and practices involved in entering the Buddhist Path and proceeding along it towards Enlightenment, up to the point at which one is ready to practise Tantra. It is written entirely in verse, so that one can easily memorize it and use it in meditation.


Historically, it stands in a long tradition of Tibetan teachings on the Lam rim, the Stages of the Path to Enlightenment. The lineage goes back through the founder of the Gelukpa school, Je Tsongkhapa (1357–1419), to the Bengali pandit Atīsha (9821054), who taught in Tibet for thirteen years. Atīsha himself combined into a harmonious whole two earlier Indian traditions, one concentrating mainly on Wisdom and the other emphasizing more the practice of Method, or Compassion, whose most prominent exponents were Nāgārjuna (second century AD) and Asaṅga (fourth century) respectively. Ultimately, of course, all these teachings derive from Shākyamuni Buddha.


The Buddhist scriptures being of immense bulk and chaotic arrangement, the need for condensed and systematic presentations of the Teachings is evident. Even while Sutras were still being written, Nāgārjuna compiled an anthology of scriptural quotations arranged under subject headings, his Sūtrasamuccaya (Compendium of Sutra). Later, about the eighth century AD, Shāntideva composed a Compendium on the Trainings (Sikṣā-samuccaya), again basically on anthology of quotations from the Sutras. Atīsha’s text, the Lamp on the Path to Enlightenment (Bodhipatha-pradīpa) was a short verse outline of the Stages of the Path. His scholarly Tibetan successors expanded it into comprehensive textbooks such as Gampopa’s (1079–1153) Jewel Ornament of Liberation and Tsongkhapa’s Great Stages of the Path (Lam rim chen mo), organized under an elaborate hierarchy of headings and establishing each point by reasoning and scriptural citation. Tsongkhapa’s massive and complex work is more an exposition of the theoretical basis of the practice than an actual meditational guide. Therefore, many shorter and more practical texts have been written, presenting the material important to meditate on; the present text is one of these.


It begins with the preliminaries that any Buddhist practitioner should perform daily – taking Refuge in the Three Jewels, generating a proper motivation of Bodhicitta and the Four Immeasurables, offering a seven-limbed puja to the Objects of Refuge, and praying for success in the practice. Then the actual meditations on the Stages of the Path are described, from Guru Devotion up to Special Insight and entry into the Tantric Path.


First, the root of the Path, devotion to one’s Guru or spiritual teacher, is to be cultivated. Then, one appraises one’s present situation and its remarkable potentialities, the eighteen factors of opportunity and good fortune one has gained in this life although they are so rarely found. This makes it obvious that one must take advantage of this opportunity by practising the Dharma.


The rest of the Lam rim describes how one should take advantage of it. It is divided into three Paths according to the level of one’s motivation. Inferior motivation, the lowest that still serves for Dharma practice, is concern for one’s next life more than for happiness in this life. Intermediate motivation seeks one’s complete Liberation from the round of rebirth, recognizing that even in the happiest states of samsara one is still bound to suffering. The superior motivation, that of the Bodhisattva, is not content with one’s own Liberation but insists that one help all other sentient beings to become free of suffering also. If one wishes to be a Bodhisattva, one must meditate on all three Paths: each forms the basis for proceeding to the next.


This text was, of course, not written for Westerners. If it had been, it would have been necessary to preface the account of the Stages with a section on how to convince oneself of the reality of rebirth. For this simple fact of life, unquestioned by the Tibetans of a happier age, and on which most of the arguments presented depend, has been rigorously suppressed in our culture for some one-and-a-half millennia. First, the Christian church banned the teaching of rebirth (implicitly accepted by the early church fathers),1 no doubt for fear that it would encourage laziness, while latterly the materialist orthodoxy of our own day pours ridicule on all reports of phenomena inconsistent with its dogmas, greeting their authors as liars and charlatans, or at best gullible fools.


Rebirth may be established by logical proof, appeal to authority, or observation. However, since the “proofs” take as their premises assumptions about the nature of mind that are just as difficult to establish and contradictory to Western orthodoxy as the fact of rebirth itself, and the sceptics have their own authorities, observation is by far the most convincing. Here, there are one’s own observations, and those of others. One can acquire the power of recalling one’s previous lives if, having realized Quietude (verses 385–393 below), one goes on to develop the four dhyānas. However, to reach this point one must already have traversed most of the Stages of the Path here described, so to start with, unless one resorts to methods not traditionally Buddhist, one must rely on the testimony of others. That available in print ranges from Dr. Ian Stevenson’s investigations, with meticulous scientific method, of numerous cases where children have spontaneously recalled their preceding life, through life stories of Tibetan Rinpoches, to a flood of recent literature vividly describing recollections of past lives gained through hypnosis, Hindu yoga methods, or indeed yoga methods learned in past lives in Ancient Egypt.2


A related stumbling-block for the sceptical Westerner is the supposed existence of realms that we cannot detect – the hells and the realms of pretas and gods. On this matter, apart from numerous reports of ghosts, the Western evidence is comparatively scanty. In the literature just mentioned, I have so far found only one instance each of people remembering past lives as an animal, a preta, and what could be described as a special sort of hell being. However, this is not surprising. It is clear from the accounts that the past lives that people recall are those which exert a strong karmic influence on the present life. Since it is taught that when born in a realm of woe one has virtually no chance to create karma leading to a human rebirth, there is no reason to expect people to recall such births. And again, if high rebirth is as rare as is taught, one would not expect people to remember lives as gods.


On the other hand, it may be objected that the intervals between the past human lives recalled by one person are rarely more than a few centuries, and leave no room for intervening stays in hell or preta realms of the duration described in verses 225, 228 and 234. To this, one might point out that the large numbers found in Buddhist texts are often not to be taken literally but are there to give a certain impression in meditation, and who can doubt that subjectively even a second of the cataclysmic suffering of Avīci would indeed seem like years?


But if these durations are not meant literally, maybe the whole idea of realms of woe is really symbolic, a kind of stylization of sufferings one can actually encounter in the human realm? This interpretation is not impossible, although it is clearly not what the author intended. Deluged with information about the world we live in, we of the West at least cannot escape the dreadful truth – that virtually any form of torture which the human mind can imagine, humans actually do inflict on other humans. Moreover, considering that there are very likely more inhabited planets in this galaxy alone than there are human beings on Earth, it would not be reasonable to suppose that some are not a great deal more unpleasant than ours.


The physical tortures of the hells and other realms of woe are also a practical way to visualize mental tortures, which the mind inflicts on itself as a result of having harmed others. Thus whether or not they represent a literal, physical reality, they certainly represent a psychological reality. No justification can be found for dismissing these painful meditations as mere morbid fantasy, however comforting this might be.


The style of the text is exceptionally clear and straightforward, almost as if written for children – there is none of the convoluted grammar and excessive compression found in philosophical works, nor is the meaning concealed beneath heavy blankets of flowery metaphors. The author just states one idea plainly, then moves on to the next. His language includes a number of modern words not found in the Scriptures, so it would be inappropriate to translate it into an archaic, “biblical” style.


None of the material is the author’s invention: all the details of the hells and so on come from standard texts, and the similes given here and there are likewise traditional, mostly originating in the Sutras. His contribution is to select what to put in, and give it harmonious expression in verse.


Three metres are employed in the body of the text. Most verses are in the commonest of Tibetan metres, nine-syllable lines with the odd syllables stressed. However, the sections on the opportune, fortunate rebirth and death (verses 140–209) are in an unusual metre of eight-syllable lines, stressed on the first and then the even syllables. This awkward rhythm, with its isolated first syllable, gives a restless, uneasy effect, appropriate to the sense of urgency that these meditations are designed to inculcate. I regret I found it too difficult to reproduce this in English. The sections on suffering are also distinguished by a special metre – fifteen-syllable lines, stressed on the odd syllables, as is normal, but divided into half-lines of eight plus seven syllables. The effective line length is thus shorter than elsewhere, producing a quickening of pace, suggestive of the ceaseless rain of sufferings that falls on us as long as we are in samsara.


In English one is not free to omit syllables virtually at will, as is done in Tibetan, so one must allow extra unstressed syllables. However, I have found it perfectly possible to maintain the same number of stressed syllables as in the original, without departing from a strictly literal rendering appreciably more than one would wish to do in a prose translation. There seems to be simply no need to resort to prose translation with a work of this nature.


Geshe Rabten delivered some thirty-one discourses on this text, at Tharpa Choeling on Friday afternoons spread over the period January 1981 to June 1982.


In adapting this course into book form I have freely re-arranged the material so as to bring out the underlying logical structure as clearly as possible; for example, when Geshe Rabten went over a topic again at the start of another discourse, this recapitulation has been merged with the original discussion. Unnecessary repetitions have been reduced, bearing in mind that a certain amount of repetition is intrinsic to the subject, but although the edited version has about forty percent as many words as the original oral translation, it is believed that nothing significant has been omitted. Translations of recognizable technical terms have been standardized, and headings superimposed, after the root text and Lam rim chen mo. The division into “Meditations” follows Yeshe Tsöndrü’s marking of the end of a section with a request for inspiration or with a change of metre. Additions made for the sake of clarity are enclosed in square brackets, and should be in strict accord with the tradition within which Geshe Rabten was teaching – in fact, most additions longer than a few words are quoted directly from the Lam rim chen mo, as indicated in the notes. While I have once or twice allowed myself to comment from the viewpoint of a Western scientist, such remarks are confined to the notes. Where the notes cite authorities in apparent conflict with Geshe Rabten’s explanation, this should not be construed as implying that the latter is in any way inferior, but merely that a range of legitimate opinions exists. Quotations could not always be identified with certainty from the oral translation, but those given are at least very similar and are authentic. Except in one instance, they are in my own translation from the Tibetan.


The root text has been printed as a consecutive whole, not broken up by commentary, for the convenience of those who wish to use the text for its intended purpose, namely meditation. The explanation is meant to be studied outside meditation sessions, while the root text is skilfully designed to give all the outlines one needs for the session itself.


The translation of the root text was made and released to students early in Geshe Rabten’s course. This was possible thanks to the Lam rim teachings I had received from Geshe Thubten Lodan, Lama Zasep Tulku, Lama Thubten Zopa Rinpoche, Geshe Rabten and others. Comparison with the existing prose translation by Geshe Lobsang Tharchin and Benjamin and Deborah Alterman greatly facilitated checking and resulted in many improvements. Some further revisions were made subsequently in the light of Geshe Rabten’s teachings.


M.A.G.W.


Tharpa Choeling,


April 1981, revised June 1983.
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Introduction


WHAT IS LAM RIM?


Lam, the Path, is all the mental states and good qualities that take us from our present state to Enlightenment. The practice that leads to Enlightenment is not a mere tradition of certain countries, but something that benefits whoever engages in it.


This Path that leads to Enlightenment was taught by the Buddha Himself. Sometimes He taught different aspects of the Path, such as the Method and Wisdom aspects; at other times He taught the Path as a whole, all the various aspects together. Likewise, in such texts as Abhisamayâlaṃkāra, Bodhisattvacaryâvatāra and Madhyamakâvatāra we find all the Buddha’s teachings, but arranged in different ways. This is not a mistake – each arrangement was chosen to suit the abilities of the particular disciples being taught.


The Lam rim, then, is a presentation of the Path (lam), conveying all the points arranged in a systematic, sequential order (rim): first do this, then do that. Thus if we wish to practise it, there is little danger of making mistakes.


GREATNESSES OF THIS TEACHING


1The Greatness of realizing that all the teachings are non-contradictory


The intelligent can understand the many different teachings of the Buddha, and perceive that they are of the same nature. Some, however, may regard certain teachings as correct and others as incorrect, while others will see it just the other way round. For example, some have partial views of the Sutras and Tantras, saying the Sutras are genuine and the Tantras not, or vice versa; or within the Sutras, they may say the Mahāyāna is the real Path and the Hīnayāna is not, or vice versa. Through studying the Lam rim, one comes to understand that these different aspects of the Buddha’s Teachings are not contradictory, but all form one Teaching, much as a skilful cook combines many foods into one delicious meal.


2The Greatness of all the Buddha’s Speech appearing as instructions


When one pushes the corner of a table, it is not just the corner that moves, but the whole table starts to turn. Similarly, when someone who really knows how to meditate on Lam rim contemplates one point, his understanding of all the points will be affected. For example, meditating properly on Devotion to the Guru, the opportune, fortunate rebirth, or the Path of the inferior person, will affect one’s understanding of all the other points such as the Wisdom cognizing Emptiness, [so that one comes to realize that all of them are to be practised].3


3The Greatness of easily discovering the Conqueror’s Thought


The Thought or Intention (dgongs pa) of the Buddha is three-fold: Renunciation, Bodhicitta, and Right View. If we wish to develop the practices leading to Renunciation, for example, it will be much easier and more straightforward to do so following the Lam rim teachings than following one of the great Indian or Tibetan texts such as Candrakīrti’s Madhyamakâvatāra or Je Tsongkhapa’s commentary on it, dbU ma dgongs pa rab gsal.


4The Greatness of the automatic cessation of great misconduct


In our present, ordinary lives, we have many faults of body, speech and mind. Another virtue of the Lam rim is that when we practise it, these faults are automatically reduced. At each stage, everything adverse to that meditation diminishes – practising the Path of the inferior person reduces faulty conduct related to this life; practising that of the intermediate person reduces misconduct in relation to the next life, and so on.


While the Lam rim has these four qualities, we should note that the Lam rim is not the same as the person who is studying it or trying to practise it – he does not necessarily have these qualities too! He may be making mistakes and going in the wrong direction. It is always important for the practitioner to have the right attitude. We shall return to this point later.


SOURCE OF THE LAM RIM


While the actual root of the Lam rim is the Perfection of Wisdom (Prajñā-pāramitā) sutras taught by the Buddha, the effective root is the short text by Atīsha called Lamp on the Path to Enlightenment (Bodhi-patha-pradīpa),4 because it is here that this particular presentation of the Path is made for the first time. There are two great “chariots” or traditions of Indian Mahāyāna Buddhism, the Wisdom Lineage of Nāgārjuna and the Method Lineage of Asaṅga. Atīsha received both these traditions, the former from Vidyā-kokila the eider, the latter from Dharmakīrti5 of Suvarṇadvīpa (Sumatra), and combined the two ways of practice.


These traditions individually place much emphasis on the understanding of the texts; their approach, though effective, is rather difficult. Going directly to the Lam rim, one can develop the same kind of understanding with much greater ease.


Also, in the older Indian traditions, texts were rigidly divided into Sutra and Tantra, and the Sutra texts further into Hīnayāna and Mahāyāna, the different categories never being mixed. The Lam rim, however, brings together all these different aspects of the Path and shows how they inter-relate. We can see that although short, the Lam rim combines all these teachings without confusion or contradiction.


Besides the Lam rim texts that we study in the Gelukpa tradition, there are others such as Gampopa’s Jewel Ornament of Liberation6 in the Kagyü tradition, and the Nyingmapa text Oral Precepts of Guru Samantabhadra.7 We can see for ourselves what an excellent text the Jewel Ornament of Liberation is. All these Lam rim texts, of every tradition, stem from the same root, the Bodhi-patha-pradīpa of Atīsha, and follow its outlines.


Based on this same root text of Atīsha, the great Tsongkhapa wrote his commentary Lam rim chen mo, the Great Lam rim, of over 500 pages; his Middling Lam rim, of some 200 pages, which omits the quotations to leave only his own composition; and his short Condensed meaning of the Lam rim,8 which can easily be memorized and recited.


HOW THE LAM RIM IS TO BE TAUGHT


Three ways of teaching are enumerated:


(a)The teacher explains in great detail the meaning of each word and of each quotation and just how to practise the meditations. By practising as taught, the disciples increase their understanding.


(b)Besides his detailed explanations, the teacher speaks from the depth of his own experience. Each disciple, too, rather than just listening passively, tries to integrate the explanations into his own mind.


(c)The teacher explains from his own experience one point, such as the first, Devotion to the Guru, then the disciples go and meditate on it, the teacher helping them with any problems that arise. Then, once this point has become reasonably clear to them, the teacher goes on to the next point.


The third is really the best – this is the way Dharmakīrti taught Atīsha, and Marpa taught Milarepa – but it is rather difficult. We shall use method (b), where the teacher draws on his own experience and the pupils try to perceive it for themselves.


PROBLEMS IN LAM RIM MEDITATION


As we know, when we meditate on Lam rim there can arise nervous problems, or lung,9 a certain lack of mental ease. It may help to explain the possible causes of this now:


(a)If in a previous life one has caused great fear in or harm to someone else, one may experience mental disturbance in this life.


(b)Certain external interferences such as various sorts of spirits can disturb the mind.


(c)Imbalance of the four physical elements making up the body can induce mental imbalance.


(d)Experiencing very great suffering can make the mind deeply disturbed.


(e)When one is working very hard at study or meditation, sok-lung10 can arise with no apparent reason. This is the worst sort of lung.


Some Tibetans just used to play, without being made to do any sort of work, until they were twenty or more; they were quite relaxed. But in the West, children start to experience the pressures of education as young as two-and-a-half or three, or even earlier – they do not know certain things, their parents are anxious that they should know them, their teachers are trying to get them to learn them. These pressures can create very early in life the seed of the great nervousness called sok-lung. This disorder involves a gradual mixing of a malignant wind with the subtle life-wind entering the heart chakra. This increasingly disturbs the mind and obstructs whatever the person is trying to do.


Doctors cannot detect this problem with instruments and tests, but most of the patients in the mental hospitals of the West are suffering from this disturbance of the life-wind. The emanations from their state of disharmony can cause even the doctors caring for them to become similarly afflicted. Since doctors cannot help us if we get sok-lung disorder, and in general any sort of lung is difficult to cure, we should try to practise Lam rim in such a way as to avoid its arising.


A sign of the beginning of sok-lung is that the mind becomes disturbed very easily; great fear can arise for no apparent external cause. For example, if one is meditating on compassion, thinking about the sufferings of others, one becomes very upset and starts to cry.


If air tends to well up in the lungs so that one spontaneously takes deep breaths and exhales deeply, the lung is getting stronger. One should try to relax. If one is tired, it is good to sleep.


If the sternum starts moving backwards and forwards, this is a sign that the lung is quite heavy. The mind becomes very weak. Next, one becomes unable to speak with any strength, and one’s bodily movements are also weak and unstable.


In general, an unhappy state of mind makes the arising of lung likely. When meditating on lam rim, we should try to keep the mind quiet and happy with what we are doing, then there is little probability of lung arising and every chance of success. It is important to start off with the right attitude, as a mistake at the beginning can carry all the way through, just like an error at the start of adding up a column of figures.


The first four types of lung should also be countered in their respective ways:


(a)Disturbance due to the karma of causing fear in and harm to others is to be dispelled by purification of one’s bad karma.


(b)Disturbance by spirits is to be countered by appeasing the spirits with special offering ceremonies (pūjās).


(c)If physical disease (imbalance of the four elements) affects the mind, one should consult a doctor and take the necessary medicines.


(d)When mental disharmony has been caused by intense suffering, one should overcome the power of the mental suffering through the practice of Dharma. If one finds one cannot do this, then at least one should identify the causes about which one has been thinking too much and distract the mind away from them by engaging in something else; “playing” can be helpful.


There also exists a direct technique for overcoming lung by meditating on the movement of the subtle wind itself, but this is very difficult. In general, if one finds one has lung, one should relax and try to make the mind easy and more open; but it is no use just doing nothing, one should try to identify the problem and see how to overcome it.


We should understand the five types of lung and their remedies, and when we have lung, recognize its cause so that we can work on it correctly. Even if we do not get lung ourselves, knowing about it may enable us to talk helpfully to others who do.


HOW TO STUDY THE TEACHINGS11


1Benefits of listening to Dharma Teachings


Regardless of the qualities of the Lam rim, it can be of no use unless applied by the individual practitioner to his own mind. First of all, to know what to do, he must listen to teachings. Since one’s subsequent practice depends on this, it is most important to have from the beginning the correct method of listening to Dharma Teachings.


Two faults in particular can create a serious obstacle. The first is the attitude of “collecting” teachings – just listening in order to acquire information, more pieces of knowledge, much as one reads a newspaper, without the proper intention of applying it to one’s own practice. Having heard the teaching, one thinks “That’s it, I’ve heard it,” and does not want to hear it again but wants something new and “interesting”. In fact, one should listen to teachings again and again, not forgetting them but bearing them in mind, trying to remain aware of every point. Then if one hears the same teaching repeated later, there is still much benefit to be gained, since one’s way of looking at things may have changed a bit meanwhile. But the “collector” gains no immediate advantage from hearing a teaching again, merely a certain imprint on the mind.


The second fault is, though one intends to listen carefully to the Teachings, not understanding the benefits of doing so. Only with this understanding will one have the enthusiasm to overcome the difficulties; just as, for example, a man doing unpleasant work in a factory is kept going only by the thought of the money he is earning.


Therefore it is important to understand the benefits of listening to the Teachings. To explain them as in Lam rim chen mo would take a long time, but let us mention a few briefly.


(a)As any light overcomes darkness, so the function of listening is to gain the knowledge and wisdom that overcome the darkness of our mind. Hearing a teaching on any subject produces some understanding, which grows when one goes away and thinks about it, so that an area of one’s ignorance is dispelled.


(b)All external possessions can be lost, stolen, or destroyed, but once a Dharma realization, acquired through listening to Teachings, has been integrated with the mind, no-one can take it away.


(c)Such understanding of Dharma is our best possible friend. Unlike ordinary friends, it never deserts us, whatever the situation, but is always available to help us find the best solution to any problem.


(d)If we go into retreat to meditate, unless we have listened to the Dharma there will be no possibility of the wisdoms of hearing, thinking and meditating arising.


(e)If we wish to help others, our talking to them can be of some use provided we have experience of the relevant point developed from the understanding derived from listening to the Dharma. But if we merely repeat words we have heard, without experience, then even though they are the same words as of a person who has had the experience, it will be of no direct benefit at all.


2Threefold analogy of correct listening


A Sutra says:


Listen well, the best way, and hold it in your mind!12


(a)“Listen well”: just as an upside-down vessel will not receive whatever is poured on to it, so it is useless to sit in front of a Teacher if one is not listening well. Therefore instead of letting one’s mind wander all over the place, one must be like a vessel the right way up, listening intently to receive the Teaching.


(b)“Listen the best way”: a vessel that is dirty with refuse, filth, deposits of old food, or maybe even poison, is useless, as any water one pours into it will immediately become contaminated and unfit for drinking. Likewise, even if one listens hard to the Teaching, it will be no use if one has a wrong attitude such as trying to find faults with the other students, for the Teaching will be contaminated with one’s unwholesome frame of mind. Like a vessel that is not only the right way up but also clean inside, one must listen with pure motivation, feeling “I am a Dharma practitioner, listening to these teachings in order to help my practice.”


(c)“Hold it in your mind”: a vessel may be upright and clean, but it is still no use if it leaks at the bottom. Similarly, if the teachings just go in one ear and out the other we cannot benefit from them. It is important to hold them in one’s mind, going over the points again and again until they are firmly integrated with it; in this way a very strong impression is left on the mind.


3Further requirements of the Student


Not only must the teacher of Dharma be unwaveringly truthful, the disciple also must be honest enough to recognise his own faults, so that he can use the teaching to eliminate them and develop good qualities. Otherwise, when shown by the teacher how to overcome some fault, he will simply react uselessly with anger. Often, looking into people’s faces as I teach, I can see just this anger arising. In addition, the student needs intelligence, and a genuine longing to receive the Dharma.


A story of a previous life of the Buddha [from the Jātakamālā of Ārya Śūra13] illustrates these points.


Once the Bodhisattva was born as a prince called Sutasoma. [Now it happened that a certain king, Sudāsa, lost in the forest, had coupled with a lioness, who subsequently gave birth to a human child. This boy, though brought up by his father, inherited from his mother a taste for human flesh. Also, in exchange for their protection, he had promised to a group of piśāca demons, similarly inclined, a sacrifice of a hundred royal princes. So now he prowled the land in search of princes to eat or sacrifice.]


One day, this dreadful cannibal came to Sutasoma’s palace. [As his army and attendants scattered in terror,] Sutasoma calmly called out, “Hullo, here I am. Take me by all means, [do not bother those poor people]!” So the son of Sudāsa carried him back to his lair to cook and eat him.


But then, astonished at the Bodhisattva’s demeanour, his fearlessness in the face of death thanks to his complete lack of self-cherishing, the son of Sudāsa accepted his request to return home for last farewells, after which the Bodhisattva promised to return. So Sutasoma went home, explained the situation to his father, and in fulfilment of his promise came back to the cannibal’s lair, saying “Now I am back. You can eat me if you wish.” The son of Sudāsa, amazed to see him return just to keep his word, questioned him. [The Bodhisattva explained the virtues of truthfulness, and how he had no reason to fear death, since all his life he had practised Generosity and avoided evil actions.] Greatly moved, the son of Sudāsa begged the Bodhisattva to teach him the Dharma, in these words:


Seeing the form of my evil conduct


In your righteousness’ clear mirror,


Great longing is born within my mind,


And I turn towards the Dharma.14


[Thus the Bodhisattva saw that the son of Sudāsa was open-minded enough to admit his own faults and had the necessary desire for teachings.] But still he would not teach the Dharma straight away, but insisted on certain preparations:


Sitting on a lower seat


In token of your humbled pride,


Gaze with joyful eyes, as if


Drinking the nectar of the Words!


Devoutly and one-pointedly


Incline your mind, serene and pure,


And listen in reverence to the Dharma


As a sick man to his doctor’s words!15


So the son of Sudāsa made a pile of wood to serve as a throne, and covered it with his upper garment as he had nothing else for a cushion. Then, seated on the throne with the son of Sudāsa at his feet, Sutasoma taught the Dharma and persuaded the cannibal to abandon killing and harming sentient beings [and the eating of human flesh, and also to release the other royal princes he was holding captive for sacrifice].


THE MANNER OF TEACHING


Just as those who listen to Dharma Teachings should consider the benefits of doing so, the teacher in turn should reflect on the benefits of teaching the Dharma, so that he can teach tirelessly. A Sutra quoted in Lam rim chen mo lists twenty such benefits.16 Explaining the Dharma involves actions of mind, speech and body, all of which bring benefits.


The intention with which one teaches is very important. One must not teach wishing for people to admire one’s virtue and learning, or give one money, but with the thought of Great Compassion, wishing that all beings may be free of suffering.


Finally, the teaching itself must be unmistaken and presented intelligibly, with plenty of illustrations and analogies taken from everyday life. Never thinking that teaching the Dharma is hard work, the teacher smiles and delights in it untiringly, but takes care to teach only what is useful in leading towards Enlightenment.


AFTER THE TEACHING


If one receives a teaching and then meditates only on something else, little is gained. Definitely one should meditate on the new teachings one receives, but rather than drop one’s existing meditational practices, one should combine them with the new teachings.


To get to wherever one wants to go, one must keep to the path without being diverted: this applies to the Path of Dharma practice just as to ordinary paths.




The Preparatory Practices





 


The Preparatory Practices


Many people in the West wish to meditate; but in order to do so effectively, one needs an abundant store of merit so that one can easily surmount the obstacles that arise. Lam rim texts mention six preparatory practices17 that one should perform at the start of each session of meditation so as to accumulate merit:


[1Clean the room well and set up representations of the Body, Speech and Mind [of the Buddhas].


2Seek offerings, without dissembling, and set them out in a beautiful arrangement.


3Seated in a comfortable place, in cross-legged or half-cross-legged posture, with the body straight, take Refuge and generate Bodhicitta, successively and together.


4Visualize clearly the field for the accumulation of merit.


5Train the mind with the seven limbs that combine the points of accumulating merits and purifying obscurations.


6Offer a mandala, and pray many times with strong desire for inspiration quickly to stop all perverse states of mind, produce all non-perverse states of mind, and quell all external and internal hindrances.18]


[The first part of the text (verses 1 to 96) is designed to be recited with the last four of these practices.]


1CLEAN THE ROOM WELL AND SET UP REPRESENTATION OF THE BODY, SPEECH AND MIND OF THE BUDDHAS


If one is going to meditate, or study a Dharma teaching, in one’s own room, cleaning the room with the thought that it is a place of Dharma practice creates powerful merit. If one is going to meditate or receive teachings in a temple, even just visualizing it as a very clean place accumulates merit. Five advantages are given for this kind of practice:


(a)One’s own mind becomes pure and lucid.


(b)The minds of others entering the room become pure and lucid.


(c)In the future, one’s complexion will be bright.


(d)Beneficial spirits (belonging to the deva realm) will be attracted to the clean room and help to keep hindrances away.


(e)The seed is created for birth in a Pure Land, such as Tushita or Sukhāvatī.


The story is often told of a notoriously stupid disciple of the Buddha who attained Arhantship through this practice, but it must be remembered that the attitude with which it is carried out is all-important – cleaning simply as a chore will be of little benefit.


It is also very helpful to have in the meditation room representations of the Body, Speech and Mind of the Buddhas, in the form of pictures and statues, books of scriptures, and either a stūpa or a vajra and bell.


2SET OUT OFFERINGS


It is good to put attractive offerings such as food, flowers, [lights and incense] in front of the images, with the motivation of gaining merit for the advancement of our practice. Various mistaken ways of offering should be avoided. It is pointless to set out offerings just to impress visitors and win praise, and of no value to offer unwanted things such as food that is going off; but it will be positively harmful to obtain things to offer by theft or deception, or to sacrifice animals. As Shāntideva points out:


Someone whose body is being burned by fire


Will find no mental pleasure in sense-objects.


Just so, if one also harms sentient beings,


There is no way to please the Greatly Compassionate.19


The essential meaning of offering is to please the object of offering, in this case the Buddhas, thus nothing that harms sentient beings can ever be an offering to the Buddhas.


Conversely,


Also, what else can repay


The non-dissembling Friends, [the Buddhas,]


Who have helped immeasurably,


Apart from pleasing sentient beings?20


We should therefore understand that offerings are not restricted to material things that we put on the altar, but include the “offering of practice”, all our practice of the Dharma, which benefits sentient beings and so pleases the Buddhas.


3SEATED IN THE MEDITATION POSTURE, TAKE REFUGE AND GENERATE BODHICITTA


Some practices, such as meditating on the breath, are common to both Buddhists and non-Buddhists, but taking Refuge in the peculiarly Buddhist Objects of Refuge transforms one’s meditation into an exclusively Buddhist practice. Its purpose is to prevent one from falling away from the Path. Generating the wish of Bodhicitta serves to maintain one in the highest Path, that of a Bodhisattva, so that one does not fall into the lower Paths of the Hearers and Pratyekas.


3aTAKING REFUGE


3a.1Visualizing the Objects of Refuge


Sitting in meditation, we should build up the visualization of the Objects of Refuge. If we can, it is best to do this as described in the text (verses 1 to 8); however, as this demands considerable skill in visualization, an easier alternative will also be given.


[1] First we visualize many offerings around us, such as flowers fit for gods. In the centre of them, we visualize eight lions supporting a four-sided throne, two on each side, with their front paws. The lions symbolize eight powers of the Buddha,21 and the four sides of the throne the four Means of Attraction – Buddhas and Bodhisattvas attract disciples and lead them along the Path by giving, pleasant speech, helping them with beneficial explanations of the Dharma, and becoming living examples of their own teaching.


On the throne, which is of precious materials, are a large white lotus, a sun disc, and a moon disc, representing in turn the Buddha’s renunciation, understanding of Emptiness, and Bodhicitta.


[2] On these we visualize Shākyamuni Buddha, indivisible from our own root Guru, his body shining and endowed with the thirty-two major Marks and eighty minor Signs of a Great Being.22 [3] There are many postures in which the Buddha can sit, each with its particular significance, but here he is sitting with his legs crossed in the vajra position, his right hand touching the earth, and his left in his lap holding a begging-bowl full of amṛita, or nectar. The gesture of touching the earth (bhūmi-sparśa-mudrā) symbolizes that he has overcome the four Māras – Death, defilements, the aggregates, and the Son-of-gods Māra (Deva-putra-māra) – which obstruct the practice of Dharma, in both their coarse and their subtle aspects. It is this last detail that distinguishes him from the Hearer and Pratyeka Arhants, who have overcome only the coarse aspects of the four Māras. One explanation of the Buddha’s title, Bhagavan, relates it to this overcoming of the Māras.23 The left hand in the gesture of contemplation (dhyāna-mudrā) indicates that he is always absorbed in direct meditation on Emptiness, while the bowl, full of four different types of amṛita, indicates his action of explaining the Dharma to sentient beings. Their juxtaposition means that the Buddha engages in both these things at once, unlike any non-Buddha, who may be able to do them separately, but never together. The four types of amṛita, coloured white, red, yellow and blue, are associated with the four classes of Buddha-activity – pacifying, increasing, subjugating and fierce activities.


From the Buddha’s body there radiates light, which looks like a web. [4] He is called “matchless” since no non-Buddha can match him, although of course other Buddhas have the same qualities and powers.


Now we visualize light coming from Shākyamuni’s heart and going off to his right. On it appear the Buddha Maitreya and a group of Gurus of the lineage stemming from him, who taught especially the Method side of the practice. More light emanates from Shākyamuni’s heart and goes off to his left, and on it appear Mañjushrī and the Gurus of the Wisdom lineage. A third mass of light from Shākyamuni’s heart goes behind him (upwards in a two-dimensional picture), producing the Gurus of the lineage that combines the teachings of Method and Wisdom. The Buddha dominates this assembly as the moon dominates the star-filled sky on a clear night.


[5] Again light comes from Buddha Shākyamuni’s heart, and spreads out downwards. On it appear many tiers of beings who help other Dharma practitioners – the Yidams, the Buddhas and Bodhisattvas, the Hearer and Pratyeka Arhants, the Heroes (śūra) and Ḍākinīs, and the Dharma-protectors. While the text describes these as “surrounding” (mtha’ skor) Shākyamuni and the three groups of Gurus, actually it seems to mean simply spread out below them.


Visualizing the Gurus and other beings as arising in this way, from light produced from Shākyamuni’s heart, helps us to remember that they are not a crowd of quite separate people, but are all of the same nature as Buddha Shākyamuni, whom we are already visualizing as of one nature with our own root Guru. Thus all the beings in this visualization are of the nature of our own Guru. However, if we find the generation from light too difficult, we can omit it and just visualize the secondary figures directly in their final position.


[6] Beside each of the Gurus we now visualize books, expressing what they taught – texts on Bodhicitta for the Method lineage, on the Wisdom realizing Emptiness for the Wisdom lineage, plus of course whatever texts each Guru actually wrote.


[7] These Gurus are not just idly sitting there, but are constantly active in helping sentient beings. They do this by sending out to every realm in which sentient beings exist rays of very brilliant light, which emit emanations of themselves.


[8] We should also visualize each of these beings in whom we are taking Refuge as looking at us with much love and compassion, very happy and pleased to help us. This helps to establish an auspicious condition which will enable us actually to please our own Guru.


3a.2Simplified visualization


Many Western students are likely to find the complete visualization as described above too complicated. In this case, it is sufficient simply to visualize the central figure, Shākyamuni Buddha, who is of the same nature as one’s root Guru. This image is then called the Comprehensive Body (saṃgrahakāya), since it includes the attributes of all the various Gurus, Buddhas, Bodhisattvas and so on.


3a.3Producing the thought seeking Refuge


[9] It is good if we can visualize around ourselves countless suffering sentient beings of all sorts, either in their actual forms as animals, hell-beings, etc., or all in human shape. This is because it is better to take Refuge on behalf of all sentient beings rather than just for ourselves. However, we are the main person seeking Refuge.


[10] When we go to a lawyer for help, we have to explain to him all the details of our problem. In the same way, now that we are seeking the aid of the Buddhas, we explain our problem to them, that for an inconceivably long time we have been experiencing every possible sort of suffering over and over again and have never found a chance to escape.
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