

[image: Image]






[image: Image]












Relish these direct, experiential meditation instructions from the author of the bestselling Introduction to Tantra.
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LAMA YESHE TELLS US that mahamudra is “the universal reality of emptiness, of nonduality” and its unique characteristic is its emphasis on meditation: “With mahamudra meditation there is no doctrine, no theology, no philosophy, no God, no Buddha. Mahamudra is only experience.”


In this book, Lama Yeshe relies on the First Panchen Lama’s well-known Root Text of Genden Mahamudra, which in a few short pages provides the pith instructions for, first, overcoming distraction and resting in meditative stillness on the clarity of one’s own mind, and then, with subtle awareness, penetrating its ultimate nature, its emptiness.


As always, Lama Yeshe’s words are direct, funny, and incredibly encouraging. He gets us to go beyond ego’s addiction to a limited sense of self and to taste the lightness and expansiveness of our own true nature.


“This is a beautiful book. It was Lama Yeshe’s unique genius to be able to render difficult matters in simple, joyous, and encouraging language. Here he does that once again, offering us profound guidance about Mahamudra practice and the experience of emptiness as only someone with his deep meditative accomplishments and immense heart could do.”


— JAN WILLIS, author of Dreaming Me: Black, Baptist, and Buddhist — One Woman’s Spiritual Journey









Editor’s Preface


Lama Thubten Yeshe (1935–84) gave instructions on mahamudra meditation to seventy of his students during a two-week retreat in the Australian winter of 1981, August 2–15. The host was Atisha Centre, situated on fifty acres of flat, low-growing bushland just west of the small town of Eaglehawk, ninety miles north of Melbourne in the southeastern state of Victoria. The property had been offered to Lama Yeshe’s Foundation for the Preservation of the Mahayana Tradition (FPMT) earlier that year by the father of Ian Green, one of the students.


Nothing had been built yet, so the retreat was held in a little wooden church next door, in Sandhurst Town, a replica of a village from the mid-nineteenth-century Victorian gold-rush era run by the Green family for tourists. Volunteers did a complete renovation of the church’s interior in time for the event.


Lama paid homage to “the great Indian yogi” Atisha and to an “Australian Atisha”:




Atisha Centre has an auspicious name. The great Indian yogi Atisha (982–1054), who taught in Tibet during the later years of his life, was successful in his mahamudra practice; he discovered his own mahamudra. From the Tibetan point of view, Atisha was a buddha, an enlightened one.
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Lama Yeshe in Sandhurst Town, before the retreat. Lama’s casual style belies the fact that he was a scholar and a yogi.




This place has the energy of this yogi as well as the energy of an Australian Atisha, the man who offered this facility. He is not Buddhist, but in his heart maybe he is.





The instructions from that two-week retreat form the bulk of this book, supplemented with advice Lama gave at retreats hosted by two of his own FPMT centers, Vajrapani Institute in California in 1977 and Maitreya Instituut in Amsterdam in 1981. Nine months after the Atisha Centre event, in March 1982, Lama also gave advice in India during the first Enlightened Experience Celebration, a marvelous festival of teachings, empowerments, and retreats spanning six months. Organized by Lama Yeshe especially for his Western students — hundreds attended — many of the teachings and empowerments were given by his own gurus, including His Holiness the Dalai Lama.


He had requested His Holiness to give a commentary on the same text that he himself had used at Atisha Centre, the First Panchen Lama Losang Chokyi Gyaltsen’s Highway of the Conquerors: The Mahamudra Root Text of the Precious Genden Oral Tradition. (This commentary has since been edited by Alexander Berzin, who translated for His Holiness at the event, and incorporated with other teachings and published as The Gelug/Kagyü Tradition of Mahamudra.)


At the retreat, Lama Yeshe explained that mahamudra is a name given to “the universal reality of emptiness, of nonduality” —




the inborn nature of all phenomena. It exists equally in all things: organic, nonorganic, permanent, impermanent, including all beings. . . .


Perhaps you’re thinking that if mahamudra is about emptiness, then you have heard it many times before. You’re right; the teachings are not so different. But the unique approach of this presentation is the emphasis on meditation — the experience of emptiness rather than explaining what it means.





In mahamudra meditation, Lama says, the object of concentration is our own mind, in particular its clarity, its conventional nature. And, as His Holiness says in his commentary, finally the goal is to realize the emptiness of the mind, its ultimate nature.




If we explain in terms of the [middle way] tradition of a correct view of reality, the usual method for gaining correct understanding is to realize the emptiness of a person — a conventional “me.” For this, we analyze the mode of existence of a person in terms of the five aggregates as the basis for labeling one. . . .


In the mahamudra tradition, however, although we still take as the basis for labeling a person the five aggregates, we focus primarily on the aggregate of consciousness as serving this function. Thus the mahamudra tradition presents a correct view of reality in terms of the emptiness of the mind.





First, however, it’s necessary to realize the emptiness of one’s self. Lama Yeshe says to start by focusing on the thoughts: whatever arises in our mind. When the consciousness settles, we focus on its clarity. Once there is a reasonable level of concentration, in order to recognize that there is no independent self, the Panchen Lama says to “investigate intelligently with subtle awareness the essence of the individual who is meditating, just like a small fish that moves in lucid waters without causing any disturbance.”


In his commentary, His Holiness explains the next step:




Once we have gained conviction in the lack of true and inherent identity on the basis of our own self, we turn to . . . other phenomena. . . .


As part of this process, we now take mind as the basis for emptiness — in other words, as the basis that is empty of existing in any fantasized and impossible way. We scrutinize and analyze mind with a correct view to gain a decisive understanding of its empty nature.





Throughout the retreat, many of the teachings were given as guided meditations, with Lama emphasizing the experience of emptiness of one’s self. He inspired students to go beyond ego’s addiction to a limited sense of self and to taste the lightness and expansiveness of their own mind, their own very being. As always, his words are not only experiential but also direct, funny, deceptively simple, and incredibly encouraging — enlightenment seems possible. And, as always, in his desire to counteract a tendency in contemporary society to mystify meditation, he brings the instructions right down to earth, making them doable even by beginners. He goes to incredible lengths to explain the meaning of what would otherwise remain merely intellectual or arcane.


And there is no limit to Lama’s creativity in finding ways to do this. For example, he uses twenty-one different terms for “affliction,” the main term used in Buddhist psychology — which he doesn’t use! — to refer to states of mind such as attachment, anger, and the primordial clinging to an independent self. Some of the terms are variations of accepted synonyms, but most are his own creation: artificial concept, confused thoughts, contradictory concept, delusion, deluded thought, dualistic concept, dualistic puzzle, dualistic thought, fanatical thinking, fantasy, hallucination, hallucinated projection, hallucinated vision, impure concept, limited concept, misconception, mistaken concept, negative mental energy, projection, superstition, wrong conception.


His easygoing style and casual words belie the reality that he was a scholar, but they are, perhaps, evidence that he was also a yogi, a knowledge-holder (in Tibetan, rigzin). It all sounds so simple because he is speaking from his own direct experience.


At the end of the retreat Lama gave the students a taste of mahamudra from the perspective of tantra, in keeping with the tradition of the lineage lamas, all of whom, he says, became enlightened by practicing it.


And as a prerequisite for this level of practice, an empowerment into the highest yoga tantra practice of Heruka Chakrasamvara was given before the teachings, a first in Australia.


If you want to know more about tantric mahamudra, you can read Lama Yeshe’s Bliss of Inner Fire. And because deity yoga is a crucial component of this approach to mahamudra, you can also study his Becoming the Compassion Buddha and the e-book Universal Love: The Yoga Method of Buddha Maitreya. Lama also gives tantric teachings in his bestselling Introduction to Tantra, in Becoming Vajrasattva, and elsewhere in the vast online resources available at the Lama Yeshe Wisdom Archive.


Lama Yeshe’s main disciple, Lama Thubten Zopa Rinpoche — who took over the spiritual direction of the FPMT after Lama passed away in March, 1984 — has said about his guru:




He was a great tantric practitioner, a real ascetic meditator, even though he didn’t live alone in a cave. Lama was a great hidden yogi. He was a valid base to be labeled “yogi,” not because he could perform tantric rituals but because he had unmistaken realizations of clear light and the illusory body. He had reached the stage of tantra mahamudra.





On August 14, the day before the retreat ended, Lama invited Ian Green and another student, Garrey Foulkes, to come for a walk with him around Atisha Centre’s undeveloped acres. As if he were already familiar with the place, Lama led the way to a gentle hill in the mainly flat bushland and announced that this was the site for a big stupa — a representation of enlightened mind — with a big meditation hall inside. Motioning to spots in the bush nearby, he said here will be a village for laypeople and there a hospice. Finally, leading Ian and Garrey to another hill, Lama declared that here there will be a monastery.


Thirty-seven years later the entire area is flourishing. Atisha Centre runs Tibetan Buddhist courses and retreats year-round. Thubten Shedrup Ling Monastery is a beautiful environment for up to twenty monks, and a place for nuns — Machig Labdron Nunnery — has been established as well. Plans are in place for the development of the Lama Yeshe Village, an aged-care facility including hospice services, as well as a primary school, a hotel, a restaurant, and other facilities.


Finally, the grand centerpiece of Lama Yeshe’s vision, the Great Stupa of Universal Compassion, a replica of the fifteenth-century edifice in Gyantse, Tibet — with, indeed, “a big meditation hall inside,” which can hold two thousand people — is well under way. A decades-long project, it is the biggest stupa in the Western world (stupa.org.au).


I’m grateful to Yangsi Rinpoche of Maitripa College in Portland, Oregon, in the United States and Geshe Loden of Institut Vajra Yogini near Toulouse in France for clarifying some points. Thanks to Norma Quesada for checking the transcript of Lama Yeshe’s words and her initial editing — so helpful. Thanks also to Wisdom’s David Kittelstrom and Daniel Aitken and his team for their enthusiasm; Nicholas Ribush and Gordon McDougall of Lama Yeshe Wisdom Archive; Voula Zarpani for her translation of the Panchen Lama’s text; Marije van de Vlekkert for her reworking of the seventeenth-century woodblock print of the Panchen Lama reproduced on page 12; and François Lecointre and Violette Pliot-Lecointre for offering me, year after year, the blessed space of Institut Vajra Yogini to work in.


Robina Courtin
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Preparing for Mahamudra
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Mahamudra Is Beyond Words
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The Great Seal: Emptiness


According to Tibetan Buddhism, mahamudra is one of the most advanced teachings of the Buddha. Mahamudra is Sanskrit: maha means “great” and mudra can be translated as “seal.” When you lend me one hundred dollars, we make a contract and we seal it, don’t we? It shows: “Next year I have the obligation to pay you back.” You have the document as a guarantee.


However, this seal, this great seal, is not a physical seal made in a factory. It is the universal reality of emptiness, nonduality, non–self-existence. It exists in all phenomena, including sentient beings. It is also not some made-up philosophical concept. It doesn’t matter whether you accept it or deny it. If I say, “I don’t believe there is an earth; I don’t believe there is a sun,” who cares? Even though I reject the existence of the sun, I’m standing in the rays of the sun. Even though I deny the existence of the earth, I’m standing on the earth.


The reality of nonduality is inescapable. It is the inborn nature of all phenomena. It exists equally in all things: organic, nonorganic, permanent, impermanent, including all beings. It exists always within us. The name we give it is mahamudra.


Mahamudra Brings You Beyond Fear


The trouble is we totally believe in exactly the opposite of nonduality. We grasp at a dualistic me — a self-existent, real, separate me. We’ve been grasping at it since we were in our mother’s womb — actually, the belief in this simultaneously born ego has been with us since beginningless time. It’s beyond intellectual. Even ants and dogs have it. And as the great Mahayana scholar Dharmakirti points out, this primordial belief in a separate “me” creates the concept of “other.” From this tremendous gap comes the evolution of all of samsara, the cycle of existence.


To knock out this hallucinated vision, we must realize mahamudra, nonduality. The realization of mahamudra cuts the wrong conceptions and destroys the nuclear energy of ego. This is revolutionary — more revolutionary than any political ideology. And it brings you totally beyond fear: mahamudra is the antidote to fear. So beautiful!


Mahamudra Is Beyond Words


In mahamudra meditation there is no doctrine, no theology, no philosophy, no God, no Buddha. We go beyond name, beyond shape and color, beyond the relative, beyond self-image, beyond compassion. With our own consciousness we can experience the universal, infinity. We can just be in the experience of totality.


Using Buddhist terminology, we say that mahamudra is beyond arising and beyond cessation. Mahamudra is only experience. The moment I say words, you interpret them in this way or that, and then it becomes a problem. So don’t trust my words — they are the false words of my superstition; Buddhism thinks that way. No matter what words I say, they still come from my conceptions. You have to go beyond words.


We also say that mahamudra has no dimension, no distinct nature, and no cause or effect. Remember, when Shakyamuni Buddha discovered enlightenment, he was silent for several weeks; he felt it was not possible to express the deep, universal mahamudra experience to others. Such profound things cannot be explained to anyone who hasn’t reached that stage.


Two Approaches to Realizing Emptiness


Perhaps you’re thinking that if mahamudra is about emptiness, then you have heard it many times before. You’re right; the teachings are not so different. But the unique approach of this presentation is the emphasis on meditation — the experience of emptiness rather than explaining what it means.


In the mahamudra root text I am using here, Panchen Lama Losang Chokyi Gyaltsen says there are two approaches to realizing emptiness:




Between the two approaches of (1) seeking meditation [on calm abiding] on the basis of the view and (2) seeking the view on the basis of meditation [on calm abiding], the explanation here follows the second approach.





We usually hear that Lama Je Tsongkhapa, founder of our Gelug lineage, says that first we should study, then analyze, then meditate. In other words, we should “seek meditation on the basis of the view.” But Panchen Lama, one of the Gelugpas’ foremost figures and an expert in Lama Tsongkhapa’s tradition, is saying here that we can meditate first, then seek mahamudra, emptiness. We can “seek the view on the basis of meditation.”


Which is right? Well, both are right. But here we are following the second approach.


The First Approach: Learn About Emptiness First, Then Meditate


We used the first approach when I studied in the monastery. We read so much, memorizing and reciting and debating philosophical texts every day. Buddhist philosophy is so sophisticated, so intellectual, involving highly complex thinking. I thought that if I understood all the philosophy, the middle way, everything, I’d knock out the ego. I thought about that a lot. I checked, checked, checked — and then I realized my conception was not true. I was shocked! I realized that even if I knew all the Buddhist texts and understood them intellectually, it would never touch my heart unless I meditated.


When we learn the words alone, there is no satisfaction; the problem of ego is not solved. And now I look at many of my students: they read so many books! All the philosophy, the psychology, so much information. All this reading, reading, reading!


Of course, with this approach we must also meditate. Lama Tsongkhapa talks about the union of the three wisdoms that arise from hearing, analyzing, and meditating; in Tibetan we say trojung, sangjung, and gomjung. But people sometimes misinterpret this. They hear that we Gelugpas study for twenty or thirty years and think it means that first you listen for twenty years, then check for another twenty years, then, finally, penetrate in meditation. In fact, from the beginning we integrate these three wisdoms — we practice them simultaneously — and at each stage of our development it’s a question of proportion.


Nevertheless, there is the danger that your knowledge will remain merely intellectual. If you don’t go beyond the intellectual level, your mind will not be transformed. It’s as if the knowledge stays in the books and you are separate from it. You can never get rid of ego this way. You end up missing the point.


The Second Approach: Meditate First, Then Discover Emptiness


It is extremely difficult to knock out the ego. You cannot seek the ego’s projections philosophically, with your intellect. When you practice mahamudra, intellect is the enemy. You have to go beyond the intellect — you have to meditate. Then real transformation can come.


We have to understand, Buddha Maitreya said, that the relative Dharma, everything in the books, is like a bridge. A bridge is helpful for crossing a river, but once you’ve crossed it, it’s “Goodbye bridge!” isn’t it? You have to touch the heart. Once you’ve experienced the fundamental nature of your own self — and your own consciousness — it’s goodbye to all the philosophical concepts.



OEBPS/images/title.jpg
Mahamudra

How to Discover Our True Nature

e
R <2

Lama THUBTEN YESHE
Edited by Robina Courtin






OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
HWTAR
| Mahamudra

How to
Discover § =

® Our True
4
E Nature

LAMA THUBTEN YESHE












OEBPS/images/viii_img01.jpg







OEBPS/images/img01.jpg





OEBPS/images/line.jpg








