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Pith Instructions for Realizing the Great Perfection, from One of the Greatest Tibetan Yogis of the Twentieth Century, H. H. Düdjom Rinpoché


Beloved teacher and renowned scholar Lama B. Alan Wallace guides the reader through Düdjom Rinpoché’s remarkable text, sharing insights gained over years of study and practice. He provides line-by-line commentary, enhanced with teachings from other revered Dzokchen masters such as Padmasambhava, Düdjom Lingpa, and Gyatrul Rinpoché. Also included are a set of fifteen guided meditations, with links to audio tracks of Lama Alan giving the instructions himself.


This text describes core practices of the Dzokchen view, meditation, and conduct, focusing especially on insight into the actual nature of reality. It elucidates how to apply this guidance through sustained practice so that we may understand first the phenomenological nature of the mind—including its origin and what happens to it at death—and then its ultimate nature. Thus we glimpse how complete freedom from suffering is possible.





“I am delighted that the esteemed Buddhist teacher B. Alan Wallace has translated Düdjom Rinpoché’s Illumination of Primordial Wisdom and composed a commentary on it for contemporary students. [This volume is] a valuable addition to the great library of translated texts for growing numbers of Nyingtik practitioners around the world. I highly recommend that those with a connection to the Dzokchen teachings acquire this book and rely upon it to enhance their confidence and growth as they progress along the Dzokchen path.”


—Dzigar Kongtrul Rinpoche


“Düdjom Rinpoché was a great master and scholar of Dzokchen, and for many years represented the Nyingma lineage-in-exile. This book is a treasury of profound advice and instruction on Dzokchen practice, and would be of immense benefit to all those seeking guidance on this path.”


—Jetsunma Tenzin Palmo














Meditations


Refuge and Bodhicitta


Settling Body, Speech, and Mind in Their Natural States


Abbreviated Meditation on Settling Body, Speech, and Mind in Their Natural States


A Dzokchen Approach to Mindfulness of Breathing


Deepening Your Approach to Mindfulness of Breathing


Resting the Mind in Its Natural State


Recognizing the Illusory Nature of All Appearances


Searching for the Mind


Examining the Character of Unborn Awareness


Vipaśyanā on the Actual Nature of the Mind


Vipaśyanā on the Actual Nature of the Mind as an Agent


Examining the Origin, Location, and Destination of Apprehended Thoughts and of the Apprehending Awareness


Vipaśyanā as the Prelude to Authentic Open Presence


Resting in the Flow of Pure Perception


Determining the Actual Nature of the Apprehending Mind


Resting in the Great Perfection













Preface


AT THE HEART of this book you hold in your hands is a wish-fulfilling jewel. This gem has the power to manifest whatever one wishes, to fulfill the heart’s deepest longings and desires. This wish-fulfilling jewel is none other than His Holiness Düdjom Rinpoché, the twentieth-century master chosen as the first supreme head of the Nyingma school of Tibetan Buddhism, who here guides us along the path of Dzokchen, the Great Perfection, toward freedom from suffering and the achievement of one’s own perfect awakening in this very lifetime.


Düdjom Rinpoché was renowned for being among the foremost scholars in the Nyingma tradition. With his vast erudition, he wrote forty volumes of texts, which include classic scholarly texts as well as pith instructions, the latter of which you will find in this book. In addition to being a great scholar and contemplative, he was also a great bodhisattva, or mahāsattva, who inspired countless people to devote themselves to the practice of Dharma, with a special emphasis on Dzokchen. Like his predecessor, Düdjom Lingpa, Düdjom Rinpoché was also a great tertön, or treasure revealer, as illustrated in his root verses, which form the basis of his commentary in this volume. The treasures revealed by Düdjom Lingpa and Düdjom Rinpoché together form what is known as the Düdjom Tersar—the New Treasure tradition of the Düdjom lineage—which in turn was passed on to Gyatrul Rinpoché, as well as many other distinguished lamas who became disciples of Düdjom Rinpoché.


Within this book, you will find Düdjom Rinpoché’s pith instructions in the form of root verses, entitled Guidance Transmitted One-on-One to Those of Good Fortune. These verses are actually part of a much larger cycle of treasure texts revealed by Düdjom Rinpoché on the wrathful manifestation of Padmasambhava known as Dorjé Drolö. Düdjom Rinpoché’s autocommentary on these pith instructions, entitled The Illumination of Primordial Wisdom, forms the core of this volume. I have provided my own commentary on his root texts with the intention to help illuminate this path of the Great Perfection and inspire you to devote yourself to this greatest of all journeys. My own understanding, which I will share with you here, has been informed and inspired by the core teachings and guidance I’ve received from my lamas, who have led me toward this path of irreversible transformation—namely, His Holiness the Dalai Lama, Gyatrul Rinpoché, Yangthang Rinpoché, Drupön Lama Karma, and many others.


Throughout this book, you will find a series of interludes—separate chapters exploring topics related to the main text. Although they do not introduce new portions of Düdjom Rinpoché’s root texts, they do provide a context within which to deepen your understanding of his pith instructions. At times, I have woven these profound teachings into a panoramic view of the evolution of the sciences and philosophy, which is then interwoven into modern-day life and reality as we understand it. This offers the opportunity to completely revolutionize the way you view yourself, your mind, and the world around you. As such, you can begin to debunk the widespread myths of modernity that once held together your fabricated view of reality, and so begin to see that things that seem inherently real and fixed are actually dynamic and changing, profoundly interrelated with our own perceptions and concepts about reality. By gaining insight into the emptiness of inherent existence of all objective and subjective phenomena, you can see clearly how your own views shape the reality you experience—and therein lies your key to freedom. Thus, by shifting your view in this way—and imbuing and sustaining it with authentic meditation and post-meditative conduct—you can determine with certainty that the actual nature of your mind and of the whole of reality is one that is unobstructed, unconditioned, clear, luminous, and nonconceptual, and is ultimately none other than the primordial consciousness that lies at the root of existence.


Further, in order to help bring these teachings into the realm of experience, you will find meditations interspersed throughout the book. These are equipped with links and QR codes that, when scanned, will allow you to access the audio recordings of the original meditations from the retreat on which this book is based. You can also access all the meditations at https://wisdomexperience.org/alan-wallace-dzokchen-meditations/ and the entire retreat at https://contemplative-consciousness.net/courses/illumination-of-primordial-wisdom/.


It is my sincere hope that the vast and profound teachings of His Holiness Düdjom Rinpoché will touch your heart and mind in such a way that you will feel inspired to embark on the courageous journey of reaching the Dzokchen path and moving swiftly along it to the culmination of your own perfect awakening for the benefit of all. Then, you will truly fathom your mind in order to heal the world!













Introduction


The Main Text


THE MAIN text translated in this volume, The Illumination of Primordial Wisdom, or Yeshé Nangwa in Tibetan, was the first Dzokchen text that Venerable Gyatrul Rinpoché taught me. In the summer of 1990, I drove from Stanford University to visit Rinpoché at the Tashi Chöling Center for Buddhist Studies near Ashland, Oregon, where he was its spiritual director. During that visit, one of his newer students came to him and asked for an introduction to Dzokchen. Rinpoché chose this text and requested that I interpret as he gave the transmission and oral commentary to both of us.


Although I had previously received public teachings on Dzokchen some months earlier from His Holiness the Dalai Lama, after twenty years of intensive study and practice of Tibetan Buddhism, this was the first one-on-one teaching specifically on Dzokchen that I’d received, consisting of pith instructions based on a classic text, a modern classic. In the tradition of pith instructions in Tibetan Buddhism, masters condense elaborate presentations of a given topic into its succinct essence, specifically for the sake of practice. The instructions in this manual are indeed pithy.


This main text focuses on three themes: First, a reference to preliminary practices up through and including śamatha within the Dzokchen tradition; second, on that indispensable basis, teachings on vipaśyanā, focusing on the actual nature of external, physical phenomena and internal, mental phenomena; and finally, an introduction to the view of the actual nature of reality from the perspective of pristine awareness.


These teachings are the seed. They are all expressions of and elaborations on the core teachings we will explore in this text. They also accord with the teachings I had received before, beginning in 1971, which always come back to the foundation: taking refuge, cultivating bodhicitta, the spirit of definite emergence (or a spirit of aspiring to definitely emerge from saṃsāra and toward nirvāṇa), the four immeasurables, śamatha, vipaśyanā, and guru yoga, all taught with an emphasis on reaching the Mahāyāna path—which means entering and proceeding along the path of irreversible transformation that culminates in the complete and total enlightenment of a buddha.


This is the way I’ve been educated and guided from the very beginning, validated by even the most recent teachings I’ve received from Drupön Lama Karma, for example, which emphasize śamatha, then vipaśyanā, then Dzokchen. This is the lineage and the path for me; I rejoice in this! I’m profoundly satisfied and grateful to have been shown this path.


The approach I’ve taken to my own practice—based on the lineages I’ve received from my own teachers—is a bit unusual, as I share with others this emphasis on reaching the path of irreversible transformation, in which neither in this nor in any future lifetimes will we fall back or lose our connection with the Dharma. In this way, in future lives we will never be lost, without any Dharma to guide us out of the cycle of saṃsāra.


The Translation


This isn’t the first time Düdjom Rinpoché’s Illumination of Primordial Wisdom has been published in English. Subsequent to my translating this text in 1990, it appeared as a section of a beautiful short book authored by Gyatrul Rinpoché, which also contains his marvelous oral commentary on Düdjom Rinpoché’s text. First published by Snow Lion Publications in 1993, its first title was Ancient Wisdom: Nyingma Teachings on Dream Yoga, Meditation, and Transformation. When a second edition was published in 2002, it was titled Meditation, Transformation, and Dream Yoga.


Gyatrul Rinpoché, Sangyé Khandro (his principal student and translator), and I collaborated on the book; Rinpoché offered the oral commentaries, Sangyé Khandro translated the commentaries, and I translated the root texts. The word “Meditation” in that title referred to my original translation of the subject of this present book, The Illumination of Primordial Wisdom by Düdjom Rinpoché. “Transformation” in that title referred to the text Transforming Felicity and Adversity into the Spiritual Path by Jikmé Tenpai Nyima, the Third Dodrupchen Rinpoché. “Dream Yoga” referred to the text Releasing Oneself from Essential Delusion by Lochen Dharmaśrī.


In this current volume, I draw extensively from Gyatrul Rinpoché’s commentary on Düdjom Rinpoché’s text as contained in Meditation, Transformation, and Dream Yoga. I therefore encourage you to add a copy of Meditation, Transformation, and Dream Yoga to your library; you will not only be able to read the parallel passages of Gyatrul Rinpoché’s commentary on Düdjom Rinpoché’s work, you will also have the translations of the other two texts, not to mention the benefits from Gyatrul Rinpoché’s marvelous oral commentary to each of the three texts.


In 2021, I was invited to lead a six-day virtual retreat on an “Introduction to Dzokchen” hosted by the Contemplative Consciousness Network in the United Kingdom. This occasioned a return to and careful review of my 1990 translation of Düdjom Rinpoché’s Illumination of Primordial Wisdom, together with its root verses. Upon close examination, I realized that in the intervening thirty-one years since I last translated the text, my understanding had grown considerably, as I found a desire to revise and polish the earlier translation. I noted that virtually nothing in the original had been mistranslated, but there was room for numerous improvements. I then revised the 1990 translation in preparation for the 2021 retreat. I completed the current translation July 14, 2021, on Chökhor Düchen, the day commemorating the Buddha’s first turning of the wheel of Dharma, and thereafter it was edited by Dr. Eva Natanya.


I wish to offer my heartfelt, reverent gratitude to the Ven. Gyatrul Rinpoché for opening the door to Dzokchen for me by granting his oral transmission and commentary on these pith instructions by His Holiness Düdjom Rinpoché. I am also deeply grateful to Sangyé Khandro for translating Gyatrul Rinpoché’s oral commentary to this text on another occasion; to Martha Hanna for transcribing and lightly editing the recordings of my own commentary; to Virginia Craft for polishing those transcripts into a publishable form and for working extensively with Laura Cunningham, Chris Hiebert, and their colleagues under the leadership of Daniel Aitken at Wisdom Publications in further editing this manuscript; and finally to Eva Natanya for her invaluable editorial suggestions on the translations of the root verses and main text. It is only with the expertise and insightful contributions of all these Dharma friends that we are able to offer the translation of these root texts and my commentary with the hopes that it may illuminate the depths of the view, meditation, and conduct of the Great Perfection in general and these sublime texts by Düdjom Rinpoché in particular.
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ROOT TEXTS













Guidance Transmitted One-on-One to Those of Good Fortune:


An Authentic Dharma Collection from the Profound Mind Treasure of Jikdrel Yeshé Dorjé Drodül Lingpa Tsel


HIS HOLINESS DÜDJOM RINPOCHÉ,
JIKDREL YESHÉ DORJÉ





For the profound stage of completion,


direct the spear of your entwined vital energies and awareness


solely at the red hūṃ at your heart.


Take as the path naked, empty awareness—


consciousness of the present moment,


in which the past has ceased


and the future has not arisen.1


All such things as māras, obstructive beings,


samaya-breaking demons, reifying demons,


and hatred-generated demons


are just appearing aspects of the mind.


Apprehend the mind, free of characteristics.


Emptiness and luminosity are the actual Drowo Lö.


Do not seek it elsewhere; just this naked,


self-emergent, pristine awareness


is the great, omnipresent lord of saṃsāra and nirvāṇa. [129]


Return to this great, primordial place of rest.




In this way, if you achieve stability through familiarization,


once all phenomena with characteristics have been overwhelmed,


Glorious Heruka will become manifest.


Samaya


Translated by B. Alan Wallace and edited by Eva Natanya











The Illumination of Primordial Wisdom


An Instruction Manual on the Originally Pure Stage of Completion of the Powerful and Ferocious Dorjé Drolö, Subduer of Demons


HIS HOLINESS DÜDJOM RINPOCHÉ,
JIKDREL YESHÉ DORJÉ


[424] Namo Mahāguru Vajrakrodha Lokottarāye


There are two parts to this instruction manual on the originally pure, profound stage of completion from the essential treatise on the accomplishment of the very secret, powerful, and ferocious Dorjé Drolö Tsel, subduer of demons: (I) the preparation: establishing the basis of śamatha, and (II) the main practice: generating the primordial wisdom of vipaśyanā.


I. The Preparation: Establishing the Basis of Śamatha


From the root text [Guidance Transmitted One-on-One to Those of Good Fortune]:


For the profound stage of completion,


direct the spear of your entwined vital energies and awareness


solely at the red hūṃ at your heart.


In a solitary place free of human distractions and without disturbing noise and so on, regarding the vital point of the body, firmly compose yourself on a comfortable cushion in an erect, straight, cross-legged posture with the seven qualities of Vairocana. Regarding the vital point of your speech, [425] let your vital energies be just as they are. Regarding the vital point of your mind, without disturbing your mind through any activity, such as reflecting on the past or anticipating the future, cut off conceptual elaborations concerning the three times and rest your mind in an unstructured, undistracted state.


If you can remain there, that is enough. If you cannot, imagine at your heart a red syllable hūṃ about an inch in height, or any size that you find appropriate. Let this image arise vividly, without forcefully grasping it with your mind, and steadily focus on this clear image by naturally letting your awareness loosely settle upon it.


If you also find it difficult to rest there, place a small or large object—such as a seed syllable, a stick, or a pebble—in front of you. Then direct your visual gaze upon it, without moving your eyes or fluttering your eyelashes [426]. Without bringing anything to mind—such as judgments about good and bad mental states—and without thinking about or meditating on anything, release your awareness into utter ease.


From within that state, whatever conceptual appearances arise, do not follow after them, but, applying yourself to the meditative support, bear it in mind nonconceptually, vividly, and undistractedly.


If laxity arises, lift your gaze, firm up your posture, arouse your consciousness, invigorate your awareness, and focus single-pointedly. If scattering and agitation occur, lower your gaze, relax your posture, relax deeply, and rest in your natural state. Similarly, without thinking about anything apart from simply directing your consciousness to a distinct sound, a pungent smell, and so on, or else the natural exhalation, inhalation, and pauses of your respiration, you may place your attention on one of these in a relaxed way. Alternatively, you may place your attention by resting vacantly without any basis. It is permissible to settle your attention in any of these ways.


By meditating in this way, at the beginning you may think there are many appearances of conceptualization. Nonetheless, you should continue to meditate without regarding these appearances as either faulty or favorable; by so doing, they will gradually subside. Then, well-being will arise in your body and mind, and your mind will be unable to rise from this nonconceptual state. By proceeding gently, as if you have no desire to move, you will remain single-pointed. [427] These are the signs of familiarization with śamatha.




II. The Main Practice: Generating the Primordial Wisdom of Vipaśyanā


This section has four parts: (A) coming to conviction by means of the view, (B) practicing by means of meditation, (C) sustaining continuity by means of one’s conduct, and (D) realizing the fruition.


A. Coming to Conviction by Means of the View


This section has three parts: (1) determining external apprehended objects, (2) determining the internal apprehending mind, and (3) identifying the view of the nature of existence.


1. Determining External Apprehended Objects


All such things as māras, obstructive beings,


samaya-breaking demons, reifying demons,


and hatred-generated demons


are just appearing aspects of the mind.


As exemplified by obstacles that are designated as māras and obstructive beings, everything that appears as oneself and others, as physical worlds and their sentient inhabitants, seems to be truly existent, yet, apart from being the delusive appearances of one’s own mind, in actuality, nothing whatsoever is determined to exist. Appearances do indeed appear, but real things are not real. Regard these simply as illusory apparitions, which, like the appearances of a dream, appear vividly and randomly, even though they do not exist.


Moreover, apart from being mere designations, their nature is beyond being an object of the conceptual elaborations of existence and nonexistence. Thus, in actuality, by not even regarding them as objects to be apprehended as illusions, you will come to a conviction in the primordial wisdom that uniformly views all phenomena, all of which are one’s own appearances, as being like an illusion. [428]




2. Determining the Internal Apprehending Mind


Apprehend the mind, free of characteristics.


Regarding the vital point of the body, adopt the seven qualities. Regarding the vital point of the speech, let your vital energies settle naturally. Regarding the vital point of the mind, let it be neither tight nor slack. Without bringing anything to mind, rest your awareness in an unmodified, relaxed way. With your consciousness directed inward, gaze steadily upon the mind’s own nature. By so doing, there will arise a natural luminosity that is without any object, free of the extremes of conceptual elaboration, and free of any sense of apprehender and apprehended, whether as an observer and observed, an experiencer and experienced, or a subject and object. Freshly rest right there in meditative equipoise, without modification, contamination, or transformation.


This is a way of meditating for those of superior faculties, who are anointed by total immersion in pristine awareness. Most people find such awareness difficult to identify due to their minds being disturbed by conceptualization. So in that case, search for the mind by relying upon the practice of chasing solely after awareness.


Moreover, if fleeting, discursive thoughts flow forth unimpededly, closely observe by chasing down the origin from which they first arose, where they are now, and where they finally cease. Not only that, but who is the agent that experiences joys and sorrows? Who is the one who ascends to enlightenment? Who descends to wandering in saṃsāra? If you think that agent is the mind, ask yourself, Does that mind have a beginning, [429] an end, and an interim? Is the mind itself something real or unreal? If it is real, what kind of shape, color, and so on does it have? If you think that it is unreal, repeatedly ask yourself, Does it not exist at all, or what? Inquire again and again, without forsaking the task at hand.


If you think there is a real thing such as this, you have fallen into a heavily fortified grasping to true existence. If you think it is empty in that it does not exist at all, you are simply speculating. If, as a result of not finding the mind, you conclude that it has never existed, or if you feel that it must exist but can’t decide whether you have found it, continue investigating and questioning.




If you do not see anything at all, whether the observed or the observer, the seen or the seer, and so on; if by seeking and investigating you find nothing, just as you don’t see anything by looking into space; and if awareness appears nakedly and serenely, free of any recognition of an essential nature of appearances and awareness—unmediated, inexpressible, inconceivable, unobservable, empty and luminous, without an object—then you have internalized the instructions.


3. Identifying the View of the Nature of Existence


Emptiness and luminosity are the actual Drowo Lö.


Do not seek it elsewhere; just this naked,


self-emergent, pristine awareness


is the great, omnipresent lord of saṃsāra and nirvāṇa.


Return to this great, primordial place of rest.


[430] In this way, one recognizes that which is free of all characteristics elaborating an apprehender and apprehended objects; one recognizes the primordial character, empty of any inherent nature of its own, the place of rest that is originally pure and inexpressible by thoughts or words; one recognizes the natural display of primordial consciousness, which is luminous, radiant, and unimpeded—spontaneously actualized as the great, omnipresent lord of saṃsāra and nirvāṇa. Moreover, one recognizes the mode of existence of the unconditioned place of rest, the primordially inseparable union of the two. Primordially awakened and naked, this self-emergent primordial consciousness rests in itself. The recognition of this enlightened view of the extinction of all phenomena is the view of the Great Perfection, which transcends cognition. Manifestly realize this by identifying it just as it is.


B. Practicing by Means of Meditation


Take as the path naked, empty awareness—


consciousness of the present moment,


in which the past has ceased


and the future has not arisen.




Recognize for yourself that the dharmakāya is none other than this great, empty, luminous, self-emergent pristine awareness, which transcends cognition. Do not construct or alter anything in the momentary consciousness of the present, in which past thoughts have ceased and later ones have not arisen. By so doing, settle your ordinary consciousness in its natural, unmodified state, uncontaminated by thoughts concerning the three times, resting in the fourth time that transcends the three times. [431] Come to the firm conviction that apart from this there is nothing whatsoever upon which to meditate.


Come to the indwelling, confident freedom of nakedly realizing that whatever arises and everything that appears is a display of the dharmakāya, empty awareness, free of cognition. Upon this basis, settle your consciousness in a state of effortless relaxation, like space, free of extremes. At that time, [outwardly,] even though the objects of the six senses do appear, let your awareness be self-illuminating, utterly naked, and free of grasping. Inwardly, let your mind be devoid of conceptual, analytical excursions and withdrawals, nakedly self-awakened. In between, awareness rests in its own place, and without being bound by antidotes, awareness remains uninterruptedly with the gaze straight ahead, uninfluenced by good or bad objects, and uncontaminated by grasping. Without letting cognition intrude with its remedies for countering obstacles, directly recognize the vividly clear aspect of cognizance. Sustaining awareness in this way—unobstructedly and nakedly—is a distinctive characteristic of the Great Perfection.


C. Sustaining Continuity by Means of One’s Conduct


In this way, if you achieve stability through familiarization,


While in meditative equipoise, utterly release into this self-illumination, without contaminating the primordial consciousness of naked, empty awareness with grasping or clinging. During the post-meditative state, without grasping, decisively ascertain everything that appears as being luminous and empty, like illusory apparitions or the appearances of a dream. [432] By taking this as the spiritual path, periods of meditative equipoise and post-meditative states will merge indivisibly. As all appearances will manifestly release themselves, thoughts will arise as aids to meditation. If you are afflicted by thoughts, piercingly focus your attention on whatever roving thoughts arise. By so doing, thoughts will vanish without a trace, just as waves disappear into water. Once the certainty arises that thoughts have no basis or root, your practice will proceed joyfully. In short, during all your activities, do not succumb to the delusive proliferations of your ordinary cognition, but, like the current of a river, continuously practice this yoga that is free of distraction and of grasping. In this way, you will come to the culmination of familiarization with the practice.


D. Realizing the Fruition


once all phenomena with characteristics have been overwhelmed,


Glorious Heruka will become manifest.


The spontaneously actualized awakening of your own pristine awareness, which has never been deluded, is obscured by the addiction of grasping to the signs of delusive thoughts regarding adventitiously arising appearances that do not in fact exist, and you are trapped by the view of seeking to achieve enlightenment elsewhere. Then, due to the kindness of your guru, you identify your own face as the naturally present dharmakāya, and you continuously rest in the realization of primordial freedom. Thus, without conjuring up some new attainment, your primordial character manifests as it is, [433] and this is conventionally known as the fruition of the practice. Having mastered the state of the blood-drinker Heruka, the omnipresent lord of the whole of saṃsāra and nirvāṇa, you spontaneously actualize effortless, boundless, enlightened activity.


Colophon


Due to the encouragement of Tsewang Paljor, the teacher from Nyö, and many other aspirants to this path, I, Jikdrel Yeshé Dorjé, have composed these concise, clear instructions so that they can be easily understood firsthand. May there be victory!


Translated by B. Alan Wallace and edited by Eva Natanya
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COMMENTARY













Outline and Foundation


The Meanings of the Title and Subtitle


TURNING NOW to an analysis and explanation of the updated and revised translation of the extraordinary root and main texts, we begin with the meanings of the title and subtitle. In the Tibetan language, the title of the main text is Yeshé Nangwa. Although I have previously translated yeshé as “primordial consciousness,” in this context, yeshé means “primordial wisdom”—wisdom is something to be cultivated and developed. Within the teachings of Dzokchen, you do not cultivate, develop, or purify primordial consciousness, or buddha-mind. Instead, it is only to be revealed, to be made manifest, and to be identified. The same is true for its synonyms, such as pristine awareness, buddha nature, and, in Sanskrit, sugatagarbha. As we will see in the vipaśyanā section of this text, however, the author, Düdjom Rinpoché, says, “generating,” so yeshé in this case translates as “primordial wisdom.” This will be more fully addressed later in the text.


The subtitle of the text is “An Instruction Manual on the Originally Pure Stage of Completion.” The Nyingma tradition identifies nine successive yānas, or vehicles, which form a single comprehensive path to enlightenment. The highest or most advanced of the nine are the three inner classes of tantras: mahāyoga, anuyoga, and atiyoga—mahāyoga corresponding to the stage of generation, anuyoga corresponding to the stage of completion, while atiyoga, or Dzokchen, being the ultimate vehicle. The stage of completion that normally corresponds to the anuyoga level of practice brings about a transformation in the subtle body and mind, which opens up and reveals the very subtle mind. This subtlest mind is called vidyā in Sanskrit and rikpa in Tibetan, and is what I translate as “pristine awareness,” which is primordial consciousness. Note that within this commentary, you will see rikpa and pristine awareness used interchangeably. The teachings in this text, when practiced effectively and to their fruition, will bring about the same profound changes in your body and mind that could be accomplished in the classic anuyoga practices of the stage of completion, which entail the highly detailed and demanding practices involving the channels (nāḍī), the vital energies (prāṇa), and the vital essences (bindu) within the body. Those specific practices are not explicitly part of Dzokchen but are part of the stage-of-completion practices in Vajrayāna. However, Dzokchen is a straight, unelaborated approach without the need for visualization that, as mentioned, generates the same fruition as the more effortful and advanced practices of the stage of completion. The Dzokchen approach is the progression of śamatha, vipaśyanā, and tekchö, or “cutting through” to the original purity of pristine awareness.


Moreover, it is important not to be overwhelmed or intimidated as you venture into Vajrayāna, thinking that you have not become accomplished in the stage of generation or have not already gained realization of emptiness, for example. I recall a statement by the Lake-Born Vajra, who is a more gentle, only slightly ferocious manifestation of Padmasambhava, is the root guru of Düdjom Lingpa, and who revealed sublime Dzokchen teachings to Düdjom Lingpa. At the beginning of The Vajra Essence, the Lake-Born Vajra states,




If you arrive with that aspiration at the gateway of secret mantra—and you have firm faith and belief in it and strong, unflagging enthusiasm—the time has come to practice. . . . Once you have obtained a human life and encountered a guru and the secret-mantra Dharma, if this is not the time to practice the Great Perfection, then there will never be a better time than this in another life—this is certain.2





Do you have faith? Are you drawn to these practices? Do you have trust in them? Do you have an aspiration to put them into practice? Do they inspire you? If your answers are yes, then you can stop questioning your readiness—you are qualified. Have no qualms, no uncertainties; just continue. As that is true for The Vajra Essence, so is it true for these teachings here.


The subtitle identifies this text as “An Instruction Manual,” implying that these are all pith instructions that are ready to be assimilated and internalized—guidance we can put into practice right now. This approach is not concerned with developing erudition or becoming a scholar or teacher; instead, it meets us where we are in this moment.


In the next part of the subtitle—“Originally Pure Stage of Completion”—the term “originally pure” refers to pristine awareness itself, which is primordially pure and never tainted. The second half of the subtitle—“of the Powerful and Ferocious Dorjé Drolö, Subduer of Demons”—could come as a surprise in a quintessential Dzokchen text that focuses on śamatha, vipaśyanā, and cutting through to pristine awareness. Dorjé Drolö was one of the eight manifestations of Guru Rinpoché, Padmasambhava. Dorjé Drolö is an archetypal wrathful manifestation of Padmasambhava and is depicted riding upon a pregnant tigress. He assumed this manifestation in a beautiful and renowned monastery perched on the edge of a cliff in Bhutan called Paro Taktsang, or Tiger’s Lair. Padmasambhava manifested in this sacred site in order to bring the unruly local demons, guardians, and spirits under his control. Dorjé Drolö, who possessed extraordinary abilities to subdue these beings without harming them, turned them into allies who would no longer obstruct the Dharma practitioners in that region.


What does this powerful, ferocious, archetypal yidam manifestation of Padmasambhava have to do with Dzokchen? The demons who are being ferociously subdued in these practices are the afflictions of our own minds—they are not external demons. Demons and obstructive forces are exactly those impulses and tendencies that manifest in our minds and derail us, obstruct us, and torment us in the practice. This is the meaning of the subtitle.


Homage to Mahāguru Vajrakrodha Lokottarāye


Before entering the main body of a Buddhist text, there is an homage. In this case, Düdjom Rinpoché’s homage in Sanskrit is as follows: Namo Mahāguru Vajrakrodha Lokottarāye. Namo can be translated in English as “homage to,” or “I bow to.” Mahāguru means “great guru.” The name Vajrakrodha simply means “the wrathful [or ferocious] vajra.” A vajra is defined as something immutable, a symbol of pristine awareness, of primordial consciousness. Vajrakrodha can refer to any number of powerful wrathful deities—transcendent beings who display ferocious enlightened activity. In this case, Vajrakrodha refers to the powerful and ferocious Dorjé Drolö. Interestingly and notably, within this text, there is no reference to any kind of flagrant ferocity or violent activity.


However, if we think back to the Buddha’s own account of the night of his enlightenment, we may remember that just before he crossed the threshold into the perfect nonabiding nirvāṇa of a buddha, he was assaulted by hordes of māras, obstructive beings who are personifications of mental afflictions. The obstructive beings saw that this was their last chance and mounted a final attack, trying to prevent him from achieving perfect awakening. Amid this onslaught, the Buddha did not respond by displaying ferocious paranormal abilities. Because the māras, or the obstructive forces, are within one’s own mindstream and are not actually coming from the outside, the most ferocious way to overcome, subdue, control, and transmute them when they arise is simply to rest in pristine awareness. During those final moments before the Buddha’s enlightenment, he was not operating as a sentient being; he was resting timelessly in his own buddha nature, and that was the fiercest response, rebuttal, and counterattack to all these māras. Attacking a person who is dwelling in pristine awareness is like trying to attack space. The most powerful way to overcome, subdue, control, and transmute all mental afflictions—the quintessential māras—is to dwell in the primordial purity of your own awareness such that when these māras arise, they release themselves without the need of a single antidote.


Moreover, from a Vajrayāna and Dzokchen perspective, the māras are not annihilated or transformed into nothing; rather, they are transmuted and then dissolved back into their ultimate ground. The māras of anger and hatred dissolve back into the ground of mirror-like primordial consciousness. In the case of the māras of craving, lust, greed, and attachment, nothing has to be done to transmute them when resting in awareness, as they release themselves into their ground as the primordial consciousness of discernment. The māras of ignorance and delusion—the most destructive of all mental afflictions, which are based in the grasping at a self and the reification of all phenomena—are transmuted by simply resting in pristine awareness. The māras of delusion arise, release, and melt into the ultimate ground of the primordial consciousness of dharmadhātu, the absolute space of phenomena. The pinnacle of ferocity does not entail bringing out a bigger weapon than the opposing forces, but simply resting in the utter inactivity of sublime primordial purity and luminosity. When this happens, the māras release themselves, and then the battle is over. One of the epithets of a buddha is a jina, a “victorious one.” It is only by resting in pristine awareness that we gain final victory over all the mind’s afflictive and cognitive obscurations, as well as everything that prevents us from manifestly recognizing our own nature.


Furthermore, this is the homage to the mahāguru, the great guru, Dorjé Drolö. The last part of the homage gives Lokottara as another epithet of Dorjé Drolö. Lokottarāye means “to the one transcending the world,” who is “supramundane,” “transcending space and time,” or “transcending saṃsāra.” The fierceness of the Great Guru Dorjé Drolö, or Vajrakrodha, who is Lokottara, causes all obstructions to enlightenment to release themselves. What greater weapon could there be than that: simply resting in the purity and stillness of awareness without the need to retaliate or respond, so that the māras release themselves.


The Outline of the Text


In Tibetan, the outline of a text is called the sabché. It is like the scaffolding for the entire text. Using the sabché as a guide as you move through the text, you can maintain sight of the overall framework of the text, enhancing your depth of clarity and understanding.




There are two parts to this instruction manual on the originally pure, profound stage of completion from the essential treatise on the accomplishment of the very secret, powerful, and ferocious Dorjé Drolö Tsel, subduer of demons: (I) the preparation: establishing the basis of śamatha, and (II) the main practice: generating the primordial wisdom of vipaśyanā.







Here again, we see a reference to the stage of completion, or dzokrim—a word that is very similar to Dzokchen, the Great Perfection. Dzokrim represents the culminating phase of the entire path to enlightenment and is delineated in these few pages. When one has achieved śamatha and vipaśyanā, understood the actual nature of reality, and identified the view of the nature of existence from the perspective of pristine awareness, this is the culmination of that path. His Holiness Düdjom Rinpoché’s sabché text provides us with a framework that condenses this path down from a great mass of teachings into a wish-fulfilling jewel.


These teachings are designed to enable us to actualize ourselves as this enlightened manifestation of Padmasambhava for the sake of skillful means. In other words, we manifest ferociously in order to subdue our own obscurations and inner demons, and then—when it is suitable—to help subdue the demons in other people’s minds. These teachings are designed to help us actualize ourselves in the identity and nondual form of Padmasambhava himself.


The first of the two main sections of this quintessential text deals with the preparation—establishing the basis of śamatha—a topic upon which Düdjom Rinpoché will elaborate and I will further expound. If you possess the sufficiently sharp faculties needed to set out on such a concise, unelaborated, direct, and simple path that can bring about the realization of perfect enlightenment in one lifetime, this text is enough to take you there. In order to travel swiftly along this path, an extremely well-tuned mind is necessary. It is through the diligent practice of śamatha—“calm abiding” or “quiescence,” in English—that the mind is tuned, refined, and made serviceable for the more advanced practices of vipaśyanā, tekchö, stage of generation, stage of completion, and tögal (the direct crossing-over into spontaneous actualization). A well-tuned, stable, and clear mind is needed in order to effectively engage in the advanced mahāyoga and anuyoga practices of stage of generation and stage of completion. Düdjom Rinpoché makes this point unequivocally in this brief text. By labeling this section “The Preparation: Establishing the Basis,” he is making clear that the indispensable foundation for everything else in this text is the practice and achievement of śamatha.


The second section of the text is entitled “The Main Practice: Generating the Primordial Wisdom of Vipaśyanā.” There is an emphasis here on generating the primordial wisdom of vipaśyanā, which is why I translate yeshé here as “primordial wisdom,” as opposed to the alternative “primordial consciousness.” Again, wisdom is to be generated, developed, and cultivated, whereas primordial consciousness needs only to be unveiled.


Laying the Foundation for the Basis


Although it all begins with śamatha, we first need to recognize that establishing the basis of śamatha in the Dzokchen tradition requires preparation. Düdjom Rinpoché has stated that śamatha is the basis for vipaśyanā, and the union of the two is the basis for Dzokchen. The sabché, being a concise text of pith instructions, does not explicitly describe the bases for efficiently achieving śamatha. This is why Gyatrul Rinpoché’s commentary on the preparation for śamatha in the Dzokchen tradition—included in the book Meditation, Transformation, and Dream Yoga—is indispensable. There, Gyatrul Rinpoché says,




Although this subject is the essence of the pinnacle instructions on the Buddhist path, it is important to understand that [Dzokchen] must be preceded with a foundation. You cannot expect to be able to actualize that which is so profound if there is no basis or ground. There must be an entranceway before you can enter a building; before you reach the highest step, you must step upon the steps that precede it.3





What are the steps to the entranceway of the building, the foundation for Dzokchen? Gyatrul Rinpoché advises going step-by-step.


Some of you may have already established a regular śamatha practice. You may intimately know the multiple benefits that accrue from settling the mind in its natural state, practicing mindfulness of breathing, or other forms of śamatha practice. These benefits include increased self-awareness, being more present and grounded in your life, and being less reactive and more emotionally balanced. Nevertheless, making a commitment to practice śamatha, and actually achieving śamatha, are two very different things.




A full-time, single-pointed retreat provides the ideal set of circumstances—and the most efficient and effective way—to practice and achieve śamatha in a timely fashion. Practicing effectively in retreat requires a specific set of conducive outer and inner conditions. Although śamatha is the first practice explicitly addressed in this concise text, śamatha is not the first teaching or the very first practice one should venture into, for one simple reason: if you do not have a deep, earnest aspiration and commitment to practice śamatha in strict retreat and do not appreciate the enormous significance of achieving śamatha, you may merely practice a bit of śamatha here and there, like a hobby. Sitting for half an hour a day is good for your health and well-being, but it will not generate the momentum to make life-altering choices in this lifetime to search for a conducive environment and make spiritual practice the primary focus of your life.


The conducive outer conditions for the full-time practice of śamatha are not easy to find. You need a secluded, quiet, peaceful, and safe environment with access to food and support. Optimally, you need to have good spiritual friends who share your aspirations and engage in similar practice. Further, it is important to have the guidance of a qualified teacher in order for practice to be effective. It is difficult to make much progress in śamatha all on your own. His Holiness the Dalai Lama was once asked whether you need a guru to achieve enlightenment. After a brief pause, he said, “No, but it can save you a lot of time.”


As for conducive inner conditions, it takes a powerful motivation to develop the kind of commitment and irreversible resolve necessary to achieve śamatha. You must have the mindset that says, “I must reach the path of irreversible transformation. I wish and resolve to achieve the perfect enlightenment of the Buddha for the sake of all sentient beings—and for that, śamatha is indispensable; otherwise, I will never reach the path. If I do not reach the path of irreversible transformation, I will never proceed along that path. Therefore, whatever it takes, and however long it may take, I will find a conducive environment with congenial companions, fellow voyagers, and spiritual friends. I will find a qualified instructor and cultivate the outer and inner conditions to enable me then to commit myself for as long as it takes to achieve śamatha.”




How many people do you know who have that aspiration and are willing to make that kind of sacrifice? This means you are not doing anything else while in such a retreat; you are not raising a family; you do not have a job; you have given up everything to do this—you need to be very focused. You cannot dabble at it by going in and out of retreat, leaving in order to do other things, then returning to retreat, going back out, and so forth. The great master Atiśa (982–1054 CE)—a major figure in reviving Mahāyāna and Vajrayāna Buddhism in Tibet in the eleventh century—said, “As long as the conditions for śamatha are incomplete, samādhi will not be accomplished even if you meditate diligently for a thousand years.”


The motivation required to achieve śamatha is more than just an intense desire, for desire itself is neither virtuous nor nonvirtuous. There are many types of desires that are not suitable for the practice of śamatha—such as the desire to become famous or to develop paranormal abilities for your own gratification. There can be many motivations for achieving śamatha, but if your practice of śamatha is for the sake of reaching the Mahāyāna path to irreversibly become a bodhisattva so that in all future lifetimes you will always be a bodhisattva until you are a buddha, then the only motivation for that is bodhicitta—the mind resolved to achieve perfect enlightenment for the benefit of all sentient beings. Likewise, if your aspiration for practicing śamatha is motivated by a wish to achieve your own individual liberation—to become an arhat—then you must have a very powerful, constant “spirit of definite emergence,” which entails an emergence away from all the allures of saṃsāra, recognizing they are, at best, transient and empty; they will never satisfy. If you think about it, even the most famous and powerful people on the planet are not satisfied, and they will never be satisfied by having greater wealth, greater fame, or greater power. I have known some rich, famous, and powerful people and have not found them to be happier than people with only modest degrees of wealth, influence, and status. You must see through the veils and enticements of saṃsāra if your practice of śamatha is going to lead to your own liberation.


If you are seeking enlightenment, then the little sprout of your motivation for śamatha must also have four roots of the four immeasurables going down into the fertile, moist soil of this aspiration: loving-kindness, compassion, empathetic joy, and impartiality. For those committing themselves to this path of śamatha-vipaśyanā as revealed by the Buddha, these four immeasurables are the quintessence of Buddhist meditation. This fourfold practice was one of the Buddha’s great innovations, which he introduced twenty-six hundred years ago to the already rich contemplative heritage of India, where samādhi had been deeply explored, many schools of complex philosophical speculation had developed, and advanced yogis had learned how to achieve a wide array of paranormal abilities (siddhis) and modes of extrasensory perception (abhijñās). It is quite clear that he was born into the most contemplatively advanced civilization on the planet. As far as we know, no other civilization at that time—not the Greeks, Jews, Chinese, or Mayans—had developed anything even close to the systematic theories and advanced practices of samādhi present in India during the time of the Buddha Gautama. It was certainly not a coincidence that he chose to be born in such a place.


Gautama gave up a lot when he left home at the age of twenty-nine. He renounced everything to become a homeless beggar and went through tremendous austerities and hardships. But, despite this, he would not turn back; he did not back down after it seemed like he had wasted his time and destroyed his health by struggling through six years of austerities. Imagine how delighted his wife, father, and child would have been if he had said, “I tried it, but it didn’t work out; I’m ready to come home.” His resolve to find the path to irreversible and complete freedom from suffering and its causes was stable and immovable.


The technical term in psychology for this kind of resolve is conation, which includes the mental faculties of motivation, desire, and intention. You must begin with conation—a desire, an aspiration, a shifting of values, ideals, and goals. You must ask, What do I want to do with my life? There are an inconceivable number of ways to pursue your aspirations for freedom from suffering, for finding a sense of truth, sustainable fulfillment, satisfaction, joy, and happiness. There are many options, so why choose śamatha? Why make all the sacrifices necessary to achieve śamatha? Your aspirations can be fulfilled if, and only if, you have become thoroughly disillusioned with saṃsāra and with a lifestyle that is rooted in self-centeredness. As for myself, in my early years before I encountered Dharma, undoubtedly my top priority was my own well-being and an “I, me, mine” mentality. In my late teens, I wanted to devote my whole life to ecology and environmental activism because I thought that would bring me happiness and the greatest fulfillment.


As we look more deeply into the very nature of our self-centeredness, of prioritizing our own well-being over that of others, we see that this is a dead end rooted in delusion; whereas altruism, the four immeasurables, and bodhicitta are rooted in reality, in exchanging self for others. We shift our priority from “me first” to “everyone else first.” It is this shift in motivation, or conation, that forms the bedrock of the “foundation” that Gyatrul Rinpoché is advising us to develop in order to enter the door of practice.


As mentioned above, these teachings on śamatha and vipaśyanā go back to the Buddha. Are these teachings authentic? Have they proven themselves to be useful? Do they lead to liberation, to enlightenment? We return to the historical Buddha, who turned the wheel of Dharma almost twenty-six hundred years ago, and to the four noble truths. Regarding the fourth noble truth—more accurately translated as the fourth ārya reality, which is the reality of the path that leads to the end of suffering—the quintessence of the path is that we first develop and deepen our concentration through the practice of śamatha for the sake of wisdom achieved through vipaśyanā. When we learn about the foundational teachings of the Buddha—the first turning of the wheel of Dharma, the four noble truths, and the practices of ethics, samādhi, and wisdom—we might ask ourselves, Do they inspire faith, confidence, and trust in the Buddha who claimed to have achieved perfect awakening? As we encounter the life and teachings of the Buddha, do we feel a deep sense of faith and reverence, of commitment and trust? Likewise, are we inspired by the teachings that he revealed and that can be conveyed in the Dharma of words and expression, as well as in the Dharma of realization? These are two types of Dharma: that which can be expressed in words, and the realization to which the words point. Do we have trust and faith in the Buddha and the Dharma? Do we take refuge in them?


Following the Buddha, of course, we have had a hundred generations of Buddhist practitioners, monastic and nonmonastic, who have kept this a living tradition for many centuries right to the present day. Are there people today who are achieving śamatha and vipaśyanā? Is anyone still gaining a direct identification of pristine awareness? Undoubtedly, yes! We are not exhuming a corpse here; we are not digging up old texts, the meanings of which have been forgotten and are irrelevant. This tradition is alive; it is living right now. The torch burns because of the continuance of the Saṅgha since the time of the Buddha, especially those authentic holders of the Dharma and its lineages. Do we have faith, confidence, and trust in such people? For myself, such people include His Holiness the Dalai Lama, Gyatrul Rinpoché, Yangthang Rinpoché, and Penor Rinpoché, as well as many other lamas.


The place to begin is to aspire to be free of suffering and to find happiness. But whom do you trust? Are you going to try to make it up as you go and figure it out all by yourself? In countless lifetimes, that is exactly what you have done. In countless lifetimes, you have not had qualified spiritual mentors, not encountered the Dharma, not devoted yourself to ethics, or to śamatha, and so on. You have “been there and done that,” and where has it taken you? Where are you right now? You do have some momentum, and so the question is, Do you ride that wave of momentum and build it even further, or do you find something else to do because you feel the short-term gratification is greater or easier?


Revolutions in Outlook


As Gyatrul Rinpoché emphasizes in his commentary, you must go step by step. He then gives a beautiful, short discourse on the four revolutions in outlook in order to explain how to arouse this aspiration to be free of suffering and to find happiness. As he explains, the first of these revolutions in outlook involves reflecting on the rarity and preciousness of gaining a human rebirth, replete with all the “freedoms and endowments,”4 all the outer and inner conditions that provide us with the opportunity to achieve enlightenment in this very life. In brief, these include being born in the human realm: in a land where you have access to authentic Dharma, your faculties are intact, you are able to adopt a lifestyle where you are not harming others or engaging in nonvirtue, and you have faith in the Three Jewels. When all of those freedoms and endowments are assembled in one life, you have everything; all the requisites are there to at least reach the path—and even, in principle, to achieve perfect enlightenment—in this lifetime. There are eighteen qualities of such a fully endowed human life, and you need all of them to do so. Some people in the world have three, some have two, and many others have none. Chances are, if you are reading this book, you have all eighteen.


Having all of these requisites is like planning to cook a banquet. You have not yet begun cooking, but you go into a master chef’s kitchen, look at all the ingredients, and see that everything is there to prepare the meal, including the stove, oven, cooking utensils, pots, pans, and ample space to do so. All you need to do is put everything together, give yourself some time, and you will serve a banquet unlike anything you’ve seen before. In this way, we are preparing a banquet of Dharma; all the requisites are here.


Recalling the analogy His Holiness the Dalai Lama gave me during my first audience with him, he said that I was like a homeless beggar who had come to Dharamsala seeking spiritual nourishment. Sitting down with a feast of Dharma in front of me, there was the invitation to dine well. “Now you have the opportunity to cook your own feast,” he told me. “The more you are nourished by this feast of Dharma, the greater your strength and vitality will grow, and the more capable you will become to share this feast with others.”


Gyatrul Rinpoché comments here on the preciousness of obtaining a human rebirth with freedoms and endowments, saying, “With these freedoms and endowments, you are then in a position to achieve freedom or ultimate, permanent happiness in this very body, in this very lifetime.”5 All the requisites, outer and inner, are already assembled, thanks to powerful merit accrued over past lifetimes. Having a precious human rebirth is not random; it does not happen out of luck. There is no such thing as luck when it comes to actions and their consequences—there are simply actions and the fruition of those actions. Without developing a sense of pride or superiority, you should feel grateful for these precious opportunities. Considering the eight billion people on the planet, your current situation is extremely rare. When you look into these qualities of a life replete with all the freedoms and endowments needed to achieve enlightenment in one lifetime, notice how remarkably uncommon this opportunity is—uncommon, but not mysterious. With these endowments, you are, as Gyatrul Rinpoché says, “in a position to achieve freedom or ultimate, permanent happiness in this very body, in this very lifetime.”


“On the other hand,” Gyatrul Rinpoché continues, “if you misuse such an opportunity, through this very body you can accumulate karma that produces the result of a lower rebirth.”6 You should have overwhelming gratitude for all who have enabled you to be where you are right now. You have survived; perhaps you are in good health; you are clothed, sheltered, and even have the Dharma. You are here and wouldn’t be alive right now if it were not for the kindness of others who provided you with food, clothing, transportation, education, and so forth.


In my case, virtually all the education I’ve received—the inexpressibly precious teachings I received in India over the last fifty years from lamas, as well as the educations I received at Amherst College and Stanford University—has been for free. I never could have received this Western education if I had to pay the tuition; it is only because of the kindness and generosity of others that I was able to attend these institutions. With that comes a solemn responsibility, a sense of gravitas. I have received an enormous amount and feel so wealthy when it comes to the Dharma; it is therefore my responsibility to selflessly teach when it is requested. In so doing, I am given the opportunity to repay the kindness of my gurus and of sentient beings. I firmly believe that I will not have fully repaid their kindness until every sentient being is free—that is the bodhisattva’s aspiration.


The path starts with motivation—recognizing the preciousness and the rarity of this opportunity, and knowing that this life is a time of enormous potential. However, if you misuse it, treat it casually, disregard it, or distract yourself with mundane pursuits driven by attachments and self-centeredness—wealth, success, and so forth—then obstacles are going to arise. Saṃsāra is an ocean of adversity with glimpses of felicity here and there. As long as you are driven by mundane desires and self-centeredness, then undoubtedly you will encounter a myriad of impediments that will easily arouse jealousy, anger, hatred, resentment, anxiety, fear, and subsequent retaliation. The story of saṃsāra is not a happy one; it is a chronicle of variations on misery, with a few people getting the cream, and most people getting the mud.


You have this opportunity, and the question is, Do you take full advantage of it? Do you fully recognize what you have received? It is not because God, Buddha, or anybody else favors you or thinks you are elite. It is simply that by the great merit you have accrued in past lifetimes along with your motivation, ethics, purity, and dedication to practice, that you have these rare and precious opportunities. What will you do with these opportunities? Will you recognize them fully? If you do, then your priorities will shift radically, and you will develop conative intelligence.


In my case, that priority shift occurred to some extent by the time I was twenty-one years old. I had no outside financial support but had enough savings to buy a one-way ticket to India without extra money for a return ticket. If any sacrifices needed to be made, I was willing to make them, although I didn’t feel they were even sacrifices in the first place. In every case, those great beings who have achieved profound states of realization have turned their minds away from mundane desires, priorities, and goals. Whether as monastics or laypeople, they completely oriented their aspirations toward the liberation of perfect awakening for the sake of all sentient beings. They are the ones who became the mahāsattvas, the great beings, yogis, scholars, teachers, and realized ones. Motivation starts by recognizing our current opportunities.


Gyatrul Rinpoché continues by commenting on the importance of facing and accepting the reality of impermanence and mortality and, in particular, of recognizing the vulnerability to suffering that is found in all realms of saṃsāra. As Gyatrul Rinpoché explains, “Contemplating the suffering of cyclic existence and the precious human rebirth, which is so difficult to obtain inspires you to seize this rare and precious opportunity.”7 We don’t even need to look beyond the human realm to get a sense of the horrors of the lower realms. There are the hellish realms people find themselves in as human beings; many people exist in a preta-like realm of starvation, poverty, and the like. The many people who are enslaved, or who are trying to eke out an existence for a minimum wage under the domination of tyrants, bosses, or a poor economy, are living in a facsimile of the animal realm, where they are treated like human animals. In such conditions, many people don’t have any higher or loftier aspirations beyond simply getting by and having enough food, shelter, and clothing to survive.




You now finally have the opportunity in this lifetime to realize what you have always wanted. Your desire to be happy and to have sustainable well-being did not come from the Buddha or from any other great spiritual leader or teacher. You have always wanted to be free of suffering; yet, here you are, still vulnerable. However, now in this lifetime, you can irreversibly change all of this so that you are never in that same condition ever again. Gyatrul Rinpoché describes the next step once you have developed and sharpened the proper motivation, saying, “it is the contemplation of impermanence that truly motivates you to begin practice immediately.”8 By “impermanence,” he means the impermanence of your own mortality and of everything around you.


Everything that is born then dies or vanishes. Within saṃsāra, whatever goes up must come down; whether it is wealth, prestige, or any number of transient attainments. Where there is a meeting with your loved ones, friends, pets, and so forth, there is also a parting. Whatever you acquire will be lost. Recognize that within saṃsāra you will never find the satisfaction you seek, even if you could live for a hundred thousand years and acquire all the wealth imaginable. Now, however, this precious human rebirth provides for you the opportunities to attain true satisfaction—and yet, these opportunities could vanish at any time. You are never too young to die—not in your mother’s womb, childbirth, or infancy. You are never too healthy or too safe to die. You will never have enough insurance such that you couldn’t die at any time. Factor all of this into your pursuit of happiness, and it will fundamentally change your priorities. It is an inexorable fact that you will die—you do not know when, but your life is going to be over, and you will no longer have this body, mind, and identity of being this particular human being. However, you will not vanish. Many people wish and believe they will simply stop existing at death, but this is not how it works; consciousness is conserved like mass and energy—it cannot become nothing, and it does not originate from or turn back into matter or energy. You will be here in the reality of saṃsāra indefinitely unless you find the right combination of practices and ways of viewing reality in order to open the door to liberation.


If you can say in truth that you are pure, your mental afflictions are subdued, and you are living a life of constant virtue, then wonderful! Most people, though, have amassed an abundance of negative karma. Eruptions of anger and rage? Welcome to the hell realms. Flares of greed, lust, and selfishness? The preta realms will consume you. Spurts of stupidity and delusion? An animal existence awaits you. Bursts of jealousy? Be prepared for the asura realms. As for living a virtuous life while also reveling in mundane pleasures, you may get what you want, be born as a deva, and have a really enjoyable time for a while; but your karma will eventually exhaust itself, and then it’s right back into the dump you go!


You need to recognize that this human life you have attained is an incredibly rare and precious opportunity—and it does not last. You are getting older, and time never reverses; you are never getting younger—though you can pretend you are. With a lot of “work,” you can look like you are not aging as quickly or maybe even look younger, but it is all merely a façade. Your internal organs are getting older, and your brain is getting older. Becoming aware of and accepting the fact that you have the opportunity to practice now will fundamentally shift your priorities. It gives you a titanium grit, such that whatever hardships come along on the path of Dharma—and they will come, sometimes intensely or, it may seem, unbearably—will not be as intolerable as saṃsāra. What’s oppressive is life without Dharma. This contemplation of impermanence is what truly motivates us to begin practicing immediately. There is no time to waste!


Further, with every volitional act, you are creating your future. Every moment has significance. These revolutions in outlook will change everything. When you see that śamatha is a direct route within the domain of saṃsāra to tapping into a sense of genuine well-being that is robust and sustainable, then you will view differently hedonic pleasures and the pursuits of them.


A Qualified Teacher, Guru Yoga, Refuge, and Bodhicitta


Gyatrul Rinpoché continues, “You also begin to realize that it is extremely difficult to consider getting out of saṃsāra without someone to guide you.”9 If you could do it without any external guidance, you would already be free since you have been intelligent and educated in countless past lifetimes, and have had varying degrees of wealth, power, and prestige. None of that has helped though. There are plenty of people offering advice, and a lot of it is good. Just pick up any newspaper and there will be good advice—albeit advice to make saṃsāra a bit more pleasant and to alleviate a transient amount of pain, discomfort, and anxiety in this lifetime. There is no end to good advice. But how many people can show you the way to complete and irreversible freedom in all lifetimes? How many can plant the roots of Dharma so deeply in your life that you will never be separated from Dharma in any future lifetime? Optimally, the greatest guide you could possibly hope for is to encounter a buddha and receive guidance from that person, as the direct disciples of the Buddha did. They were inconceivably fortunate; they had accumulated an enormous amount of merit to be able to walk the earth with the Buddha and receive his personal guidance. We do not have such an opportunity to study with the historical Buddha. Even so, there are people now who carry the Buddha’s lineage and wisdom, people who have gained some understanding, knowledge, and perhaps insight and realization, and who can shed light on the path that Buddha Śākyamuni revealed—the same path that the historical individual Padmasambhava revealed, along with the many other great beings who followed—Nāgārjuna, Asaṅga, Śāntideva, Atiśa, and more. In order to have any chance of even finding this path, let alone proceeding along it, you need someone to guide you. Such a guide will save you a great deal of time.


Gyatrul Rinpoché echoes this point, saying, “Until now you have been unable to liberate yourselves without a guide. It’s very important that you find a spiritual teacher who is qualified and willing to help you achieve freedom.”10 The importance of the guru is such that he or she points out your actual nature, to which you have been oblivious for countless lifetimes in the past. Note that in Dzokchen practice, there are many preliminaries, and these preliminaries are not finished until you are perfectly enlightened. As you devote yourself to and immerse yourself in this straight, unelaborated path of śamatha, vipaśyanā, and tekchö, there is one utterly indispensable and complementary practice that will enrich, adorn, support, sustain, and empower your practice: guru yoga. This is the relationship with a guru that is indispensably rooted in a clear understanding, and preferably some realization, of the emptiness of inherent nature of yourself. You are not intrinsically a sentient being and never actually came into existence as a sentient being—it is all delusive appearances.




Moreover, the guru is someone who you have ascertained to be qualified by way of his or her teachings being authentic and, in this case, truly representing the Dzokchen tradition. You have determined by observing this person that their conduct is very much in accordance with the teachings they are offering. To the best of their ability, they are embodying and enacting the teachings they are sharing, and you know this with confidence for yourself. You can see whether or not this is true by using your own sound, discerning intelligence. Relatively few people are qualified to teach Dzokchen. Ensure that the teachings are authentic and that the guru’s conduct neither obscures the teachings nor their buddha nature as you see it. The guru’s conduct must not be incongruous, incompatible, or dissonant with the sublime teachings, and you must know that directly.


Subjectively, it is important to have a personal connection with the guru. Is your heart touched? Do you feel blessings? Do you feel a resonance with the guru’s way of teaching? Are you truly benefiting from the presence, the conduct, and the teachings of the guru? If you have ascertained so, using your own intelligence, then you may view a certain person as your guru.


That said, it is not enough simply to encounter a fully qualified teacher who understands how to reach the irreversible path and proceed along it; you must inquire into the teacher’s motivation to teach. Again, just like with the aspiration to achieve śamatha, there are many motivations people might have for wanting to be a Dharma teacher. Some may like to teach Dharma because they want to have the respect and reverence of other people, to have followers and students, and to gain a reputation. That could be a motivation, though it is one more expression of ego-grasping and self-centeredness; it is the motivation that says, “I want to be somebody who people recognize and appreciate!” For some people, the motivation could be wealth; for others, it might be fame, power, and influence. Although there are many possible motivations one might have for teaching Dharma, there is only one suitable motivation, without which one should not teach. Whatever lineage one belongs to—Theravādin, Zen, Tibetan, and so on—the teacher should be teaching with at least an approximation of the Buddha’s own motivation: compassion. With such compassion, you recognize that sentient beings around you are suffering, and most of them do not know the actual causes of suffering. They may know what outwardly contributes to their suffering, but they do not recognize the actual causes of suffering within. They can name heaps of things around them that bring temporary happiness; but how many people know what can be cultivated from within to create a sustainable sense of well-being? Such well-being is not achieved all at once but grows progressively, so that eventually your ground state is an ongoing sense of well-being.


Look at His Holiness the Dalai Lama, who seems to always be riding a wave of well-being! He emanates warmth, kindness, and laughter with such ease. It is not necessarily his inconceivable degree of realization, but simply his maturation in Dharma that leads him to ride such a current of well-being. Another beautiful example is Khandro-la—Rangjung Neljorma Khandro Namsel Drönme—a naturally self-emergent yogini and ḍākinī. Listening to her voice, looking at her facial expressions and body language, it is obvious that she embodies joy, wisdom, compassion, and kindness. Every part of her seems to be saturated by such contentment. In other lamas, this quality of well-being often manifests more as a profound serenity. Yangthang Rinpoché was a great flow of serenity, calm, peacefulness, and wisdom. For Gyatrul Rinpoché, it manifested as an ongoing stream of humility, humor, kindness, joy, and compassionate service. This is Dharma. It is deeply inspiring to encounter such people. They give us hope by letting us know that they have not always been this way; even the Buddha was not always that way—their realization has been cultivated. If His Holiness the Dalai Lama, Gyatrul Rinpoché, and other great beings can manifest in this way, then there is some hope for us too.


Within Vajrayāna there is still the foundational refuge of Buddha, Dharma, and Saṅgha, but additionally there is the outer refuge-taking in your lama. The lama is more than simply a spiritual friend, a spiritual guide, or a person who gives instruction. Within the context of Vajrayāna, the lama is your spiritual mentor. As you take the fruition as the path—for yourself, for your lama, and over time, for your vajra siblings—you develop pure vision in all directions. Then, the lama becomes an embodiment and an emanation of the Buddha. It is of utmost importance to choose a qualified lama, because if, out of lack of understanding or delusion, you choose someone who is not qualified, that person can turn into your worst enemy and even lead you astray. You must take heed and use caution. Having found a genuine teacher, seek refuge in the Sūtrayāna path, comprising the bodhisattva path and the path of individual liberation; take refuge in the Buddha, Dharma, and Saṅgha. From there, you may move to more advanced levels of practice in Vajrayāna. Still, you do take refuge in the lama and in your yidam.


Your yidam is that personification, archetypal form, deity, manifestation of the divine and of the Buddha, that most resonates with your heart and most stimulates your faith, trust, admiration, and worship. The yidam may be in a divine feminine form, like Tārā; in a divine masculine form, as in Mañjuśrī; or in the form of a historical figure, like Padmasambhava, Yeshé Tsogyal, or Jé Tsongkhapa. The yidam often emphasizes a particular quality of enlightenment—compassion in Avalokiteśvara and power in Vajrapāṇi, for example—and is the Buddha with whom you feel a strong heart connection. It is the manifestation of the Buddha—Mañjuśrī or Tārā, for example—that you would like to actualize. The yidam reminds you that you do, in fact, have that potential.


In Vajrayāna, in addition to taking refuge in the lama and the yidam, one also takes refuge in the ḍākinī—khandroma in Tibetan—the feminine principle and the feminine embodiment of enlightenment. The ḍākinī encompasses all the qualities of enlightenment, not just compassion or loving-kindness. She is peaceful, expansive, powerful, and even ferocious, all manifesting in feminine forms. Taking refuge in the feminine aspect of enlightenment and the feminine embodiments of the qualities of enlightenment allows you to embrace this yidam as an object of refuge. It is crucial in Vajrayāna practice to revere and honor the feminine manifestation of enlightenment with profound humility, regardless of your gender.


A further refuge is also found within the stage of completion in Vajrayāna, where you go into the subtle physiology of the channels, the vital energies, the essential fluids, and the cakras. You are also taking refuge here because it is through the refinement of the subtle body that this profound inner transformation takes place. Accordingly, you entrust yourself to these inner aspects of your own being. Finally there is the culmination, atiyoga, which is synonymous with Dzokchen, or Mahāsaṇdhi (Skt.)—the Great Perfection. It is here that you come to the pinnacle, and to the simplest, of all the spiritual vehicles. These vehicles start with the Śrāvakayāna and progress through the Bodhisattvayāna, to the outer tantras, inner tantras, and, ultimately, to the ninth yāna, or spiritual vehicle: atiyoga. In this final vehicle, you take the ultimate refuge, what all the other refuges—Buddha, Dharma, Saṅgha, lama, yidam, ḍākinī—are all pointing to. These objects of refuge all finally direct your attention inward to the ultimate source of refuge, that in which you can most essentially and profoundly take refuge and trust: your own buddha nature and pristine awareness. Hence the Dzokchen aphorism, “Do not look outside yourself for the Buddha.” But until you are sufficiently matured for such a realization to become real, practical, meaningful, transformative, and to truly provide you with a sense of safety and refuge, it will serve you first to take outer refuge and then spiral inward, until you come to the very ground of your own being.


Atiyoga refuge involves taking refuge directly in the mind’s essential, empty nature, in its luminous manifest nature, and in its distinctive characteristic of unobstructed, unconditional, all-pervasive compassion. These are three facets of pristine awareness. The first is the empty, essential nature, which is in fact nothing other than dharmakāya, the mind of the Buddha. The second characteristic is the luminous manifest nature, which is sambhogakāya, the subtlest, most rarefied manifestation of the Buddha’s service for others. The third facet is the unobstructed, all-pervasive compassion, which is simply nirmāṇakāya. The central theme of the Dzokchen view is that all of the three kāyas, or embodiments—dharmakāya, sambhogakāya, and nirmāṇakāya—are already perfect and complete within. They are already there, so all you need to do is remove the many veils and obscurations that conceal your actual nature. For this reason, it is classically said in Dzokchen that the fundamental difference between sentient beings and buddhas is that sentient beings do not know who they are, and buddhas know. It is that simple.


In the face of internal or external adversities—when saṃsāra is rising up to meet you and negative karma is ripening, when you become ill, assaulted by enemies, face natural catastrophes, or personal tragedy ensues—then you will need refuge. There is no one who is so strong, bold, or courageous that they do not need a refuge—unless, of course, they are an arhat or a buddha. In the face of felicity—when everything is fine, fortune seems to be smiling on you, and things are going smoothly—you are still not immune to aging, sickness, and death. Adversity comes to everyone. Tragedy comes to everyone. When it does, it becomes evident what was always true: if we are to bear the adversity and transform it into Dharma, we need refuge.


Everybody has some sort of refuge. Some people call it their bank account; others call it job security; and for some, it may be food, drugs, or alcohol. There are many false or thin refuges that entail looking for refuge within saṃsāra. Only those who are sublimely free of even the differentiation between saṃsāra and nirvāṇa—that is, the buddhas—are the true guides, the true refuges. If you take refuge today, you can have these enlightened beings as your refuge starting today and until you become enlightened. They can provide this security in every lifetime—but only if you take refuge. If you are not seeking refuge, then they cannot be there for you in this way. Use discernment and beware of the innumerable false refuges and people who give misleading, superficial, or bad advice. Taking refuge is your responsibility. You should take care to choose an appropriate teacher and to take refuge in that which actually offers a true refuge from the sufferings of saṃsāra.


Coupled with this true refuge, you must develop bodhicitta to venture into Dzokchen and into Mahāyāna in general. Regarding bodhicitta, Gyatrul Rinpoché declares, “Developing the wish to liberate or enlighten all living beings is the initial stage of developing bodhicitta, the awakening mind. With that wish, you need to develop immeasurable impartiality, love, compassion, and empathetic joy for all beings and their deeds,”11 taking delight in their deeds and their virtues. He continues, “Once these four immeasurables have been developed, you are ready to practice bodhicitta.” Gyatrul Rinpoché is describing here the two main categories of bodhicitta: aspiring bodhicitta entails the profound resolve to achieve enlightenment for the sake of all beings, while engaged bodhicitta involves actualizing that aspiration by devoting yourself to the cultivation of the six perfections. Düdjom Rinpoché’s quintessential commentary is focused on explaining stage-of-completion practices and does not explicitly mention the prerequisite of developing bodhicitta. But before engaging in such advanced practice, you first have to identify and take to heart all the preparations needed to come to this completion.




Gyatrul Rinpoché concludes his discussion of the preliminaries, stating, “This has been a brief overview of the meaning and importance of the preliminary contemplations, as well as the basic taking of refuge and generation of bodhicitta. These practices are essential prerequisites to the practice of śamatha, which is the main subject of discussion.” Düdjom Rinpoché doesn’t explain these preliminaries simply because he assumes you have read other Dharma texts before. But Gyatrul Rinpoché precedes the instructions on śamatha with these absolutely essential, indispensable points. People with no background in Dharma whatsoever can practice śamatha, of course. Anybody can watch their breath, observe thoughts, or rest in awareness, and they can do so with a multitude of motivations. However, śamatha in our context is for the sake of Dzokchen, and Dzokchen is for the sake of achieving enlightenment in this very lifetime. Gyatrul Rinpoché has provided us with the foundation of the foundation—the deep root system of the basis. The foundational preliminary practices just discussed form a support structure for śamatha, the basis of all the other higher practices.


Establishing a Healthy Baseline


The terms “baseline,” “default mode,” and “ground state” are terms used regularly in the realms of psychology and neuroscience. Your baseline is your mind in its ordinary mode. If you’re like most people, your waking baseline is rumination. You generally sit there with a wandering mind, thoughts flitting about from this to that, and this state is your normal baseline. However, in the practice of Dharma, you are seeking to establish a baseline of dynamic equilibrium—not one of rumination, chaos, and the clustered confusion of thoughts and memories. This dynamic equilibrium is not rigid, but flows without any perceived chaos or disarray on the outside, without diverging from your firm yet spacious baseline.


In order to establish such a baseline, a good thing to do throughout the entirety of our Dharma practice is to reflect on and practice the bodhisattva way of life, in which the aspiration and ideal is that we deeply cultivate the four immeasurables of loving-kindness, compassion, empathetic joy, and impartiality. Then, on the basis of that fourfold root system, we cultivate bodhicitta so that it is the underlying motivation for our practice—in this way, what we fundamentally and continuously want more than anything else is to achieve perfect awakening for the sake of all sentient beings. Thus, you practice more and more deeply until bodhicitta arises more spontaneously and effortlessly, becoming the desire behind all other desires.


If you are hungry, then there is a desire to eat; but why should you eat? There are many reasons to eat, but how about eating to nourish your body so that you can continue to practice and achieve enlightenment for the sake of all sentient beings? You might want to go for a walk, but why go for a walk? Your body needs exercise in order to be healthy; but why does that matter? It matters so that you can practice Dharma and achieve enlightenment for the sake of all sentient beings. For any endeavor—eating, going to the bathroom, walking, sleeping, conversing, having occasional entertainment—the underlying motivation for every meaningful activity that is not clearly nonvirtuous and detrimental could be the motivation of bodhicitta. Cultivate that and, as many times as possible, season the day throughout with that and the four immeasurables. Like a homing pigeon that keeps returning to its roost, keep returning to this home. In this way, you will establish more firmly a baseline that is rich and replete with virtue and momentum for enlightenment—for the benefit of all.


As mentioned, another crucial element in every meditation session is taking refuge. You can even take refuge at the beginning of every meaningful endeavor: taking a class, doing homework, teaching, plumbing. You can take refuge every time you need someone’s help. If a screen is torn or blinds are broken, you can take refuge in the people who replace and repair screens and blinds. When beginning all meaningful activities, return to the equilibrium of breathing and relaxing, settling in the present moment, and grounding your awareness. In this calm and balanced place, you are embodied. Return to settling your respiration, which can often be strained, restricted, and impeded by emotion, tension, anxiety, and so forth. These tensions can disturb the flow of the respiration and disrupt your nervous system. Keep coming back again and again to bodhicitta as a motivation for every meaningful deed. Even when having a sip of water, you can drink more water for the sake of all sentient beings. Your motivation right now is to cultivate bodhicitta in order to let the nectar of Düdjom Rinpoché’s and Gyatrul Rinpoché’s teachings flow into, saturate, permeate, and purify your mind.
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