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I am delighted that Wisdom Publications has published this new book entitled Sacred Places, Sacred Teachings, written by the great Vinaya holder Khenchen Rinpoche Konchog Gyaltshen. I am confident that this book will be of great benefit to many readers, as Khenchen is not only a great scholar of Buddhist philosophy but also someone with exceptional insight into Eastern and Western cultures, ancient and contemporary.


I extend my heartfelt wishes for its success!
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Garchen Konchog Gyaltsen


September 8, 2024
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A GUIDE TO FOLLOWING THE FOOTSTEPS OF THE BUDDHA — FOR THE PILGRIM IN INDIA AND AT HOME.


The holy sites of India — Bodh Gaya, Sarnath, Shravasti, and others — became holy because the Buddha blessed them by performing his enlightened activities there. When we become holy through our practice of the Buddha’s instructions, then the places we go will be made holy, too. In this wise, heartfelt, and indispensable guide, Khenchen Konchog Gyaltshen takes us on a journey through the major holy sites for Buddhist pilgrimage by offering profound teachings related to each of the sacred places — ancient wisdom well-suited for modern times, and especially for facing emotional challenges. Through meditation practice, we can realize and capture what the Buddha described as the profundity of the mind, which is completely peaceful, free from elaboration, luminous, and uncompounded. In that way, we experience the joy of following the footsteps of the Buddha.


“It is my sincere hope that this book will guide readers toward an authentic understanding of Buddha’s teachings and assist all sentient beings in their journey toward enlightenment.”


— from the foreword by


His Holiness Drikung Kyabgön Chetsang Rinpoche












Lord, formerly monks who had spent the Rains in various places


used to come to see the Tathagata,


and we used to welcome them


so that such well-trained monks might see you and pay their respects.


But with the Lord’s passing,


we shall no longer have a chance to do this.


Ananda, there are four places


the sight of which should arouse emotion in the faithful.


Which are they?


“Here the Tathagata was born” is the first.


“Here the Tathagata attained supreme enlightenment” is the second.”


“Here the Tathagata set in motion the Wheel of Dhamma” is the third.


“Here the Tathagata attained the Nibbana-element without remainder” is the fourth.


Ananda, faithful monks and nuns, male and female lay-followers


will visit those places.


And any who die while making the pilgrimage


to these shrines with a devout heart will,


at the breaking-up of the body after death,


be reborn in a heavenly world.


 — Mahaparinibbana Sutra
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Foreword


IN THE 1980S, I tasked Khenchen Konchog Gyaltshen with establishing the first Drigung Kagyü center on the American continent. Since then, he has also taught inside Tibet and around the globe for decades.


In November 2011, Khenchen Rinpoche led over ninety pilgrims from various countries on a two-week pilgrimage to sacred Buddhist sites in India. During this journey, he imparted valuable teachings accessible to both beginners and advanced practitioners. In Bodh Gaya, practitioners were taught the short guru yoga of Lord Jigten Sumgön. In Sarnath, Varanasi, where the Buddha first turned the wheel of Dharma, Khenchen Rinpoche taught the four noble truths. At Vulture Peak, where Buddha turned the wheel of Dharma for a second time, Khenchen Rinpoche imparted teachings on the perfection of wisdom through the Heart Sutra. At Nalanda University, he shared the life stories of Shantideva and his classic work, the Bodhicharyavatara. In Kushinagar, he emphasized the importance of bodhichitta. In Lumbini, he introduced the practice of the fivefold path of mahamudra.


It is my sincere hope that this book will guide readers toward an authentic understanding of the Buddha’s teachings and assist all sentient beings in their journey toward enlightenment.


With my prayers,
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Drikung Kyabgön Tinle Lhundup 
May 10, 2024 
Kyoto, Japan










Preface


THIS SMALL BOOK is a collection of teachings that were primarily given during a pilgrimage to the four main Buddhist holy places in India and some of the secondary sites a decade ago. Originally, this trip was to be led by His Holiness Drikung Kyabgön Chetsang Rinpoche, who had agreed to give teachings along the way to whoever could participate. When His Holiness became ill shortly before the pilgrimage was to commence, with close to ninety participants joining from around the world, I was asked to lead the pilgrimage. It was a privilege to have such a great opportunity to receive blessings at these holy places. I was especially pleased about the teachings I could give, which became the core of this book. We were reminded of how these places came to be holy and remembered for thousands of years.


As the group progressed on its pilgrimage, I gave teachings that were inspired by the enlightened activities of the Buddha that took place at each stop. For example, we investigated the four noble truths at the place where the Buddha first taught them, and discussed the Heart Sutra where he first taught it to a vast assembly of humans, deities, and bodhisattvas. Many, many great scholars walked the paths at Nalanda, so I chose to highlight one of them, Shantideva, while we were there. While we can all aspire to see these sites in person, such travel may not be possible for everyone. To give you a sense of being there, each chapter begins with a description of what you would see if you were able to travel there. This is followed by an explanation of why each place is sacred and a bit of the history of what happened there. Reading teachings that were inspired by the holy sites of the Buddha’s lifetime can inspire us in our own journey to liberation and enlightenment, right from our own home.


Since everything is interdependent, it took many contributors to materialize this small book. Zabrina Leung from Sweden recorded all the talks during the pilgrimage and took hours to transcribe them. She repeatedly encouraged me to turn the collection of talks into a book. I was traveling a lot, and had no time or energy to do it. Zabrina took the initiative to find other people who could help. Kay Candler did some editing, which I appreciate. Finally, the project was turned over to Khenmo Trinlay, who polished the English and went through the manuscript with me several times to improve its clarity and add some explanations. I am grateful to all these individuals. Without their sincerity, devotion to the precious Dharma teachings, the wisdom of the Buddha, this book would not have been accomplished.


To aid readers who are unfamiliar with Tibetan Buddhism, we included a glossary that contains short definitions of specialized terminology and identifies the persons mentioned in the book. As a quick reference, there is also a glossary containing the many enumerated lists that are so typical of Buddhist writings. Finally, there is an annotated bibliography of the writings mentioned that you may find useful as you pursue further study. Translations in this book are my own, unless otherwise cited in a note or the bibliography.


This book is dedicated to the welfare of sentient beings. I sincerely hope it will help many people to understand the Dharma, the wisdom and compassion of the Buddha. I want to remind anyone who reads this book: Don’t just look at the words. Try to understand them and apply them in your life to get their full benefit. When we study and practice the precious Dharma, we need a perspective that encompasses more than this life or just oneself. Instead, we focus on a solution that results in complete perfection of the optimal goal for everyone.
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Introduction


A PILGRIMAGE IS UNLIKE any other form of travel, and certainly any other activity from our daily life. If we recognize this from the start and appreciate our journey as a way not only to trace the Buddha’s life, but also to appreciate how beings have benefitted from his activities, then a pilgrimage becomes so joyous. The Buddha uncovered the causes of suffering, revealed our innate mental clarity, and taught us how to gather the positive causes that lead to permanent happiness. These truths are universal. Of course, it is not easy to dispel the delusions that cause suffering; we have been habituated in them for a long time. So long, in fact, that we have come to believe our delusions are real. So we repeat the same mistakes over and over, and suffering never comes to an end. Everyone in the world strives for happiness their whole life, but in the end, no one is entirely free of suffering. The Buddha’s wisdom pinpointed the root cause of our delusion for us and showed how lost we are in the jungle of confusion. The possibility of enlightenment gives us great hope and joy that suffering can actually end.


Pilgrims don’t travel as tourists do, taking pictures and sightseeing, just looking a place over and quickly leaving for the next one. At each place we can reflect on the Buddha’s wisdom and take the opportunity to appreciate how precious his teachings are now and have been for centuries. Through the ages, people from all over the world have sacrificed their time and resources to visit these holy places to honor the Buddha and his followers, and to receive blessings. Just as in ancient times, today people stay for days to study the precious Dharma. Afterward, they take the Buddha’s message of wisdom, compassion, and purification back to their own countries. In this way, the Dharma has benefitted countless sentient beings all over the world since the Buddha transmitted it 2,600 years ago. How amazing!


Outwardly, these sites became holy because the Buddha blessed them by performing his enlightened activities there. Honoring these places today supports our efforts to build inner courage, wisdom, and compassion; to purify all our shortcomings; and to create peace and harmony within. When we become holy through the practice of the Buddha’s instructions, then the places we go will be made holy. Think of Milarepa: even though he committed such harmful acts in his youth, now, every place he went during his lifetime is full of blessings because he became enlightened. This thought can encourage us to study and practice tirelessly.


The most important practices that the Buddha taught are love, compassion, bodhichitta, and causality. The Dharma is not just an academic philosophy, but is a practical method that dispels the confusion and mental afflictions that directly cause all the suffering in the world. When you encounter conflicts and obstacles, step back and reflect on these practices instead of indulging in the conflict. This will help to reduce pride and ego, and increase your understanding of others, allowing you to walk in others’ shoes. Then through this wisdom and the method of compassion, a real sense of serenity is possible. We can’t leave the teachings on the table and expect peace and happiness to come without effort. The Buddha gave complete instructions. Recalling interdependence, our part is to take responsibility for our study and practice.


All Buddhists are not buddhas; we are not all enlightened, so there is always a possibility we may make mistakes and face limitations. But as we progress in these practices, we will become happier and more peaceful. Then we will have the inner resources to help others. Bodhichitta is the consummate path and method to train our mind. Once our mind becomes a friend, we, too, become holy.


Interdependent arising is a fundamental doctrine held by all Buddhist traditions. It explains that no phenomena, including ourselves, exist inherently or as independent entities; everything arises in dependence on various causes and conditions. Our planet and all its inhabitants function within that framework. This is not just Buddhist philosophy; this is how all phenomena function, universally. We just need incisive awareness, a clear mind, to capture the reality nature of all phenomena. We cannot presume we know how reality works or guess at it. We have to measure our actions very carefully and create the right causes for what we desire.


After practicing relative bodhichitta, we practice ultimate bodhichitta or mahamudra. When the Buddha became enlightened, he declared, “I have found an unafflicted nectar that is deeply profound, total peace, free from fabrication, luminous, and unconditioned.” This describes the nature of mind; every individual has it equally. The Buddha completely eliminated all delusion and directly realized absolute wisdom. That is the holiest among the holy.


Even though we have the potential to realize the nature of mind, it is like gold hidden in ore, or butter yet to be churned from milk. With great compassion, the Buddha showed the method to reveal our true nature, the universal way every being is constituted. We all want to be free from suffering and always desire peace and happiness, but we remain ignorant of how to accomplish this. Everyone, even small ants, keeps busy looking for a better place, a place with less suffering. We dedicate our entire lives to this endeavor, but the day never comes when we can say, “Now my mission is accomplished.” We are always dissatisfied; we never have enough. Even if someone made a billion dollars, they would still be hungry for more. The Buddha discovered total satisfaction, the ultimate achievement, and left instructions on how we, too, can achieve the same. We already have this great path; we don’t have to research anything, just follow it. That’s why I called this book Sacred Places, Sacred Teachings: Following the Footsteps of the Buddha.
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Mara, you should not toil to no purpose;


give up your murderous intent and go in peace.


For this sage can no more be shaken by you


than Meru, the greatest of mountains, by the wind.


Fire might lose its nature of being hot,


water its liquidity, earth its solidity,


but in view of the meritorious deeds accumulated by him


through many ages he cannot abandon his resolution.


For such is his vow, his energy, his mental power, his compassion for all,


that he will not rise up till he has attained the truth,


just as the thousand-rayed sun


does not rise without dispelling the darkness.


As by rubbing wood long enough a man obtains fire,


and by digging the earth deep enough he obtains water;


nothing is impossible of achievement to the man of perseverance.


Everything that is undertaken by the proper method


is thereby necessarily carried out with success.


Therefore, since the great physician,


in his pity for the world lying distressed in the diseases of passion, etc.,


toils for the medicine of knowledge,


he should not be hindered. [. . .]


For today is the appointed time


for the ripening of those deeds


which he has done in the past for the sake of illumination.


Thus, he is seated in this place exactly like the previous sages.


For this is the navel of the earth’s surface,


entirely possessed of the highest power;


for there is no other spot in earth


that can bear the force of his concentrated thought.


— Ashvagosha, Buddhacarita













CHAPTER 1 
Bodh Gaya: The Buddha’s Enlightenment


IN BUDDHIST COSMOLOGY, Bodh Gaya is the strongest, most stable place on earth, the only place that could have supported the Buddha at the moment of enlightenment. It is marked by the Mahabodhi Temple, an imposing tower built and rebuilt on the same spot for millennia. The structure that you see today is a reconstruction begun by Burmese patrons and continued by the British in the 1800s. Improvements continue constantly, such as the addition of a marble circumambulation path and restoration of a railing said to have originated with Nagarjuna in the second century CE. Inside the temple is a statue of the Buddha at the moment of awakening that dates to the tenth century. On the side opposite the temple entrance is a large, old tree. It is not the original Bodhi Tree that the Buddha sat under; that one became quite deteriorated and blew over in a storm in 1876. In the third century BCE, King Ashoka’s daughter had taken a cutting from the original tree to Sri Lanka, where it survives. When the tree at Bodh Gaya died, a cutting from the Sri Lankan tree was returned and grew into the one we see today. But some say that today’s tree spontaneously regenerated out of the original roots.



Siddhartha’s Journey to Bodh Gaya


Before his enlightenment, Siddhartha had been engaged in ascetic practices for some time, and his body had grown weak. After regaining his strength from a meal of milk and rice offered by a local girl named Sujata (see chapter 7), Siddhartha walked on to Bodh Gaya and seated himself beneath a fig tree on what became known as the vajrasana, or adamantine seat. He knew now that a Middle Path between extreme asceticism and self-indulgence must be traversed. He resolved not to leave that seat until he found final enlightenment, no matter what might happen to his physical form. Thus he began his final meditations in the place where all buddhas awaken.


Mara came to prevent Siddhartha’s enlightenment in every way that he could. He sent his daughters to tempt the bodhisattva with lust, sent murderous armies to attack, and offered to make him ruler of the world, but nothing disturbed Siddhartha’s meditation. Finally, Mara claimed that the seat of enlightenment was his own. Mara’s demons bore witness to his claim and taunted the buddha-to-be by asking where his own witnesses were. Siddhartha silently reached his right hand out to touch the ground, and the earth itself affirmed that he was the Tathagata. Throughout the night, he continued in deep meditation. He acquired the three knowledges: knowledge of past lives, his own and all other beings; knowledge of the operation of karma, or cause and effect; and knowledge that he was truly and completely free of all obscurations and obstacles, that he had pierced through to the ultimate nature of reality. He meditated without further interruption until the last veils of ignorance were cleared away and he attained the vajra-like absorption of buddhahood. At dawn, he proclaimed:


Through many a birth I wandered in samsara,


seeking, but not finding, the builder of the house.


Sorrowful is it to be born again and again.


O house-builder! You are seen.


You shall build no house again.


All your rafters are broken. Your ridgepole is shattered.


My mind has attained the unconditioned.


Achieved is the end of craving.1


Bodh Gaya is where a prince became the Teacher, where a simple monk became the World Honored One, where one man became the founder of one of the world’s great religions. It is where Prince Siddhartha purified all the gross and subtle obscurations and directly perceived the unfabricated, uncontrived reality of phenomena. From then on, he was called the Buddha, the Fully Awakened One. There are so many religions in this world; it seems almost every country has a different one. Some traditions are more philosophical, where others emphasize practice or devotion. You can describe Buddhism as either a philosophy or a religion, but at its core it is the explanation of the nature of reality, which the Buddha realized at his awakening under the Bodhi Tree.


The one we know as the historical buddha, Shakyamuni, was born as Prince Siddhartha, the son of the powerful king Shuddhodana, in the Himalayan mountains. He was brought up in a special way to make him physically and mentally fit to be king. He was taught by the best teachers and given every opportunity to attain all the knowledge that existed at that time. His early life was spent entirely within a well-guarded, luxurious palace. He remained there until he was twenty-nine, when he left the palace to visit the kingdom and learn about the lives of common people. It was then that he actually learned the reality of samsara. It was immediately obvious to him that not everyone lived in the luxury he was accustomed to. He encountered poor, uneducated, sick, old, and dying people for the first time.


He saw that they worked hard as farmers or businessmen, that they faced many types of physical suffering and all sorts of predicaments, and that people are victims of mental afflictions, too. These sights caused the prince to think seriously about how to help his subjects. He felt a sincere responsibility to them, and was not at all attached to his power, authority, fame, and wealth. When his father noticed this, he feared that the prince might leave the kingdom permanently. He arranged for the prince to take a wife, Yashodhara, in the hope that attachment to her would make him stay. But instead of ascending to the throne, the prince renounced the kingdom and left to search for a way to end the suffering he’d witnessed.


Over the course of the next six years, Siddhartha met many teachers who were famous for their scholarship and meditation practice. He received their teachings, and he exercised his mind by contemplating and meditating according to their instructions. From an extremely luxurious life, he undertook drastic asceticism, even going without food for long periods. Although he achieved a very high state of meditation called the space-like absorption, he felt that there was still more he could achieve. It was then that he arrived in Bodh Gaya and sat under the Bodhi Tree to meditate. With complete dedication and determination, he vowed, “Even if my body disintegrates, I will remain until I achieve the final goal.” Because of his determination and one-pointed mind, he was able to reveal the nature of the universe; he penetrated to the core of reality and uncovered the universal nature of the mind. Everything about the constitution of reality, the whole of phenomena, was precise and clear. This unfabricated wisdom was accompanied by perfect compassion, which means that all of his obscurations and delusions had totally vanished. From that time on, he was called the Buddha, the Fully Awakened One. To distinguish him from other buddhas, we also know him as Buddha Shakyamuni, with “Shakya” being his family or clan’s name and “muni” being the Sanskrit word for sage.


This world is permeated by afflicted confusion and suffering — we can all agree on that. Beings suffer from aging, sickness, and dying. They suffer from not getting what they want and from getting what they do not want. For the most part, we have enough food, clothing, and a place to live. But instead of enjoying these good conditions, we create problems for ourselves and others by engaging in confusion, hatred, and greed. These problems cannot be solved by laws and rules, or by becoming wealthier. We need wisdom and compassion to do that, as well as the skill to handle mental confusion. We spend our whole lives chasing happiness and avoiding suffering, to no avail.


All phenomena of samsara and nirvana are constituted within the framework of causality. This reality is not experienced just by Buddhists, but rather by every sentient being in the world, human and nonhuman. But from that starting point, there are many different ways to approach and solve this problem of suffering. In fact, because sentient beings have differing levels of mental capacity and different ways of thinking, there are said to be 84,000 types of mental affliction. The Buddha taught ways to comprehend and purify each one of these delusions through what are called the 84,000 heaps of Dharma teachings.


The approach in the Buddha’s teachings is not one of blind faith. Rather, we are taught to examine things for ourselves and find solutions to our problems. The Buddha is not a creator of virtue and nonvirtue; rather, he is the guide who shows the path to the end of suffering. He is a teacher who can point out the best direction, but we must travel the path ourselves. We are our own masters. He taught that there are four reliable guideposts. We should make sure that we contemplate them and understand their meaning.


1. Rely on the teaching, not the teacher. Take refuge in the teachings of wisdom and compassion; study and practice them. Having a teacher with a pleasing personality is not as important as the teachings they give.


2. Rely on the ultimate teachings about emptiness and nonduality, not the relative ones. Conventional or relative phenomena are impermanent. As we progress on the path we will have to leave the relative teachings behind. Take the ten bhumis, or stages on the path to enlightenment, as an example. When we arrive at a new level, we must leave the preceding stage behind.


3. Rely on the meaning, not the words. Don’t be attached to beautiful words, but contemplate the meaning of the precious Dharma.


4. Rely on wisdom, not mundane consciousness. Wisdom is knowing the unfabricated nature of reality as it is. Consciousness is ever-changing mental activity.


Modern scientists pose questions and, on the basis of their various investigations, find solutions. We appreciate their methods, especially those of quantum physics, because the Buddha’s teaching operates in much the same way. Only it can go farther because it examines the mind. Because the mind is not material, it cannot be found through any machine or medical device, no matter how far modern technology advances. Scientists may be able to examine the brain in great detail, but not consciousness itself. Communication, transportation, the internet, computers, and so forth are indeed very sophisticated, yet they cannot discover the nature of reality. The nature of reality simply cannot be found through the physical methods researchers rely on; it can only be revealed by the consciousness within us. Although close at hand, the mind remains mysterious to us. The Buddha perceived the nature of reality fully and directly, so that nothing was hidden from him. This is what we mean by buddha: a fully awakened mind that knows everything and sees everything clearly.


The Buddha’s Realization


When the Buddha attained buddhahood, he said that he had found an unafflicted nectar that is deeply profound, total peace, free from fabrication, luminous, and unconditioned. That deeply profound thing he found is the mind. Mind is infinite and complex. Mind neither exists nor does not exist. You cannot pinpoint its location, its form, its color, or weight, so from this perspective, it does not exist. Yet it is the foundation of all we experience in samsara and nirvana. Conceptual thoughts manifest without cessation within the sphere of the mind. When we realize its nature, it is nirvana. When we do not realize its nature, we are ignorant and confused in samsara, trapped in the duality of hope and fear.


All the modern technologies that we have now are creations of the mind. It appears that there is no end to what the mind can imagine, both positively and negatively. Thus, samsara is endless because of the mind, but nirvana is infinite as well. The achievements of shravakas, pratyekabuddhas, bodhisattvas, and, ultimately, buddhas are also states of mind. For us, with unenlightened minds, it is not easy to comprehend the real nature of mind.


The Buddha further described his realization as total peace. In samsara, all our difficulties arise from the confused mind and are based on the dual nature of hope and fear. Conflicts — whether they are within oneself, between individuals, within a country, or between nations — manifest out of confusion that is based in ignorance. This confusion also allows attachment, anger, pride, jealousy, greed, and so forth to arise. Thus, it is through confusion that we create suffering. We are led to chase after the causes of suffering as if they were our friends. We destroy the possibilities for peace and happiness as if they were our enemies. This is how the suffering of samsara is created by everyone in the world, not just by Buddhists. On the other hand, when we look inward, contemplate, and relax, there is great peace and joy, even before buddhahood is achieved. Buddhahood, complete enlightenment, brings absolute, unafflicted peace because all mental delusion and confusion have been dispelled, and ignorance has become wisdom. That is what the Buddha realized and is what we are seeking to achieve by following the path he created.


The Buddha said that the nature of mind is free from fabrication. This means that everything is interdependent, interconnected; nothing stands independently. All the phenomena outside ourselves, both animate and inanimate, and everything inside ourselves — especially the self — are all interdependent, interconnected, and interrelated manifestations of the mind. Nothing can manifest without causes and conditions. When you carefully examine the appearance of anything, whether material, physical, or mental, you can understand that nothing exists independently. Take a simple cup of tea as an example. Someone planted and cultivated the tea plant; the sun shone and rain fell to make the plant grow; someone else harvested it; the leaves were dried, packaged, transported, and sold. In your kitchen, you heated water, found a cup, and made tea. At each of these steps, there were hundreds of other supporting causes and conditions all playing a role in interdependence.


Appearances are elaborations on emptiness that manifest only because of causes and conditions. This lack of independent existence is called emptiness free of elaboration. This is the puzzle that has to be examined carefully and solved.


All phenomena manifest within that very emptiness; phenomena and emptiness are indivisible. In modern times, quantum physicists have come to much the same conclusion. Emptiness is without edges, without limits, without center, without boundaries, selfless — completely free of any kind of elaboration. The Buddha realized this directly, which brought his confusion to an end, and then he taught the laws of causality on that basis. Because he revealed the truth of reality itself, we cannot say that this truth is limited to Buddhists. It is a description of every being’s reality.


But the Buddha also said that the nature of the mind is not merely empty, it is luminous effulgence. The luminous mind is clear and precise, inseparable from emptiness. The Buddha has two types of wisdom: the wisdom of knowing reality as it is and the wisdom of knowing everything. Knowing reality as it is means cognizance of all manifestations and their chains of causality. Within the context of emptiness, all phenomena of samsara and nirvana are of one taste, that of emptiness, and are free of elaboration. The wisdom of knowing everything means understanding that all the various physical and mental manifestations are constituted within the framework of causality. In the state of enlightenment, the Buddha captured this directly and clearly without any judgment. This vast scope of knowledge comes from the practice of calm abiding meditation accompanied by critical insight — not from machines. In samsara, every individual has infinite chains of causality — that is, chains of causes and results. In enlightenment, in the state of nirvana, there are also infinite causes and conditions. Without any judgment, the Buddha saw everything, and he perceived it all directly and clearly. This is what the Buddha attained, and is also our ultimate goal.


Finally, the Buddha said that the nature of reality, including the nature of the mind, is unconditioned. Because the very nature of self is empty, it is thus indivisible — so the nature of the self is said to be uncompounded. Birth itself is unproduced; as the Heart Sutra says, “Form is emptiness, and emptiness is form. Form is no other than emptiness, and emptiness is also no other than form.” That is what is meant by “unconditioned.” Dharmakaya, the very nature of our mind, is also described as being uncompounded. By combining wisdom and method, we can free ourselves from all types of suffering; investigation followed by conviction allows us to first understand the functioning of reality and then to put that understanding into our meditation practice. This helps us purify our mental afflictions because when we destroy the cause (ignorance) there can be no result (affliction and suffering).


Through meditation practice, we, too, can realize and capture what the Buddha described as the profundity of the mind, which is completely peaceful, free from elaboration, luminous, and uncompounded. When one’s meditation in the equipoise state has these qualities, delusions and mental afflictions dissolve. There is no other place for them to go. Everything is just a manifestation, and every manifestation dissolves into that state like a bubble dissolving into water or a cloud dissipating into the sky without a trace. That is why the Buddha could say, “I have attained buddhahood. I have achieved these qualities. Now I know samsara and nirvana.” That is the enlightenment that the Buddha attained in the place called Bodh Gaya. It is the whole purpose of our efforts in studying and practicing the Dharma: to end our confusion and free ourselves from the layers of suffering.
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The great seer understood that the factors [of causation]


are suppressed by the complete absence of ignorance.


Therefore, he knew properly what was to be known


and stood out before the world as the Buddha.


The best of men saw no self anywhere from the summit of existence downwards


and came to tranquility, like a fire whose fuel is burnt out,


by the eightfold path of supreme insight,


which starts forth and quickly reaches the desired point.


Then as his being was perfected, the thought arose to him,


“I have obtained this perfect path which was traveled


for the sake of the ultimate reality


by former families of great seers, who knew the higher and the lower things.”


At that moment of the fourth watch when the dawn came up


and all that moves or moves not was stilled,


the great seer reached the stage which knows no alteration,


the sovereign leader, the state of omniscience.


When, as the Buddha, he knew this truth,


the earth swayed like a woman drunken with wine,


the quarters shone bright with crowds of siddhas,


and mighty drums resounded in the sky.


— Ashvagosha, Buddhacarita













CHAPTER 2 
Bodh Gaya: Refuge


MONUMENTS associated with the time immediately after the Buddha’s enlightenment surround the Mahabodhi Temple in Bodh Gaya. For the first week after he awakened, the Buddha remained seated on the vajrasana, the “adamantine seat” mentioned in the previous chapter. During the second week, he gazed in concentration at the Bodhi Tree. This is commemorated by the Animesha Lochana Stupa near the entrance. For the third week, he paced in walking meditation near the Bodhi Tree, a lotus blossom springing up with each step. A raised platform holding eighteen footprints within stylized lotuses in relief runs alongside the Mahabodhi Temple. There are ruins of a great many more temples, monasteries, and stupas on the grounds around the temple. For practitioners, different areas are set aside for prostration, meditation, and making offerings. Surrounding the temple grounds are many more beautiful temples and monasteries built by traditions from all over the world.
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