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“In Tibet, it was traditional for disciples to write biographies of their teachers. In this case, the student is the Dalai Lama and the teacher is Ling Rinpoché, one of the giants of Tibetan Buddhism in the twentieth century. It is a fascinating portrait, both of the education and career of a legendary tulku and of the epochal events that he witnessed.”


—DONALD S. LOPEZ JR., Arthur E. Link Distinguished University Professor of Buddhist and Tibetan Studies, University of Michigan


“A reverent and meticulous record, The Life of My Teacher gives the reader a better insight into His Holiness’s interests, priorities, and character than anything else written by or about him.”


—ALEXANDER NORMAN, editor of Freedom from Exile: The Autobiography of the Dalai Lama


“A touching portrayal of the behind-the-scenes interactions between a revered teacher on the one hand and his very special student on the other as the latter develops into a courageous religious leader on the world stage. This rare and oftentimes tender life story is a gift to us all. Its publication should be greeted with much rejoicing.”


—JAN WILLIS, author of Enlightened Beings and Dreaming Me
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Preface


It is a profound joy to me that the biography of my late tutor Kyabjé Ling Rinpoché is being published in an English translation. There is a longstanding Tibetan custom for students to compose biographies of their teachers, and it has been my privilege to write this one, with assistance from another of Ling Rinpoché’s closest disciples, Ratö Khyongla Rinpoché. I am pleased that readers not familiar with the Tibetan language will also now be able to learn about him.


Kyabjé Ling Rinpoché Thupten Lungtok Namgyal Trinlé was one of the most accomplished Tibetan lamas of the twentieth century, a true embodiment of the ideals of the Nālandā tradition—a conscientious monk, a rigorous scholar, and a dedicated practitioner. Born in 1903 in Kyishö, a day’s journey northwest of Tibet’s capital, Lhasa, Ling Rinpoché was recognized as the reincarnation of his predecessor when he was barely four years old. He studied at the renowned Loseling College of Drepung Monastic University and obtained his lharam geshé degree at the age of twenty-one. He then joined Gyütö Tantric College, where he rose through the ranks of the monastic system, eventually emerging as the Ganden Throneholder, the head of the Geluk school, and a custodian of Tibet’s great spiritual heritage.


It was my good fortune that Kyabjé Ling Rinpoché was my principal tutor from my early childhood. A landmark in my training took place in 1954 when, during the Great Prayer Festival, I received full ordination as a Buddhist monk before the statue of Buddha Śākyamuni in the Jokhang. On what was for me very moving occasion, Ling Rinpoché officiated.


In guiding me through my education Ling Rinpoché was like a loving father to me, and it was under his watchful eye that I passed my final geshé examinations at the Great Prayer Festival in Lhasa in February 1959. In the early years of our lives as refugees in India, too, Ling Rinpoché’s supportive presence was something I could always rely on.


Since he had been the greatest influence on my life, when Ling Rinpoché passed away in December 1983, I felt as if the solid rock I had leaned on for so long had suddenly vanished. I missed him deeply. But rather than fall into despair, I determined that the greatest tribute I could pay to his memory was to try my best to fulfill the hopes and aspirations he had for me.


Kyabjé Ling Rinpoché lived an exemplary, meaningful life that it has been my honor to record. I am immensely grateful to Ratö Khyongla Rinpoché for his assistance in this work. It gives me great satisfaction to know that the events of my teacher’s life and the qualities he abided by will now be accessible to interested readers across the world. I would also like to thank Gavin Kilty, who has translated this book, Thupten Jinpa for his editorial role, and members of Ling Labrang, especially the young Ling Rinpoché, for facilitating the translation and its publication in English.


Dalai Lama Tenzin Gyatso
 December 21, 2016









Introduction


KYABJÉ LING RINPOCHÉ was a towering figure among the great Tibetan spiritual masters of the twentieth century. Born in 1903—the very year of Colonel Younghusband’s short-­lived British incursion into Tibet—and passing away in India in 1983, Ling Rinpoché’s life of eight decades witnessed the unfolding of the Tibetan nation’s tragic twentieth-­century history.


The augustness of Ling Rinpoché’s position, especially in the Geluk school of Tibetan Buddhism, goes back to the early eighteenth century. The First Ling Rinpoché, Hor Döndrup Gyatso (1655–1727), became the Forty-­Eighth Ganden Tripa, or Ganden Throneholder, the holder of Tsongkhapa’s seat at Ganden Monastery, and also served as the main spiritual teacher to the Sixth Dalai Lama, Tsangyang Gyatso. The Second Ling Rinpoché (1728–90) was a close disciple of the Seventh Dalai Lama and a renowned scholar. The Third Ling Rinpoché passed away young, at the age of nineteen, according to one source. The fourth, Ngawang Lungtok Yönten Gyatso (1811–55), was a formidable master who became the Ganden Throneholder at age forty-­one and served as a tutor to the Eleventh Dalai Lama. The Fifth Ling Rinpoché, Losang Lungtok Tenzin Trinlé (1856–1902), was a famed yogi of Vajrabhairava, an important cycle of esoteric teachings in Tibetan Buddhism. He also served as a tutor to the Thirteenth Dalai Lama.


The Sixth Ling Rinpoché, the subject of our biography, was also a truly great master. A consummate scholar of Buddhist thought, he was a kind and inspiring teacher, a dedicated practitioner, and a highly accomplished yogi. In his youth Ling Rinpoché studied at the great Loseling College of Drepung, reputedly the largest monastery in the world in 1959 when many Tibetans fled into exile in India along with His Holiness the Dalai Lama. He received teachings from the Thirteenth Dalai Lama and was mentored by the famed Geluk master Phabongkha Dechen Nyingpo (1878–1941)1 to be a custodian of numerous transmissions of Tibet’s sacred teachings. In 1940, Rinpoché was formally appointed a tutor to the young Fourteenth Dalai Lama. Together with his colleague Kyabjé Trijang Rinpoché, Ling Rinpoché accompanied the Dalai Lama during his official visit to China in 1954–55 and during his subsequent, clearly more joyful, visit to India to celebrate the twenty-five-hundredth anniversary of the Buddha’s nirvana. Part of this India trip included pilgrimage to the Buddhist holy sites of central India. In March 1959, Ling Rinpoché again accompanied the Dalai Lama to India, this time into exile, never to return to his homeland Tibet. In 1965, Rinpoché ascended to the throne of Jé Tsongkhapa (1357–1419), becoming the Ninety-­Seventh Ganden Tripa, and thus the head of the dominant Geluk school. By then, hardly a single member of the Geluk school had not received teaching from this great Tibetan master.


When Ling Rinpoché passed away on December 25, 1983, he remained seated cross-­legged in thukdam for thirteen days—a state in which all vital signs have ceased yet the body remains without decomposition. According to Tibetan Vajrayana tradition, Rinpoché was at that time in the state of the clear light of death, when all gross levels of mind have ceased with only the subtle pure luminosity remaining. Tica Broch, who was one of the few Western disciples of Ling Rinpoché, describes her firsthand experience of being in the presence of Rinpoché remaining in thukdam. She writes, “When he went into meditation on December 25, the atmosphere of the house changed completely. It was hard to describe; I remember trying to convey the sensation by saying it felt like being in an igloo—such a feeling of light and peace, clarity, and stillness; everything seemed clear-­cut and pure.”2


THE TEACHER, THE YOGI, AND THE HIGH LAMA


What I aim to do in these few pages of introduction is, first and foremost, to offer the contemporary reader a larger context to help appreciate the life and legacy of this remarkable Tibetan teacher. For those interested in the teachings and practices of Tibetan Buddhism, in particular, I hope that this introduction will also help them to relate to the life of traditional Tibetan teachers, such as the subject of this biography, in a way that illustrates what it means for someone to dedicate their entire being to the service of the Dharma.


My first personal interaction with Kyabjé Ling Rinpoché took place in February 1970, when I was eleven. The monastery I was a member of then, Dzongkar Chödé, was located in Dharamsala, and as was customary for all monks, I went to receive blessings from Rinpoché on the first day of Tibetan New Year. Known as Chopra House, Rinpoché’s residence was located on the edge of a flat base on the crest of the wooded hill overlooking the then-­small town of McLeod Ganj. I recall the view from the garden as breathtaking.
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The Sixth Ling Rinpoché, Thupten Lungtok Namgyal Trinlé (1903–83)





We all rushed into Rinpoché’s audience room, prostrated ourselves, and took turns offering Rinpoché the ceremonial white scarf. He placed the scarf back on our bent necks and gave each a blessed red string. To an eleven-­year-­old boy, Rinpoché looked impressive. He had a heavy-­set body, a shiny clean-­shaven head with long ears, a large forehead and high cheekbones, and his eyes with fleshy upper lids looked almost squinting. In brief, he looked formidable, and I felt a mix of both awe and terror. A few weeks later, I was back in his presence, this time to receive my formal novitiate vows, which involved nervously having to repeat phrases after him. This was when I received my monastic name Thupten Jinpa, Thupten being the first part of Rinpoché’s personal name, Thupten Lungtok Namgyal Trinlé.
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The Sixth Ling Rinpoché, in the garden of his residence, Chopra House, Dharamsala





The seventies and early eighties were the heyday of Tibetan cultural and spiritual revitalization in India. Having just completed a decade of hectic work resettling a large number of Tibetan refugees, opening new schools, and establishing a functioning central administrative structure in Dharamsala, the Tibetan exile community was ready for major cultural revitalization. This began with the consecration of the main prayer hall in Dharamsala and the Dalai Lama’s first Kālacakra ceremony in Dharamsala in 1970, when around thirty thousand devotees gathered at the small foothill town. The two tutors of the Dalai Lama, Kyabjé Ling Rinpoché and Kyabjé Trijang Rinpoché, also began conducting formal public teachings in Dharamsala and began traveling to the major Tibetan settlements in different parts of India. I remember attending many of these formal teachings in Dharamsala, with Ling Rinpoché conducting empowerment ceremonies belonging to the so-­called father tantras, such as Guhyasamāja and Vajrabhairava, while Trijang Rinpoché focused on mother-­tantra teachings like the Cakrasaṃvara cycle.3
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Ling Rinpoché, left, and the Fourteenth Dalai Lama, right, consecrating a new Akṣobhyavajra statue at the Thekchen Chöling main prayer hall, Dharamsala





For those in the Geluk tradition of Tibetan Buddhism in particular, to be able to receive an empowerment and the associated guide to Vajrabhairava practice from Ling Rinpoché is considered most auspicious. The Ling reincarnation lineage has a special connection with this particular Vajrayana practice, and there is a unique set of teachings associated with the Ling lamas on how to engage in the three-­year retreat focused on Vajrabhairava. These instructions, known as the “eighteen steps” (them skas bco brgyad ), are part of the sealed instructions open only to the initiate.


By the time I had the good fortune to receive teachings from Kyabjé Ling Rinpoché, he was already a highly revered lama and the senior tutor, or yongzin, to the Dalai Lama himself. Ling Rinpoché was particularly famed for his empowerment ceremonies, guiding initiates through a series of visualizations, often with long pauses of silent meditation. For a twelve-­year-­old young monk, to be part of such collective silence amid hundreds of people felt quite powerful.


At times though, when some of these afternoon sessions went on for hours, way beyond sunset, I remember becoming quite restless as the thought of having to walk back in the dark through the wooded area to our monastery loomed large in my mind. Once I grew older, I was able to appreciate the preciousness of these ceremonies, and the feeling they produced of being guided through powerful, deeply absorbed states of mind. Some classical texts speak of “savoring the taste of meditative states” (ting nge ’dzin gyi ro nyong ba), and this is something Ling Rinpoché was a master at invoking for his disciples during these empowerment rites.


Many came to view Ling Rinpoché as a great yogi whose identity had become fused with that of the meditation deity Vajrabhairava. I grew up hearing the Tibetan lamas referring to Ling Rinpoché as “Vajrabhairava in the flesh” (rdo rje ’jigs byed sku sha rlon pa). The late Chogyé Trichen Rinpoché reported to His Holiness the Dalai Lama that when he was attending Ling Rinpoche’s commentary on the single-deity Vajrabhairava in 1976, he had a vision of Ling Rinpoché in the aspect of Vajrabhairava with blue ornamented horns. Alexander Berzin, who had served on occasions as the translator at those rare teachings Ling Rinpoché gave to Western students, describes this widespread perception of Rinpoché as Vajrabhairava in the following: “As a widely recognized human embodiment of Vajrabhairava, the forceful form of Mañjuśrī, the buddha figure incorporating the clarity, intelligence, and wisdom of all the buddhas, Yongzin Ling Rinpoché exuded this forceful energy of clarity around him while being a solid rock of support.”4
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Ling Rinpoché conducting a Vajrabhairava initiation in exile.





On the personal level, Ling Rinpoché remained humble and kind-­hearted throughout his life. Dagyab Loden Sherab, a high-­ranking Tibetan reincarnate lama, shares a moving story. Ling Rinpoché and Trijang Rinpoché were waiting for the Dalai Lama to begin a formal ceremony in Tezpur in eastern India, the first major town reached following his arrival on Indian soil in 1959. A room had been prepared for the two tutors, and on a table sat a plate filled with fruit. Ling Rinpoché called the young Dagyab Rinpoché in and gave him a banana, saying, “This fruit is called banana, and it’s delicious as well as good for health. Come, take it.” Dagyab Rinpoché had never tasted banana before and was surprised at the unique taste of this tropical fruit. He also relates how, on their long trek from Lhasa to the Indian border, every now and then Ling Rinpoché and his colleague Trijang Rinpoché would insist on traveling by foot so that their horses were not too taxed.


The presence of Ling Rinpoché and Trijang Rinpoché—referred to as kyabjé namnyi (literally “the two chief refuges”)—close to the young Dalai Lama was a source of profound comfort and confidence for many Tibetans during their early years of exile in India. Growing up as a child in northern India, I always saw the photographs of the trio—His Holiness flanked by his two tutors—in almost every home or monk’s cell I visited. I later found out that both tutors would receive on a daily basis any Tibetan devotee—­monastic or lay—that would turn up to seek blessing or spiritual counsel. According to Jhampa Shaneman, who occasionally interpreted for Ling Rinpoché between 1971 and 1983, Rinpoché set aside Wednesdays for Western visitors and students to visit. He was always kind and patient, even when the questions and requests involved things that were culturally quite alien to him.


Ling Rinpoché served the Dalai Lama, counseled the major monasteries, gave comfort to ordinary Tibetans, and maintained his own personal development on the path to enlightenment. He also conducted regular formal teachings in Dharamsala and the major monasteries in southern India as well as taught annually in Bodhgaya, the holy site sanctified by the Buddha’s attainment of enlightenment under the Bodhi Tree. The famous Guru Puja by the First Panchen Lama, memorized by all young monks in the Tibetan Geluk tradition, contains the following lines, which capture the devotion many felt toward Ling Rinpoché:


When due to time’s dictates Buddha Shakyamuni’s sun has set,


you urgently perform the enlightened deeds of the buddhas


for so many beings bereft of protector and refuge.


I entreat you, O most compassionate refuge and protector.


In 1968, five years before the Dalai Lama was able to travel to the West, Ling Rinpoché joined Trijang Rinpoché on their first European tour. Beginning in Switzerland, where the two tutors consecrated the newly built Tibetan monastery at Rikon, they visited Germany, France, and England, giving teachings to the Tibetan Buddhist communities in these countries. Twelve years later, Ling Rinpoché traveled to the West for a second time, this time visiting North America as well.


I had the fortune to attend Ling Rinpoché’s last major public teaching. This was his exposition of Tsongkhapa’s Great Stages of the Path to Enlightenment (Lam rim chen mo) at Sera Monastery in South India in January 1983. When Ling Rinpoché would explain important points of the Buddhist philosophy of emptiness from Tsongkhapa’s classic, he would often close his eyes, pause, and speak with total absorption, as if describing the intricacies of his own personal experience. I was then a student at Ganden Monastic University and already exposed to classical Buddhist philosophical thinking, hence in a position to appreciate the depth of Ling Rinpoché’s profound teachings. This particular teaching, taught by a Ganden Throneholder and thus a successor of Tsongkhapa himself, was profoundly meaningful. Many in attendance felt how special this teaching was, a true transmission from a great master’s heart to his disciples. When Rinpoché passed away in December 1983, his loss was felt powerfully by the entire Tibetan community, not least by the Dalai Lama himself, who writes in his preface here, “When he passed away in December 1983, I felt as if the solid rock I had leaned on for so long had suddenly vanished.”
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Ling Rinpoché teaching under the Bodhi Tree, Bodhgaya





UNIQUE SIGNIFICANCE OF THIS BIOGRAPHICAL WORK


This book, although composed in the traditional style of a Tibetan religious biography or hagiography, has the singular distinction of being the only biographical work ever written by the present Dalai Lama. For the Tibetan Buddhist world, the work has rare status, not just due to the importance of the subject but due to the fact that its author is none other than His Holiness himself. In composing this biography (assisted by Ratö Khyongla Rinpoché, another senior student of Kyabjé Ling Rinpoché), the Dalai Lama was honoring the age-­old Tibetan tradition of disciples writing about the lives of their spiritual teachers.


Ling Rinpoché was the senior tutor to the Dalai Lama, responsible primarily for the young Dalai Lama’s philosophical training, and he was also the master from whom the Dalai Lama received his full monastic ordination. In 2004, on the fiftieth anniversary of this ordination, His Holiness himself would bestow the same lineage upon the present Ling Rinpoché in India. In addition to philosophical teachings on Tsongkhapa’s Great Stages of the Path and so forth, His Holiness also received from Ling Rinpoché major tantric teachings and initiations. For example, over three days in 1952 in the Potala Palace, His Holiness received the Kālacakra initiation from Ling Rinpoché—the same initiation that His Holiness has since bestowed more than thirty times around the world.


The book opens with verses of salutation paying homage to important objects of reverence such as the Buddha and invoking inspiration for the writing. Since Rinpoché’s life story is here being composed by a devout student, the Dalai Lama, and also given the memory of the subject’s sanctified status as a great guru, even the opening paragraph stating the author’s intention to write the work carries recognizably devotional tone. Even from the opening section, Ling Rinpoché is referred to in honorific terms, rarely using his personal name. Rinpoché’s life is treated as an illustration of the journey to spiritual awakening, with major life events acquiring significance beyond that of an individual. In fact, the Tibetan word for lamas’ ­biographies, namthar, literally means “thoroughly liberating,” conveying that the primary purpose of such works is to inspire the devout and lead them to true liberation. In a sense, traditional Tibetan lama biographies such as this one can be viewed in line with religious art, whose purpose exceeds its status as a mere work of art. The following sentences from the Dalai Lama’s colophon capture the kind of larger religious aspiration behind this book:


I was formally requested by the Ling Labrang5 manager Losang Lungrik to compile for the benefit of future disciples a biography of the life and deeds of this incomparably kind tutor, the Vajradhara throneholder and Ling incarnation whose very name is difficult to speak but out of necessity I mention is the most venerable and glorious Thupten Lungtok Namgyal Trinlé. These deeds in the eyes of his ordinary disciples consisted of entering the gateway of the precious teaching of the Buddha, followed by study, contemplation, and meditation on the vast ocean of scripture, composition, teaching, and debate, and working for the Buddha’s teaching and sentient beings through his wisdom, pure ethics, and compassion. . . . May all who see, hear, recall, or come into contact with this work be joyfully cared for by a Mahayana spiritual mentor such as this great master.6


For devout Tibetan Buddhists, especially the direct students of late Kyabjé Ling Rinpoché, one of the most important aspects of this biography is the detailed records it presents of the formal teachings Rinpoché himself received as well as the dates and places where he transmitted these teachings. This information, gleaned from the extensive diaries kept by Rinpoché himself or a close personal attendant, offer students crucial information about the transmission of important spiritual instructions, which require unbroken lineage traceable all the way back to their origins. Any disciple who may later be in a position to transmit the teachings to his or her own students needs to consult a biography such as the present one, to see whether he or she has received the transmission of that particular instruction from Ling Rinpoché. Once students can discern that, they can then check it against Rinpoché’s own record of teachings received to see from whom Rinpoché himself received the transmission. So, for a serious student of Tibetan Buddhism, the biography of the lama and his “record of teachings received” (gsan yig) are important resources to authenticate the lineage of the important instructions.


For a student of Tibetan cultural history such as myself, a unique merit of this biography lies in its meticulous accounts of the rites of passage at Gyütö Monastery. Gyütö is one of two tantric colleges of the Geluk school, the other being Gyümé. These two colleges sustain the formal study and practice of the rituals associated with the Vajrayana aspect of Mahayana Buddhism. Gyütö was founded in 1475 by Kunga Döndrup, a major religious figure of fifteenth-­century Tibet. Until 1959 Gyütö was the custodian of the Ramoché temple in Lhasa. Ramoché once housed the sacred statue of the Buddha believed to have been brought to Tibet by Wencheng, the Chinese princess who married the seventh-­century Tibetan emperor Songtsen Gampo.


Ling Rinpoché rose through the ranks of Gyütö Monastery, assuming the roles of its proctor and deputy abbot, and eventually becoming the tutelary head. Never have I read such intricate details of the life of a monk at Gyütö and how a calendar year at this monastery was structured in Tibet around specific studies, practices, and rituals. I have no doubt that this biography will remain an important historical resource as well as a guidebook to the members of Gyütö Monastery. For scholars and students of Tibetan Buddhism, too, this specific part of the biography will offer a valuable chance to appreciate how, in practical terms, the members of the Geluk monastic tradition combined the sutra teachings of general Mahayana and the esoteric Vajrayana Buddhism.


FOR THE MODERN READER


Beyond the details of one man’s life, this work can be read as a detailed account of how an important religious teacher in Tibet was formally groomed and trained. From identification of a child as a reincarnate successor of an important predecessor to the training as a young monk, and from the study of key classical Buddhist texts to how such traditional education is structured, and finally to how, after obtaining the famed lharam geshé degree (equivalent to a doctorate in divinity), a lama enters into formal Vajrayana training—all of these can be understood in the context of the training of Kyabjé Ling Rinpoché. The book, therefore, offers the discerning contemporary reader a chance to appreciate how the intellectual and philosophical thinking of an elite Tibetan scholar monk comes to be formed.


Earlier, I spoke of how one key purpose of the biography is to record the formal teachings Ling Rinpoché received and gave. An important dimension of such teachings is the platform they provide for forging and strengthening relationships between a lama and his close disciples and benefactors. It’s commonly a benefactor or benefactors who formally request teachings and sponsor them, thus providing opportunities for many students to receive these teachings. Some of these students may emerge as future upholders of the lineage of these important teachings. A well-­known prayer by the Seventh Dalai Lama alludes to this symbiosis:


May the lamas, the glory of the Dharma, live long.


May the holders of Dharma pervade the face of the earth.


May the benefactors of Dharma enjoy status and prosperity.


Through such auspiciousness, may the Dharma long endure.


Perhaps the most significant contemporary relevance of this biography is its role in helping us understand the influences on the present Dalai Lama, especially in his formative years as a student. Rinpoché was known for his mastery of the great Indian classics, his expertise in philosophical debate, and his laser-­like focus in meticulously following intricate chains of thought. We can observe all these same attributes unmistakably in the Dalai Lama today. In speaking of Ling Rinpoché’s role as a tutor, the Dalai Lama writes:


In terms of my own temperament and natural talents, I think I am closer to Ling Rinpoché than to any of my other tutors. It’s perhaps fair to say that Ling Rinpoché has been the greatest influence on my life.7


In his special relationship with the Dalai Lama, first as a teacher and later as a close colleague and a confidant, we can imagine how Ling Rinpoché must have served as a powerful anchor for the Dalai Lama as he gradually emerged as a spiritual and global leader. One area where the Dalai Lama’s close collegial relationship with Ling Rinpoché proved to be a powerful source of strength was the Dalai Lama’s initial dealings with the controversy surrounding the so-­called Shugden practice.8 His Holiness has told me that the fact that Ling Rinpoché never had any association with the Shugden practice was a source of comfort and confidence for him. In His Holiness the Dalai Lama’s grateful devotion to Ling Rinpoché and his strong identification of him as his key teacher, we see a side of the Dalai Lama—the deeply devotional and traditional Tibetan Buddhist—rarely observable in the contemporary literature on the Dalai Lama.9


For cultural historians of twentieth-­century Tibet, in particular, an appreciation of the role of Ling Rinpoché is a must. Just like his colleague Trijang Rinpoché, Ling Rinpoché lived at the critical crossroads of old and new Tibet, overlapping the tenures of two Dalai Lamas. In between, Rinpoché also had substantial dealings with Tibet’s two controversial regents, Radreng and Takdrak, whose personal conflicts split the Tibetan establishment and led to an unfortunate period of infighting. This inward turn left little space to appreciate the dangerous historical and political forces gathering momentum to the east. By the time the Tibetan establishment awoke to the threat of Communist China, it was too late.10


Second to Ling Rinpoché’s relationship with the Dalai Lama was that with his close colleague and fellow tutor of the Dalai Lama, Trijang Rinpoché. The two tutors not only shared a dedication to the education of the Dalai Lama, they also received formal teachings from each other. The biography shows us how close and special this particular relationship was, and how the death of Trijang Rinpoché in 1981 weighed heavily on Ling Rinpoché’s mind. Reading Ling Rinpoché’s biography side by side with Trijang Rinpoché’s autobiography gives a powerful sense of the special relationship between these two remarkable Tibetan teachers, who together shaped the life, character, and thought of an entire generation of Tibetan teachers and scholars that continue to dedicate their lives to preserving and disseminating Tibet’s cherished spiritual and cultural heritage.
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The Thirteenth Dalai Lama on his teaching throne at the Norbulingka summer palace





In brief, whether serving the Dalai Lama as his senior tutor, traveling and conducting public teachings at the request of his students, deepening his own meditative realizations, or strengthening the bonds between teachers, disciples, and benefactors, Kyabjé Ling Rinpoché’s life was dedicated to one thing: serving the Dharma to help others find genuine peace and happiness. In a brief autobiographical note composed about a decade before his death, Ling Rinpoché wrote, “Until now I have dedicated my stay in India to restoring the waning Buddhadharma and to preserving the teachings of the second Buddha Jé Tsongkhapa, which are like a refined gold and present a stainless union of sutra and tantra.”11


It has been both an honor and a profound joy to be part of the team bringing the biography of Ling Rinpoché to the English-­speaking world. I offer my deepest thanks to the present Seventh Ling Rinpoché, Tenzin Lungtog Trinley Choephag, for inviting me to be part of the team as the general editor. I thank the translator Gavin Kilty for excellently rendering the original Tibetan work into English, no small task given all the specific cultural and technical references to intricacies of Tibetan monastic life. My gratitude goes also to Dakpo Rinpoché, a senior teacher in the Geluk tradition and a former student of Kyabjé Ling Rinpoché, for funding the translation of this important biography. I would also like to thank the Ing Foundation for its patronage of the Institute of Tibetan Classics, which has enabled me to have the time to edit this precious book as well as write this introduction. Finally, I must express my deep appreciation to our dedicated team at Wisdom Publications, including especially our incisive editor David Kittelstrom and our publisher Tim McNeill.
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Ling Rinpoché and Trijang Rinpoché in Switzerland, 1968





May the publication of this biography of Kyabjé Ling Rinpoché be a source of inspiration to many travelers on the path of awakening.


Thupten Jinpa
 A humble student of the late Kyabjé Ling Rinpoché









Translator’s Note


WHEN I WAS asked to translate the biography of Kyabjé Ling Rin-­ 	poché, my mind went back to Dharamsala in the 1970s and 80s to a small wooded area above the little village of McLeod Ganj. There, in a large bungalow called Chopra House that had been built during the days of the Raj, lived Ling Rinpoché, who by then was in his seventies. Around him were his attendant, Losang Lungrik, or Kungo-­la as he was called, and other attendants and servants. In those days there were no fences or wire sealing off properties, and one could roam freely over the area. More than once I made the mistake of stumbling into his presence as he sat on his balcony around four in the afternoon. He usually waved me away with a smile.


My wife, Jacquie, and I, along with our two small children, lived very close by in a small stone-­wall house. It was at that time a peaceful area, whose tranquility would only be shattered occasionally by a pack of brown monkeys that breezed through noisily, or by dogs barking at nothing in particular. This hill was dominated by Chopra House and bounded by Rishi Bhavan, where Geshé Rapten lived for a while, Tushita Meditation Centre, where Lama Yeshe and Lama Zopa gave regular teachings to Westerners, and Elysium House, where we lived in a detached room.


Everybody knew that Kyabjé Ling Rinpoché lived in Chopra House. He was the great lama on the hill, but he was rarely seen. He would often say that he was retired, and that his work of teaching His Holiness the Dalai Lama was finished. Consequently, he did not give regular teachings in Dharamsala, although, as this biography makes clear, he would teach and grant ordination every winter in the monasteries in South India and in Bodhgaya in Bihar, the site of the Buddha’s enlightenment.


However, he never refused to give teachings when requested, and occasionally he was invited to Tushita close by to teach Westerners there. I personally remember attending his teachings there and in the Thekchen Chöling temple in McLeod Ganj. Often he would grant private audiences to his Tibetan disciples, many of who were revered lamas in their own right. Once a week he saw Westerners who queued up outside his room in Chopra House. Like the Canadian monk Jhampa Shaneman, I was fortunate enough to interpret for him on occasion. He was a lama of few words, but they were always prescient and to the point.


One vivid recollection involved me and my family personally. For weeks our little room in Elysium House had been plagued by bedbugs. Anyone who knows anything about bedbugs knows that they can withstand anything thrown at them. Our two little children would wake crying in the night as these creatures emerged from crevices in the beds and attacked their soft skin. In the morning we were all covered in red welts. We tried various ways to get rid of them. We scrubbed the beds and stood them outside with the legs in tins of water. We searched the cracks and crevices to pry the bugs out, but they were devious and had hid themselves well. We were at our wits’ end. So I thought to ask Ling Rinpoché for advice. I don’t quite know what I thought he would say, but we were desperate.


One day I walked the few minutes over to Chopra House. There I saw Kungo-­la with a big smile on his face. I asked if I could see Rinpoché. “He is busy now,” came the reply.


My dejected look must have caused him to ask, “What is it you want?”


I told him of our bedbug predicament. “Wait here,” he said. “I will ask Rinpoché.”


A minute later Kungo-­la emerged and said, “Rinpoché says he knows nothing about bedbugs.”


I returned home in despair. We had tried every method known, short of burning the beds, to free ourselves from these little devils, and now our last hope had gone.


That night we went to bed in resignation. The following morning not a red welt was to be seen on any of us. No one had awoken in the night crying and scratching. We were astonished, but not too hopeful. And yet, from that day on, we never had another bedbug in our home again!


To me, this story encapsulates a particular quality of Ling Rinpoché. He was reserved and not given to small talk. And yet underneath must have burned bright the fire of high attainments and profound insight. Although we lived a few hundred meters from Chopra House, I cannot say that I knew him. Those fleeting glances when interpreting for him, accidently meeting him as I stumbled around Chopra House, seeing him at public events, and receiving teachings from him afforded glimpses of the great yogi, but the door was only slightly ajar.


Imagine then my delight as I made my way through the life of this great lama by way of translating his biography. Here was revealed a lama whose learning, discipline, kindness, total dedication, patience, and humility were laid before me. Although, as His Holiness points out, only a fraction of his attainments can be perceived from the outside, it was enough to fill in many missing pieces that had remained hidden from me while living in his vicinity.


Here was a lama who did more than make a few bedbugs disappear. Here was one who guided and nurtured a young Tenzin Gyatso, Holder of the White Lotus, helping him to become the confident Dalai Lama that he is today. His Holiness loved him so much that he feared that when his root lama passed away he would be left like a baby bird alone in the world. However, the world these days is blessed with the presence and kindness of a fearless Dalai Lama. We revere him and give thanks that he is in the world. But he himself talks of the kindness of his teacher Ling Rinpoché, calling it a kindness that until enlightenment he will never be able to repay.


Even now as on occasion I walk by Chopra House, I think about the reserved but straight-­talking lama that used to live there. But now I fill in the picture with the fulsome colors taken from the paint box of his remarkable life. I pray that this translation goes some way in displaying that picture in all its glory.
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I felt honored to be asked to translate this biography by Geshé Thupten Jinpa and was equally grateful that he took the time to review this translation. Many terms peculiar to the Tibetan monastic environment I was unfamiliar with, and he kindly corrected any errors.


As His Holiness notes, he requested Ratö Khyongla Rinpoché to compile the book by writing down the day-­to-­day events of Rinpoché’s life and to interview his attendant Losang Lungrik. Fortunately, Khyongla Rinpoché was in Dharamsala during some of the times I was there, and I was able to take advantage of his presence to clear up one or two points. Although of an advanced age, and though I often felt I was pestering him like an annoying mosquito, he was unfailingly gracious and kind with his time.


Being in Dharamsala often means that I am able to avail myself of the great learning that dwells within the many Tibetan inhabitants here. Often I would seek out a more knowledgeable soul than myself to resolve a query about an expression or term. Those I am indebted to for this range from Losang Yeshé, present abbot of Drepung Loseling, to monk and lay friends that I would meet in the streets and cafés of this little town. To them all I offer appreciative thanks.


Much of the information in the glossary was taken from the recently published Gomdé Tibetan-­to-­Tibetan Dictionary (sgom sde tshig mdzod ), painstakingly compiled over sixteen years by Gomdé Lharampa Geshé Thupten Samdrup, formerly of Sera Monastery. It is truly a treasure mine of Buddhism-­related information.


Sharpa Tulku Tenzin Trinley made a draft translation of this biography, and I have relied upon it throughout. It would be remiss not to acknowledge the effort made by this devoted student of the Sixth Ling Rinpoché.


The photographs that adorn this work are here thanks to the work of long-­time friend Jane Moore. By trade Jane is a professional photo researcher and editor and happily gave of her time to meticulously work on gathering and selecting the best photos for this book. As a devoted student of the Dalai Lama, she put her heart and soul into this task, and the book is so much the better for it.


Without an editor the reader would tire of the grammatical errors, convoluted expressions of simple points, inapt word choices, and so on that would plague my efforts. It is indeed fortunate then that Wisdom Publications has the services of editor David Kittelstrom. Over the many years that I have worked with David, he has nudged my attempts at translation to a clarity that far better reveals the meaning of the text.


Finally, I want to express my gratitude to Thupten Tsering, known affectionately to all as TT-­la, a member of staff of Ling Labrang of the former and present Ling Rinpoché. He told me more than once that he wanted to see this book translated before he passed to his “heavenly realm.” Although still weakened by the effects of the serious car crash he suffered with the present Ling Rinpoché, he always managed to encourage me to persevere with the translation, even when successful publication seemed distant.


TECHNICAL NOTE


The title of the Tibetan text translated here is ’Jam mgon rgyal ba’ rgyal tshab skyabs rje yongs ’dzin gling sprul rdo rje ’chang rje btsun thub bstan lung rtogs rnam rgyal ’phrin las dpal bzang po’i thun mong ba’i mdzad rnam mdo tsam brjod pa nor bu’i do shal, which can be translated as Jewel Pendant: A Brief Account of the Commonly Perceived Deeds of Mañjunātha, the Regent of the Buddha, the Protector and Great Tutor, the Vajradhara Ling Incarnation, Venerable Thupten Lungtok Namgyal Trinlé Palsangpo.


The text used for translation was the latest book-­format edition, published by Yongzin Ling Labrang in Dharamsala in 2009 to mark the fiftieth anniversary of the nonviolent uprising in Lhasa and the mass exodus into exile that followed.


Some of the text that is not chronologically bound, as well as that section which portrays Rinpoché’s character, daily routine, teachers, and so on, has been moved to the front of the book. Chapters and sections have been reformed to make reference easier. Except in some cases of titles frequently mentioned, works mentioned in the translation have wherever possible had the author’s name added by the translator. All footnotes are those of the translator.


The phonetic transcriptions of Tibetan words are those developed by the Institute of Tibetan Classics and Wisdom Publications. These reflect approximately the pronunciation of words by a modern Central Tibetan. Transliterations of the phoneticized Tibetan terms and names used in the text can be found in the index. Exceptions to the above system of phonetic transcription are those modern proper names whose owners have spelled them according to their own preference. Drakyap Rinpoché, therefore, is rendered Dagyab Rinpoché. Sanskrit diacritics are used throughout except for Sanskrit terms that have been naturalized into English, such as samsara, nirvana, sutra, stupa, Mahayana, and mandala.


Pronunciation of Tibetan phonetics


ph and th are aspirated p and t, as in pet and tip.


ö is similar to the eu in the French seul.


ü is similar to the ü in the German füllen.


ai is similar to the e in bet.


é is similar to the e in prey.


Pronunciation of Sanskrit


Palatal ś and retroflex ṣ are similar to the English unvoiced sh.


c is an unaspirated ch similar to the ch in chill.


The vowel ṛ is similar to the American r in pretty.


ñ is somewhat similar to the nasalized ny in canyon.


ṅ is similar to the ng in sing or anger.









Jewel Pendant
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HIS HOLINESS THE FOURTEENTH DALAI LAMA,


Tenzin Gyatso
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	Homage and Introduction








Oṃ sati.


Precious vessel composed of the elements of enlightenment


filled with the golden particles of the wisdom of every buddha,


most exceptional deity renowned as Mañjuśrī,


grant me the gift of the confidence of limitless speech.


Rising as the slayer of Yama’s demigod-­like armies


in their outer, inner, and secret forms,


sole protector of the god-­like fortunate beings,


Bhagavan, lord of the gods, bestow your auspicious abundance.


In these degenerate times, the master of the enemy of time,12


through the magic of the dance of the ordinary,


puts on the wondrous spectacle of a great festival


of high rebirth and renunciation for countless beings.


Amid the golden mountains of those spiritual masters,


wise in preserving the Mighty Sage’s doctrine,


you are hailed as a great citadel of scripture and insight,


made delightful by the twin ornaments of the sun and moon


of your enlightened deeds, victorious in every direction.13


With its foliage of bodhisattva deeds spread far and wide,


hung low with its fulsome fruit that benefits living beings,


the wish-­granting tree of your succession of lives


has beautified the earth of the teachings of all traditions.


In particular, with the firm hands of teaching and practice,


you have skillfully placed the wish-­fulfilling jewel of the Geluk tradition


upon the topknot of the head of samsara and nirvana


and many have made your teachings their own.


Every representation of your extraordinary three mysteries,


whose reach equals that of the brilliant sun,


are phenomena to be understood only by the omniscient;


how can the mind of a child encompass these?


Nevertheless, a few fragments of his deeds,


instances depicted to guide ordinary beings,


will be created here with the brushes of the three unshakable types of faith


as a portrait to delight the intelligent.


With these verses offered in homage to a sacred object, the medium of speech has been rendered virtuous.


This great guide of ours completed the three practices of perfection, maturation, and cultivation countless eons ago. He actualized by way of the three equalities the ultimate stage of development of the buddhas of the ten directions, and through spontaneous and uninterrupted enlightened deeds, he has displayed manifestations appropriate to those who are to be tamed and as numerous as the living beings pervading the realms of space. All these and other mysteries are beyond conception, an internal experience shared by those great beings who have merged with the pervasive dharmakāya. It is difficult for ordinary beings to discern such phenomena.


Also, his fully accomplished past lives were like a string of pearls in that he appeared as a succession of beings who were great scholars and practitioners, beginning from Arhat Udayin, the great disciple of the Buddha who was supreme in taming the minds of the lay population, up to the glorious Losang Lungtok Tenzin Trinlé, the previous incarnation. There are limitless accounts, all worthy of mention, of their activities performed for the sake of the teachings without differentiating between the old and new tantra traditions, and so on. However, I will not take on the hardship of writing of them here but instead speak of the topic at hand, of how this particular incarnation, through his remarkable activities of study, contemplation, and meditation within the doctrine of the Buddha, and his teaching, composition, and debate, illuminated the true and excellent path for his discerning followers and those endowed with the treasure of intelligence.
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	Some Reflections on Ling Rinpoché’s Personality








MY PRECIOUS TUTOR14 usually maintained a humble and modest demeanor. In times of crisis for the country and the Buddha’s teaching, however, he was not modest and revealed a powerful and decisive side. Here is one example. In 1951, when we were staying in Dromo, there were conflicting opinions in the Tibetan government on whether we should proceed to India or return to Lhasa. A divination was performed to see which course of action was better. The divination came out for returning to Lhasa. Nevertheless, some still voiced their opinion strongly that returning to Lhasa would be too dangerous. The precious tutor gave me the following advice, “The unfailing guru is the Three Jewels, and in a divination request made to the Three Jewels, the answer has come out for returning to Lhasa, and so that is what we should do. If His Holiness finds this difficult to do, then it is perfectly fine to ignore what I say.” This decisive advice was given without a trace of hesitation. Later, when I reflected on this, I marveled at how decisive and resolute the precious tutor was.


Normally, whenever I visited Rinpoché in the labrang or invited him to my rooms, it was to receive teachings on sutra and tantra and so on. Occasionally, however, I would ask for advice on other matters, and so over time we had much discussion. On all those occasions, I never heard the precious tutor find fault with others, make sarcastic remarks, or grumble about his personal situation. He was always content and reserved, a happy person.


Having the responsibility of the Tibetan people resting on my shoulders, I would sometimes share my troubles with Rinpoché. Whatever the problem, he would always discuss it with me. Sometimes he would make me laugh. He would make the problem seem smaller and was skillful in comforting and reassuring me. This greatly benefited my mind. Sometimes he told me in an easygoing manner and with great joy that in this day and age, I was like “specially ordered brocade,” in that I was perfectly suited for both the religious and secular world, and that there was no need to worry, whatever the situation. These words would reassure me greatly.
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Sakya Trizin, Ling Rinpoché, the Dalai Lama, and Trijang Rinpoché sit and Drukpa Thuksé Rinpochė, Düdjom Rinpoché, and Kalu Rinpoché stand in front of the Mahabodhi stupa in Bodhgaya, early 1960s.





Not only when I had a problem, but whenever I visited the precious tutor, I would always feel happier afterward and retain a definite and special joy. This was his inconceivable kindness. Alongside that was the knowledge that one day the precious tutor might no longer be with us. How would I be able to face that situation? How would I be able to bear it? Such fears and torment began to arise in my mind a few years ago. Therefore, as this biography makes clear, I put a lot of effort into making repeated requests for him to live long, performing longevity rituals, and so on.


The precious tutor kept his qualities decidedly hidden, and as a result, his inconceivable qualities of body, speech, and mind are far beyond our comprehension and powers of description. Nevertheless, I have seen firsthand that he possessed a clairvoyance capable of clearly foreseeing future events. I will recount a couple of those occasions.


While the precious teacher was receiving the textual transmission of the combined Kālacakra Root Tantra, Kālacakra Condensed Tantra, and Butön Rinpoché’s Annotations on the Kālacakra Stainless Light Great Commentary from Kumbum Minyak Rinpoché, this lama did not remember exactly which other texts were needed to be brought together to complete this transmission. Therefore, in Tibet I had only received the transmission of Butön Rinpoché’s Annotations and had not been given the combined transmission that included the root tantra and the commentary. When we arrived in India, I remarked to the precious tutor that the transmission lineage of the Kālacakra root tantra and commentary has probably come to an end, and what a loss that would be. The precious tutor replied, “The lineage has definitely arrived in India. We must search for it.” He spoke with complete certainty that it was in India, but none of us knew who had this lineage. Later, after much investigation, it was found that the complete teaching lineage was with Kīrti Tsenshap Rinpoché. This news was reported to the precious tutor. Kīrti Tsenshap Rinpoché passed the lineage to Serkong Rinpoché,15 and I subsequently received it from Serkong Rinpoché. Therefore I was able to receive this transmission that had been close to dying out. Rinpoché had stated with total certainty that this lineage was in India before it had been discovered, and this is one extraordinary example of his clairvoyance.


Also, when I asked for advice on my practice and other matters, Rinpoché would usually approve of my line of thought, whether in the religious or secular domain, saying it was based on good reasoning. Sometimes, however, he would give me advice that ran counter to my ideas and wishes in that moment. Later, after some time had passed, I saw that the advice the precious tutor had given me turned out to be perfect for that situation and that my own ideas clearly would not have worked.


Owing to experiences like these, I came to suspect that the precious tutor had clairvoyance. Consequently, at a meeting with him, I once said, “It seems the precious tutor is clairvoyant. Is that true?”


He replied, “Sometimes I wonder if that is not the case.” If we look at these words of such a guru, one who would never commit the monastic downfall of “the lie of elevating oneself above the ordinary,”16 it was as if he were actually asserting that he had clairvoyance. I have something like pride in noting that it is of no inferior merit to be cared for by such a guru.


It was the precious tutor’s nature to be reserved, and he was not prone to sudden displays of either elation or sadness. However, whenever he was aware of a living being in distress, such as on hearing the cries of a dog being beaten, his eyes would well up and he would say, “Ah, poor thing!” This was a sign that he possessed the quality of great compassion.


As recounted in this biography, the precious tutor told Ratö Khyongla, “I only requested teachings that I thought I could practice.” That was certainly true. In Tibet a monk called Ngawang Nyendrak, who spent his time in retreat at Taklung Drak Hermitage, would inform Rinpoché whenever Takdrak Vajradhara was giving important teachings. Once Takdrak Rinpoché was giving the initiations of the Hundred Practices of Mitrayogi, and Ngawang Nyendrak informed the precious tutor and wondered aloud whether he would attend them. Rinpoché reflected that he would be unable to do the practices and so did not receive the initiations. This consideration of whether he would be able to do the practice, not just collecting teachings, is an example to us all and a wonderful teaching on the need for practice.
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	Daily Routine








GURU VAJRADHARA’S daily routine was as follows: He woke up at five o’clock and practiced the yoga of rising. He went to the bathroom and washed his hands and face while practicing the ceremonial cleansing yoga. He then drank a cup of warm milk and went outside for a short walk. He sat on the veranda and recited the seven-­limb prayer that begins with the line “To the venerable and noble Tārā . . .” and then chanted the Tārā prayer thirty-­five times. Returning inside he made three preliminary prostrations to the compassionate Buddha before reciting the lines of reviewing the vows, concluding with three more prostrations. Sitting on his seat he would perform a self-­generation using the Longevity Ritual for Self and Others by Way of Cittamaṇi White Tārā composed by Phabongkha Dechen Nyingpo. Afterward he recited the Torma Offering Rites.


At half past seven Rinpoché had breakfast with Losang Lungrik, the labrang manager. Rinpoché ate tsampa and drank three cups of tea. Before eating he would offer the food. To the Three Jewels he made offerings with the lines “For myself and those around me, in all our lives . . .” and so on. To the lamas from whom he had received teachings he offered with the lines “The actual embodiment of all the buddhas and deities . . .” and so on. To the venerable Tārā, the deity of enlightened activity, he made offerings with the lines “Savior from samsara, tāre ma . . .” and so on. To the meditation deity Vajrabhairava he offered with the lines “Supreme form, supremely wrathful . . .” and so on, and to the Dharma protectors, he offered with the lines “Those who had vowed in the presence of the Buddha . . .”


Then he returned to his meditation room. Usually until half past eleven he would undertake his practices and perform many times the offering of the mandala that he himself constructed. At noon he would perform the practice of offering the first portions of lunch while reciting the Remembering the Three Jewels Sutra and then perform the inner-­offering blessing before having lunch with Losang Lungrik by way of the yoga of eating. At the end of the lunch he cast some food to the hungry ghosts and gave to the spirit Hāritī, dedicating with the lines beginning “By the merit of offering this food . . .”


From two o’clock onward, Rinpoché received visitors of all kinds. He received them all with a smile and asked them briefly about their health. Any questions on the Dharma he would answer in great detail. On Wednesdays he gave audience to Westerners, and through an interpreter would answer any questions. At three o’clock tea was served, and Rinpoché would drink three cups of tea. The attendants would place the cup and tea on the table, and he would serve himself from the teapot.


When there were no visitors Rinpoché would read texts. At four o’clock he would retire to his meditation room, and there he would recite a few pages from the Perfection of Wisdom in Eight Thousand Lines, repeat Tsongkhapa’s miktsema verse, the hundred-­syllable Vajrasattva mantra, and the maṇi mantra. At six o’clock he had dinner by way of the yoga of eating. Afterward, he would sit on the veranda and talk for a while with the labrang manager and attendants. On occasions he would speak about going to the assemblies and teachings at Drepung and the tantric college, about the lamas he had received teachings from, their great qualities, even down to imitating their voices. He would speak of past events that served as methods to tame the minds of disciples and so on. He only spoke of Dharma-­related topics. No one ever heard or saw him speak with anger, attachment, and so on.


Around eight o’clock he went to his room, where he performed the Vajrabhairava protector offering ritual, the torma offering to Nechung, and so on. After this he recited prayers and dedicated his virtuous deeds for enlightenment. Then, with the following verse, he prayed a long time for all those he had connections with:


By the power of these virtuous deeds,


may my parents, who nurtured me with kindness,


my lamas and masters, from whom I received the bodhicitta,


my vajra brothers, with whom I share the pledges,


those persons with whom I have made connection in material ways,


those animals used for my transportation, killed for my use,


whose milk I have drunk and flesh I have eaten,


may they all soon attain the state of enlightenment.


After this verse Rinpoché made three prostrations and then went to his bedroom to sleep with the practice of sleep yoga. This was his daily routine as printed in his autobiography.17


As indicated by the divination performed by Vajradhara Phabongkha, Rinpoché took single-­deity Vajrabhairava, who is elevated by five special qualities, for his special meditation deity. Concentrating on the practice involving the combination of the peaceful and wrathful forms, the yoga of Vajrabhairava was his main practice. He also performed the extensive form of the blessings of the four initiations by way of the Guru Puja ritual in conjunction with this meditation deity. He also performed the daily sādhana self-­generations of Heruka body mandala, Vajrayoginī, and Guhyasamāja. Practicing these three equally was in keeping with the practice tradition of Tsongkhapa, the Dharma sovereign within the three realms.


Rinpoché also recited the name mantras of twenty-­nine lamas that he had received direct teachings from. They were:


1.His reading master, Ngawang Lhundrup of Gyütö


2.The attendant of the previous Ling Rinpoché, Jampa Losang


3.Tutor Geshé Tenpa Chözin of Nyakré


4.The Great Thirteenth Dalai Lama, Ngawang Losang Thupten Gyatso


5.Phabongkha Jampa Tenzin Trinlé Gyatso


6.Buldü Vajradhara Losang Yeshé Tenpai Gyaltsen


7.Tutor and former abbot of Ratö Monastery Losang Samten


8.Takdrak Vajradhara, Ngawang Sungrap Thutop Tenpai Gyaltsen


9.Khangsar Vajradhara Ngawang Thupten Chökyi Wangchuk


10.Choné Geshé Rinpoché Losang Gyatso


11.The Mongolian geshé Palden Sangpo


12.Trijang Vajradhara Losang Yeshé Tenzin Gyatso


13.Kangyur Lama Losang Dönden


14.Former throneholder Minyak Yeshé Wangden


15.Simok Rinpoché Jampa Ngawang Kunga Tenzin


16.Lhatsun Vajradhara Losang Thupten Gelek Rapgyé


17.Kumbum Minyak Ngawang Lekshé Gyatso


18.Sikgyap Rinpoché Losang Palden Chökyi Wangchuk of Tashi Lhunpo


19.Yeshé Rapgyé of Gyütö


20.Gyütö assistant to the ritual monks Tsultrim


21.Deyang Monastery assistant tutor Tenzin Trinlé Öser Rinpoché


22.Throneholder Khyenrap Yönten of Changyap


23.Tengyé from Gyütö


24.Shaphel Tulku Ngawang Damchö Losang


25.Ngakrampa Losang Nyima of Gyütö


26.Khunu Lama Rinpoché Tenzin Gyaltsen


27.Throneholder Thupten Nyinjé


28.Ratö Drakyap Dongkong Tulku Thupten Gelek Gyatso


29.Trinlé Wangdrak of Yerpa


Various texts were kept separately in a box that Rinpoché used for his regular recitations and readings. From this it can be concluded that he would practice them when he was not busy. They included:




Speaking the Names of Mañjuśrī


Tamboura of Devotion and Respect: Requests Invoking the Essence of Ārya Cittamaṇi Tārā


Mantras of oath-­bound protectors to be recited daily, taken from the Rinjung Cycle and Surka Cycle of sādhanas


Losang Gyaltsen Sengé’s Vajra Diamond: Sādhana of Wisdom Ḍākinī Siṃhamukha


Mahākāla Who Enters the Heart: Requests Made to the Guru and Mahākāla as One—A Hook that Draws in the Attainments


Secret Teachings on Four-­Faced Great Vajra Mahākāla, Protector and Robber of Strength


Prayer of Samantabhadra


Dedication chapter of Śāntideva’s Guide to the Bodhisattva’s Way of Life


The outlines to the Stages of the Path to Enlightenment


Könchok Tenpai Drönmé’s Way to Study the Texts of Sutra and Tantra


Könchok Tenpai Drönmé’s Ramblings of an Old Man


Dakpo Losang Jinpa’s Review Meditations on the Stages of the Path, Encompassing All Essential Points


Gungthang’s Summary of Advice on the Three Vows


Notes on quiescence (śamatha) meditation


Teachings on the Vajrabhairava completion stage


Core instructions on mind training


Thuken Chökyi Nyima’s Way to Follow the Instructions for Repairing Weakened Pledges by Relying Upon the Five Yamāntaka Families Performed in Conjunction with the Guruyoga of Glorious Vajrabhairava


Yangchen Drupa Dorjé’s Pillar of the Indestructible Life Force: The Way to Perform a Longevity Ritual by Way of Yellow Bhairava


Removing All Opposing Hindrances: An Unelaborated Curse-­ Weakening Ritual


Drawings of the ritual implements that no tantric practitioner must be without


Drawings of the energy channels


Jamyang Shepa’s Precious Garland of the Oral Transmission: Annotations on the Vajrabhairava Seven-­Chapter Root Tantra












PART 1


[image: images]


Childhood and Early Monastic Life, 1903–24
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	Place of Birth








THIS LAND surrounded by a wall of cooling snow mountains is divided up into Tibet and Greater Tibet. In earlier times, during the reigns of the three great ancestral Dharma kings,18 Tibet was also divided into the four regions of Ütsang.19 Of these four, he was born in the central region of Uru. His actual birthplace was Kyishö, a place replete with all the qualities of the ten virtues, otherwise known as Yaphu, famed as the abode of Cakra­saṃvara and consort and a day’s journey northwest of the capital, Lhasa. There the land is shaped like a triangular dharmodaya.20 The mountains in the distance resemble a heap of jewels. On the sides of the surrounding hills are shapes of vowels and consonants. Sitting amid the foreground hills, which resemble draped silk, is the hermitage of Ratsa. Of its many sacred objects, the main one is a statue of Vajrayoginī, the meditation deity of the great Paṇchen Nāropa, which many times has given spoken replies to questions asked of it, thereby endowing it with the powerful blessing of “liberation through seeing.” There is a small and delightful shortcut known as the Ḍākinī hill path between his birth village of Karbok and Ratsa hermitage.


On the mountains in the distance can be seen a stack of rocks known as the Palace of Cakrasaṃvara (plate 5), and because of this feature the name of this region is Yap.21 This means that a constant stream of devout pilgrims—ordained and lay, men and women—come from Lhasa and elsewhere to make offerings. Moreover, there are very many accounts of the arising of realization and experiences in several great beings that have practiced in this place.


It is difficult for an ordinary being like me to gauge precisely the intention of this great being. However, were I to speculate why he took birth in that place, I would say that in the eyes of his ordinary disciples, this root guru of ours had achieved advanced spiritual stages by relying on the vajra paths of Śrī Cakrasaṃvara with consort and Vajrabhairava. The master was now instructing his followers that should they also wish to quickly gain the stage of union endowed with its seven features,22 it is proper to rely upon such meditation deities. Also, he would be able to care for the people of this area through their seeing, hearing, remembering, and coming into contact with him.


I have not found a reliable source from whom I can enquire about the family background of our master’s mother and father. However, he was born into a very poor household in Karbok, subjects of the private Yuthok Drachen estate that was the household of the Tenth Dalai Lama. His father was Kunga Tsering and his mother Sönam Dekyi. Great beings take birth in royal families such as the Shing Sala family, as well as in rich, poor, and moderately well-­off households, for special reasons. I think the reasons that this holy being deliberately took birth in a poor family was firstly to care for two beings who had fostered roots of virtue over many lifetimes and who had prayed to be the parents of this great and holy being. Secondly, he was teaching that preserving and spreading the teachings of the Buddha do not depend upon family lineage but upon the qualities of study, contemplation, and meditation. As the Buddha himself said, “In my doctrine, lineage and family are not the main considerations. Dharma practice is.”


Our master was born in the year 1903,23 or in the water-­rabbit year of the fifteenth sixty-­year cycle, in the very early morning of the sixth day of the eleventh month. It is said that he emerged still inside the amniotic sac and his mother hesitated, not knowing what to do. At that moment he cried out “A-­ye!” and with the movement of his arms, became free of the amniotic membrane.


His predecessor, Venerable Losang Lungtok Tenzin Trinlé, exhibited passing away on the eighth day of the eighth month of the water-­tiger year, when he was forty-­seven years old (1902). From one point of view it appears as if he did not complete a full life. However, the reality is that he returned as the display of a supreme incarnation to be the guide for the doctrine and for living beings such as myself. At a time when the sun of the doctrine of the Buddha was shining brightly in the Dharma land of Tibet, he listened and received all the initiations, transmissions, core instructions, and so on in the presence of many learned and adept masters. He became the master of the doctrine of scripture and insight, thereby sustaining the teachings of the Buddha Śākyamuni in general, and specifically those of the second Buddha, Tsongkhapa Losang Drakpa. His incarnation was therefore timely. In particular, from the time I learned how to read and write, he bestowed upon me, who is the fourteenth in the lineage of the Holder of the White Lotus,24 the complete teachings of sutra and tantra in the manner of a pot being filled to the brim. In particular, after the doctrine had been reduced almost to a point where its name had vanished in the Dharma land of Tibet, in keeping with the prophecy of the Buddha that the doctrine would go from north to north and then would spread again in the central region, the master clearly took on the form of regent of the second Buddha Tsongkhapa in the noble land of India, and he ensured that the doctrine shone like the sun. Without a doubt it is for these reasons that he took birth at such time.


This glorious lama was the eldest son of the parents mentioned above. They also had a son Öser and a daughter Bakdro. While this great being was still in his mother’s womb, his father traveled to the Lhasa district to sell dung, and there his load-­carrying mules died. I think that this and other troubles that occurred were the work of Makaradhvaja25 and his cohorts, who set out to obstruct the extensive activities that this great being would go on to perform for the doctrine of the second Buddha and others. As the saying goes, “When the Dharma is profound, the hindrances will be profound.” I am not clear about the time and circumstances of his father’s passing, but Rinpoché told those around him that he had never met his father.


There can be no doubt that, even at such a tender age, the nature of this great being far surpassed that of ordinary beings. However, as to the details of the master’s early childhood, I have found no reliable source, so I cannot write more about it here.
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The Thirteenth Dalai Lama on his throne at the Potala Palace
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	Searching for the Reincarnation








AFTER RINPOCHE’S PREDECESSOR had passed away, Jampa Losang, 		who was the predecessor’s nephew and attendant, approached the Great Thirteenth for a divination and the two oracles of Nechung and Gadong for a prophecy concerning his reincarnation. The replies came back: “Not far, directly northwest of the temple of the Kalsang Palace in the Norbulingka . . .”26 Also:


In the south, as considered from


the time of the predecessor,


will be found the unmistaken reincarnation,


the enlightened body, speech, and mind as one.


The great Dharma protector of Gadong also declared that the place would be Yap. Thus it was clear that this would be the birthplace, and any doubt about the area in which to conduct the search for the incarnation was resolved. Yaphu was northwest of the Norbulingka Kalsang Palace and south of Phenpo Rakma, the birthplace of his predecessor. It was between the two.


When making a detailed search for children with special signs born in the small settlement of Yaphu, three were identified. They were Losang Gyatso, son of Jangkha Lhopa, who was an official in the general revenue office of Drepung Monastery; Sönam Wangden, a child from Karbok; and Yeshé Namdak, the son of a tenant of Phukpoché estate. A request for divination was made to the Gadong protector asking for identification of the correct incarnation from these three. Without saying clearly which child this was, the response from the protector was that to resolve this issue, they should go to the lands of China and Mongolia, where the great master Meaningful to Behold27 was visiting. Accordingly, the attendant Jampa Losang and a party set out from Lhasa.


Prior to leaving, Jampa Losang invoked the great Gadong protector through the oracle and requested that, when making this long journey to China and Mongolia for the purposes of identifying the correct incarnation, there be no obstacles and their task be successful. The reply came, “There may be a few hindrances, but as in the past, I the spirit will help you.” In keeping with this prophecy, a few of the servants did not want to make such a long journey. They conspired together, and one night on the northern plains they cut the ropes of the tents, threw stones, and so on. However, not much damage was done, and those servants suspected of being involved were sent back at once. The attendant Jampa Lobsang was someone who believed resolutely in the protector Nechung and consequently had brought with him the little statue of Nechung, which he usually kept in his room. It is said that at this time the small bells that adorned the brocade on the statue began to ring.


Whatever the case, because of the unfailing assistance produced by the four types of activities28 that are performed by the vast ocean of oath-­bound protectors, they arrived safely in the Tashi Lhunpo Ling Monastery of Khadro Chingwan Dākhural in Mongolia, where the previous Dalai Lama was staying. They at once made their prostrations and presented to him a detailed account of their search for the precious incarnation. They requested a divination through the vision of his exalted wisdom on who was worthy of being the unmistaken reincarnation from among the three children. In response he placed his seal of approval upon the name of Sönam Wangden, the boy from Karbok, as being the unmistaken incarnation and gave him the name Thupten Lungtok Namgyal Trinlé. The Great Thirteenth also composed a long-­life prayer entitled Nectar for the Supreme Granting of All Wishes. In the colophon of this long-­life prayer, found in the collected works of the Great Thirteenth, it says, “Although I have not received any entreaty for assistance from the manager of the Ling Labrang in the search for the incarnation, I remember the kindness of my holy tutor and have trust in the divination request made to the Mahārāja.”29 The manager of Ling Labrang at that time was a monk from Dargyé Ling of Lhokha district. There was a child from Lhokha who could have been the incarnation, and he had high hopes that this was indeed the case. It seems that the manager did not pay as much attention to the other candidate children.


As mentioned previously, the birthplace of the previous incarnation was Phenpo Rakma, while the birthplace of this present incarnation is Ratsa. Thus the names of both birthplaces contain the syllable ra. It is said that this illustrates that Rinpoché is a manifestation of Ra Lotsāwa.30


The Great Thirteenth gave careful instructions to the attendant Jampa Losang on the relevant ceremonial duties to be performed around the enthronement. Accordingly, when Rinpoché arrived in Lhasa, he was offered a set of robes and led to Garpa Hermitage (plate 6), where he was enthroned on the high Dharma throne that had been blessed by his previous incarnations. When he was being escorted from his birthplace in Karbok in the early morning, he reached the circumambulation path around the Ramoché temple at the same time that the morning assembly gong was being struck at Gyütö Monastery. According to the senior monks this was clearly an auspicious sign that this great being would later enroll in the glorious Gyütö Monastery, complete his study, contemplation, and meditation within the vast ocean of tantras to rise as a great teacher of tantra endowed with the two sets of ten principles,31 and preserve and spread the teaching of mantra as if vajra-­holder Kunga Döndrup32 himself had come again.
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Gyütö Monastery’s main temple in Lhasa, also known as Ramoché.
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	Childhood








ALTHOUGH I AM not sure of the exact dates and times, it was probably 	around the age of four when his reading tutor Ngakrampa Ngawang Lhundrup, from Phukhang House of Gyütö Monastery, started tutoring him in reading the vowels and the consonants, which is the gateway to all learning, the basis of all expression in words and sentences, and the fundamentals of the great treatises. After about eight months, this scholar had to leave for China and Mongolia under the orders of the former Dalai Lama as one of a party of eight ritual monks from Gyütö. Therefore the attendant Jampa Losang had to serve as teacher for his study and contemplation. Rinpoché memorized texts, such as Speaking the Names of Mañjuśrī, Maitreya’s Ornament of Realization, and Candrakīrti’s Entering the Middle Way.


Ngakrampa Ngawang Lhundrup was born in Tsakhalho. He was entered into Karda Monastery, where he memorized the various liturgical texts. He later came to central Tibet and joined Gyütö Monastery and became very skilled at chanting and recitations, such as the long-and-low tone chanting. When the previous Dalai Lama entered into the great retreat on the meditation deity Vajrabhairava, Ngawang Lhundrup was one of the eight monks from the two tantric colleges that sat in on the retreat in the Norbulingka Palace. He had sat at the feet of many lamas studying and contemplating the sutras and tantras and had developed a successful meditative practice. Therefore, when he died at the age of seventy-­eight, he did so in a joyful state. When Rinpoché was eight, he gave Ngawang Lhundrup one of his baby teeth. This tooth today resides as an inner component of a statue of Kunga Döndrup, one of the principal sacred objects of the present Gyütö reestablished at Tenzin Gang in Mön.33


In 1909, the earth-­bird year, the previous Dalai Lama returned to the great capital of Lhasa from his visits to China and Mongolia. When he had reached the place called Nakchu Tratsangla, Rinpoché went specially to greet him, even though he was only seven years old. The Dalai Lama afforded him great respect and honor, such as coming out of his residence and standing in the door as Rinpoché was being led in through the cordon of the military bodyguards. The previous Ling incarnation had been a tutor to this Dalai Lama, and this was an indication that later this young incarnation would become an object of great veneration for me. Once inside the residence, Rinpoché made three preliminary prostrations and offered to the Dalai Lama the mandala and the three representations of the enlightened body, speech, and mind. During the audience the Dalai Lama put him at ease with smiles and a joyful nectar-­flow of speech.


His teacher Ngawang Lhundrup had returned with the Dalai Lama. Rinpoché recognized him at once and called out to him, “Gen-­la!” which means “venerable teacher.”


On the way back Rinpoché visited Radreng (a.k.a. Reting) Monastery, the source of the stream of Kadam teachings, and paid homage to the sacred objects there, such as the central statue of Jowo Jampel Dorjé. There he had a relaxed audience with the fourth Radreng incarnation.


Until he was about eight or nine he alternated his residence between Garpa Hermitage and the Ling Labrang in Lhasa. One time the all-­knowing Paṇchen, the eminent Thupten Chökyi Nyima Gelek Namgyal, came especially to Garpa Hermitage for a pilgrimage visit. After Rinpoché had offered the mandala and the three representations, the two spent their time in pleasant conversation.


In the year 1911, the iron-­pig year, when Rinpoché was in his ninth year, Geshé Tenpa Chözin of Drepung Nyakré House, or Phuntsok as he was known, a true master of scholarship and meditative practice, was invited to be Rinpoché’s tutor. He began training in the dialectical path of Collected Topics,34 learning how to propose and respond to syllogisms as well as memorizing the opening sections of Ratö Collected Topics composed by Jamyang Lama Choklha Öser.


Geshé Tenpa Chözin was born to a family from Metö Darutsang, which was under the domain of the Drakyap branch monastery. His father was Sherap Gyaltsen and his mother Kunga Tsomo. He was ordained as a monk at an early age and studied in Drepung Monastery, where he earned the title of geshé lharampa. He received extensive initiations, transmissions, and teachings from many great beings and put them into practice perfectly. Through this he became a teacher giving classes on classical texts to the students at the monastery. At this time, Ling Labrang offered his name as well as that of Kunga from Nyakré House of Loseling College, who had a great reputation as a scholar, to the great protector Gadong as worthy candidates for being the tutor of the young incarnation. The former was deemed the better choice and so became the tutor and took up residence at Ling Labrang. After a while Geshé Tenpa Chözin returned to the land of his birth and was conferred the title of throneholder of both the main and branch monasteries of Drakyap, where he turned the wheels of Dharma. With this and other duties he served as a great being performing extensive deeds for the propagation of the Buddha’s teaching.
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	Initial Studies








I CANNOT BE SURE of the exact date, but sometime in 1912, in the water-­rat year, when Rinpoché had reached the age of ten, he first set foot in the glorious and great monastery of Drepung, that great Dharma lake of study and practice where millions of white swan-­like scholars and practitioners beat their wings of scripture and logic to fulfil their desires. (plates 7 and 8) In Lhasa, this year came to be known as “the water-­rat year of Chinese war” because of the troubles that had erupted at that time between Tibet and China. Because of this the attendants from Ling Labrang had to smuggle Rinpoché from the hermitage to the monastery very early in the morning. Later Rinpoché recounted to others how he had heard gunfire in Lhasa when the group reached the corner of Pari Hill.


When Rinpoché’s feet first adorned the residence at Ling House in Drepung, where the previous incarnations had pursued their studies and contemplations, he was served tea, ceremonial sweet rice, and so forth. After this the governing assembly of the monastery, the abbots and officials of Drepung Loseling, Ling House, and others presented Rinpoché with offering scarves and the three representations, which were joyfully accepted. Keeping with tradition, Ling Labrang presented gifts to the Drepung governing body, the college officials, and others.


On the morning of an auspicious day, when Rinpoché was to enter into the great assembly hall, the attendant Döndrup, nephew of Jampa Losang, the attendant to Rinpoché’s predecessor, placed the monastic robe on his shoulder and carried it as far as the entrance of the assembly hall. Rinpoché then took the robe himself and entered the hall, where he sat on a monastic mat laid out at the head of the back row on the right. Because he had memorized them previously, Rinpoché was able to recite the prayers together with the monastic assembly. After tea in the great assembly he went to Drepung Loseling assembly hall and sat at the head of the front row on the right. There too he recited prayers with the monks. The monastery entrance offerings and so forth, made to the assembly and Loseling College, were far greater than usual.


When the formal debate session began, Rinpoché attended and sat in front of that master of scripture and reasoning, abbot Minyak Jamyang Yönten, and listened to him recite from the beginning of the Ratö Collected Topics. Rinpoché then repeated from memory what the abbot had recited from that text. After that he went to the classroom, where he sat in front of the class with a companion and recited the Ratö Collected Topics. Then a monk from the class put forward some points of debate, to which Rinpoché replied.


After the day’s debate session was over, Rinpoché went and sat on the prepared throne in the assembly hall. At that time, the Dalai Lama was still in India, and Ganden Throneholder Tsemönling Rinpoché Ngawang Losang Tenpa Gyaltsen was serving as regent. Accordingly, a Potala representative of the Dalai Lama offered Rinpoché a ceremonial scarf and a protection cord, followed by a representative of the regent also presenting a ceremonial scarf. Rinpoché stood up on the throne and graciously received these two scarves around his neck. He then sat down on the throne, and the abbot of Drepung made three prostrations and offered the mandala and the three representations. After this Rinpoché received with great joy offerings of scarves from the dignitaries of the Drepung governing body, the abbot and officials of Drepung Loseling, the teachers of the monastic houses of Ling, Nyakré, Trehor, and so on, and other invited guests. At the conclusion of these ceremonies, Ling Labrang offered an elaborate banquet to all the assembled guests and made extensive offerings of gifts, donations, tea, thukpa soup, and rice porridge to the residents of Ling House and neighboring monastic houses.


A few days later Rinpoché went for an audience with the current administrator of Tibet, Tsemönling Rinpoché, and visited Losang Gyaltsen, the former Ganden Throneholder. Both advised Rinpoché to follow the example set by the previous Ling Rinpoché by continuing to cultivate without decline all activities of study, contemplation, and meditation, as well as exposition, debate, and composition. Rinpoché then continued his training on the dialectical path of the Collected Topics.
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The Drepung Loseling assembly hall, in the 1930s





In his Treasury of Abhidharma the master Vasubandhu states:


Living properly, endowed with study and contemplation,


apply yourself well to meditation.


Therefore, in accordance with a request made earlier in 1913, on the eighth day of the first month of the water-­ox year, when he had reached the age of eleven, Rinpoché received the preliminary ordination of the complete lay vows followed by those of the intermediate ordination and finally the vows of a novice monk. This took place at the Potala Palace in the chamber called Victorious in the Three Realms, with the crown jewel of all Vinaya holders in this land of snows, the Great Thirteenth Dalai Lama, acting as ordination abbot. Although Rinpoché was very young at that time, because of the awakened imprints from familiarity over many lives, he did not take the vows from resolve alone but followed to the best of his ability the practices of observance and abandonment pertaining to the thirty-­six precepts of a novice monk.


The prime duty of the ordained who go forth from home to homelessness is to study and contemplate the three precious scriptural collections (the Dharma of scripture) and to immerse themselves in the practice of the path of the three trainings (the Dharma of insight). From these two, as is universally extolled in the tantras, sutras, and treatises, study is initially the most important. Accordingly, Rinpoché determined that he would devote himself properly to the study of the treatises that present the tenets of Buddhists and non-­Buddhist schools in general, and in particular, the great classics of the six ornaments and two supreme beings,35 who beautify the world and are unerring in the core instructions and scriptures that bring about the development of the three trainings in the mind. Therefore, after he had completed his training in Collected Topics, Rinpoché began his study of the treatise Ornament of Realization composed by Maitreya, successor to the Buddha. This work determines the presentation of Mahayana practice and explicitly sets forth the practices of the eight themes and seventy points that constitute the hidden meanings of the Perfection of Wisdom sutras. Rinpoché had memorized this root text earlier, and so he sat in front of his great tutor and listened to a clear and direct explanation from the vast commentary to that treatise called Lamp Illuminating the Meaning of the Mother Wisdom: An Overview of the Perfection of Wisdom composed by Panchen Sönam Drakpa,36 a master vastly learned in sutra and tantra. On the debating grounds with other critically trained students, he strove in his study through careful examination of the points found within the great texts.


When he was studying the topic of the definitive and the provisional meanings of the scriptures, Rinpoché memorized Jé Tsongkhapa’s Essence of Excellent Explanation: Differentiating the Definitive and the Provisional. While engaging in the interclass debates, Rinpoché also sat with other classes of a similar level and listened to Minyak Amé, or Yeshé Wangden, a master of dialectics who later became the Ninety-­Third Ganden Throneholder. I heard that Rinpoché told others that this master would develop debates based upon the difference between the way superimpositions are refuted in the two works Differentiating the Middle Way and the Extremes by Maitreya and Stages of the Bodhisattva by Asaṅga.


During the debates between the higher and lower classes, Rinpoché would take on the responsibility of putting forward and answering debate points. In between classes and debate sessions, he would go to the roof of the labrang at night and engage in memorization until late. Every day in front of his tutor, Rinpoché had to recite as a test all that he had newly memorized. Tutor Phuntsok lived at Ling Labrang but sometimes was called away for a few days to perform ceremonies. At such times Rinpoché performed his recitation tests in front of Geshé Buyak of Nyakré House, who was well known to the tutor and was a frequent visitor to the labrang.


When asked how he played as a child, Rinpoché replied, “I would often look out from the roof of my residence. Other than that, I spent my time reading texts, biographies, and so on. If I were very naughty, the venerable attendant Jampa Losang would scold me.” He also delighted in making clay models of the monastic disciplinarian and so on. Sometimes tents were erected for a few days on the Denbak picnic ground at Drepung, and during the breaks Rinpoché was invited, where he would play games like king and vassals.37 He was also very skilled in playing games with stones. On those days Tenpa-­la, the labrang manager, and others would be immersed in their gambling games of dice and dominoes. Rinpoché would remark how he was amazed that when they were gambling, it all seemed so important, and so completely were they caught up in their playing that even when they went to the toilet they would return straight away, with no time at all spent looking around!


Labrang possessions and some scroll paintings and items used in offering rituals were kept at the monastery and at Garpa Hermitage, but all valuable items and documents belonging to the labrang were kept in Rinpoché’s chambers at the labrang house in Lhasa. During the water-­rat year of Chinese war, the buildings of the Lhasa labrang burned down. As a result, the labrang became rather impoverished. This meant that the regular meals made for Rinpoché, while not devoid of quality, were certainly not prepared from the best food. Also, of all the reincarnate lamas at Loseling College, Rinpoché wore the poorest quality monastic robes. However, as he had acquired familiarity over many lives with the four characteristics of a lifestyle of a noble one,38 it did not concern him at all.


Rinpoché always attended the prayer and debate sessions. Except for the evening sessions attended by the abbot when there was no debate, he would never miss the evening ceremonies.


One time at Tibetan New Year, when Rinpoché was about twelve years old, the Nechung oracle, Gowo Chösur, came to visit. During the audience Nechung suddenly entered the oracle and seemed to speak about the possibility of there being obstacles to Rinpoché’s health that year and of the need to have specific rituals performed to counter them. Because of the commotion of the unexpected event, everyone present was distracted and could not concentrate on what the protector was actually saying. After the protector had left the oracle, those present asked each other what the predictions had been, but no one was able to say. After some discussion, it was agreed that the protector should be invited again. This was done and the protector was requested, “When you gave your predictions just now, we were so distracted we cannot recall it. Please repeat it clearly for us.” The protector with great concern repeated the predictions in a relaxed but detailed manner. Although the recommended rituals given by the protector were performed assiduously, Rinpoché was plagued by a bile-­related fever for quite some time that year, but gradually his health fully recovered. This story was told to me by my precious tutor himself in the course of a conversation. This was probably around the time when it was known that Gowo Chösur had been punished by the government and was forbidden from inviting and making requests of Nechung. However, it seems that a few within his inner circle had been inviting the protector in secret. If we consider the significance of Nechung suddenly appearing like that, it may be that the precious tutor had a special relationship with Nechung from an early age.


One time a senior monk asked Rinpoché, “Have you heard the news these days?”


To which Rinpoché replied, “I’ve heard nothing.”


The monk then added, “I’ve been hearing people say, ‘The managers of the Tsawa, Phu, and Do39 houses should beware.’”


Rinpoché replied, “This may refer to the surfacing of certain documents that indicate these three had a strong connection with the Chinese military, and to the government’s expelling them from the monastery and imprisoning them.”40 Upset about the arrest of these managers and other incidents, a few thoughtless monks who could not be subdued by monastic officials stirred up trouble. Several Loseling monks took to a platform at the Norbu­lingka Palace, where they prostrated, shouted out their appeals, and so on. This went against the laws of the country, and Takdrak Rinpoché,41 who was a high-­ranking incarnate monk and at the time held no government post, came specially to the managers’ office in the monastery out of concern for the Buddha’s teaching, and he strongly advised that it was wholly improper for lamas, tulkus, and anyone else to rise up against the government. While giving this advice, Takdrak Rinpoché’s upper garment slipped down to reveal something like a large wheel that he was wearing on his waist. Rinpoché remarked that it was probably a ceremonial wheel of control.42
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