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“Niguma, a revered Indian yogini, established the Shangpa Kagyu lineage of Tibetan Buddhism. Kalu Rinpoche, as a key lineage holder, continues this sacred tradition with The Yoga of Niguma, a comprehensive guide that offers clear and practical instruction on a practice that harmonizes body, breath, and mind to cultivate inner well-being. Rooted in loving-kindness, this transformative approach fosters mental tranquility and the joy of sharing it with others. Here Kalu Rinpoche collaborates with Michele Loew, whose deep expertise in hatha yoga, along with her knowledge of Sowa Rigpa, the Tibetan healing system, enriches the teachings presented. I highly recommend this insightful book to all who seek personal growth, inner harmony, and the wellbeing of others.”


—HIS EMINENCE LING RINPOCHE


“This wonderful book opens the door to a precious yoga that vitally enhances life. Kalu Rinpoche shares his wisdom and kindness and instructs us in a path of self-development that benefits our mind and health, and Michele Loew carefully points out the dos and don’ts of working successfully with the method. I am totally enchanted by Kalu Rinpoche’s sharing of this great gift of the ancient Indian holy woman Niguma. I cannot recommend this cheerful and life-changing yoga highly enough.”


—ROBERT THURMAN, Jey Tsong Khapa Professor Emeritus, Columbia University


“The Yoga of Niguma brings together the deepest and often hidden practices of ancient yet vibrantly living Tibetan yoga in a way that opens the heart and the entire nervous system into the direct experience of all. Kalu Rinpoche and Michele Loew present the tradition clearly and include practices that are adaptable for all types of conditions so that longtime practitioners and beginners alike may feel the joyous and occasionally stunning effect of these powerful teachings.”


—RICHARD FREEMAN, author of The Mirror of Yoga

















The information provided in this book is for educational purposes only and is not intended to replace professional medical advice. You should consult with a healthcare provider before implementing any new practices or changes to your health and exercise regimen, including the practices discussed in this book. The authors and publisher are providing this book and its contents on an “as is” basis and make no representations or warranties of any kind with respect to this book or its contents. The authors and publisher disclaim any and all such representations and warranties, including but not limited to warranties of merchantability or fitness for a particular purpose.
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Foundational Vajra Posture and Breathing


Vajra Fists


Arrow Breath in Preparation for Vase Breath Before a Pose


Vase Breathing


Arrow Breath upon Completion of a Pose


Yogic Breathing


Constructive Rest Pose


Seated Yoga Breathing for Diaphragmatic Awareness


Viloma Pranayama


Pranayama Utilizing 1:2 Ratio


Niguma Yoga Sequence 1: Freeing the Knots in the Channels


Seated Twist


Seated Twist 2: Ardha Matsyendrasana (Half Lord of the Fishes)


Niguma Yoga Sequence 2: Straightening the Channels


Shik (Breaking the Posture)


Bep (Controlled Fall or Mindful Transition to a Seat)


Virabhadrasana 2 (Warrior 2)


Niguma Yoga Sequence 3: Gathering into the Uma


Niguma Yoga Sequence 4: Spreading Out Through the Channels


Janu Sirsasana (Head-to-Knee Pose)


Niguma Yoga Sequence 5: Standing and Spreading Through the Channels


Niguma Yoga Sequence 6: Moving the Limbs


Niguma Yoga Sequence 7: Pressing Down from the Upper Body


Niguma Yoga Sequence 8: One Leg


Niguma Yoga Sequence 9: Two Legs


Niguma Yoga Sequence 10: Twisting


Seated Crescent Pose


Standing Crescent Moon Pose


Niguma Yoga Sequence 11: Like a Small Child


Niguma Yoga Sequence 12: Falling


Figure Four Pose


Figure Four Pose at a Wall


Baddha Konasana (Bound Angle Pose)


Niguma Yoga Sequences 13 and 14: Opening the Uma


Opposite Arm-Leg Extension


Shalabhasana (Locust Pose)


Niguma Yoga Sequence 15: Entering the Uma


Niguma Yoga Sequence 16: Drawing Up the Uma


Niguma Yoga Sequence 17: Gathering into the Uma


Niguma Yoga Sequence 18: Yoga Practice that Dispels the Kleshas (Addictions)


Niguma Yoga Sequence 19: Dispelling Agitation


Niguma Yoga Sequence 20: Overpowering the Harmful


Niguma Yoga Sequence 21: Dispelling Aggression and Aversion with the Mudra of Akshobhya and Dispelling Pride with the Mudra of Amitabha


Niguma Yoga Sequence 22: Dispelling Desire


Ardha Navasana (Half-Boat Pose and Hollow Body)


Niguma Yoga Sequence 23: The Lesser Descent of Supreme Bliss


Garudasana (Eagle Pose)


Lying Down Shoulder Stretch


Niguma Yoga Sequence 24: The Greater Descent of Supreme Bliss that Dispels Greed


Niguma Yoga Sequence 25: Shaking “Ha!”


Vajra Posture (Lotus Pose)


Variations of the Figure Four Pose


Seated Figure Four Pose


Supta Padangusthasana (Reclined Leg Stretching on the Back)


Janu Sirsasana (Head-to-Knee Pose)


Supta Eka Pada Raja Kapotasana (Reclined Pigeon Pose)
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Foreword


THE TEACHINGS OF NIGUMA, an Indian yogini, inspired the founding of the Shangpa Kagyu lineage of Tibetan Buddhism, of which Kalu Rinpoche is a lineage holder. The previous Kalu Rinpoche, who passed away in 1989, was a learned and respected master.


Continuing his predecessor’s legacy, the current Kalu Rinpoche has now written a book, The Yoga of Niguma, explaining the practice with clear instructions. It is a practice that involves the body, breath, and mind, and as related in the book, it is a powerful means for achieving physical and mental well-being.


Rinpoche makes clear that the yoga of Niguma is motivated by loving-kindness, with the aim of achieving peace of mind and sharing the happiness that entails.


May all who seek to apply themselves sincerely be blessed with success, for the benefit of others and themselves.
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THE YOGA OF NIGUMA can bring you to the highest level of joy, bliss, and contentment. Even though this practice developed within Buddhism over hundreds of years, you don’t need to consider yourself a Buddhist to engage in it and experience its tremendous benefits; a humanistic outlook is all you need. Our body and mind typically perceive reality through the senses: hearing, smell, sight, touch, taste, and thought. If you take some distance and begin to divest from the senses—something that might seem counterintuitive—you will not lose your mind and descend into a delusional state. Instead, you will be ready to realize a lucid, blissful clarity. If Niguma yoga is practiced with proper guidance as written in this book, you will experience enhanced contentment and a peaceful attitude. Try doing these postures for a few hours—that may be all you need to get an initial taste of calmness and clarity, the subjective states we all seek and can gain through this practice. Tens of millions of people have taken up the practice of hatha yoga. To me, this demonstrates how much we all want to be elevated beyond our limitations, how much we all want to feel healthy and positive. This physical benefit and calmness and clarity is open to you in the practice of the yoga of Niguma. However, that is just the beginning. For those who are ready for dynamic change or who seek wholesale personal transformation, deeper and more subtle experiences await.


Furthermore, for those of you who engage with this practice from a Buddhist perspective, you may additionally experience a nondualistic state of mind with this yoga. Especially once mastery over the breath is gained, you eventually see that the self-existent mind is an illusion. This leads you to great awareness and the ability to make sound judgment moment to moment. The result of clean, clear awareness is the liberation from deception that leads to anger, jealousy, and ignorance. Whatever arises, you are in a position to make a skillful, conclusive decision, and you may even notice a greater degree of patience. This is not to be confused with torpor or laziness; it is a patience that embodies the intimate presence of awareness. This tends to mitigate waves of anger because you are able to find more skillful means to refine actions of your body, speech, and mind as a result of this profound awareness. This can be transformative throughout your lifetime, regardless of your religion or age.


The ancient yoga of Niguma, however, has historically been a secret tradition—and it is known to be extraordinarily transcendent. In addition to offering the many benefits one would also receive through hatha yoga, this practice cultivates the subtle channels of the inner body and refines the energetic winds that flow within them. In this way, we clear internal obstacles, restore energetic circulation, and attain health through balance. Ultimately, the practitioner restores the power of one’s most concentrated essence and gradually gains masterful yet gentle control of its internal movement. The fruits of the practice offer utmost clarity in one’s own mind and exquisite, auspicious discernment in one’s life.


Niguma’s teachings and yogic methods are revered by the oldest traditions of many Vajrayana schools throughout the Himalayan region, and they are studied and practiced by scholars and meditators alike. Niguma was an exquisitely enlightened yogini who brought us this yogic tradition a thousand years ago. Many masters at that time acknowledged that the level of her realization was comparable to that of the Buddha himself.


Niguma asked her first student to promise not to allow her secret treasures to be shared with the public until seven generations had passed, and only then with precise and proper explanation. As per her condition, the first seven generations of practitioners carried out this tradition in strict secrecy. Then, once it became accessible, many Buddhist schools absorbed this tradition in earnest. Still, the yoga of Niguma remained closely held and only taught to dedicated monks during the latter part of a three-year secluded retreat.


Eventually, the previous Kalu Rinpoche began teaching lujong according to the lineage of Niguma—a series of yogic practices that combine movement, breathing, and awareness, the fruit of which is physical health, emotional balance, and spiritual awakening. Based on my own intense inspiration during retreat, and as a dedicated Buddhist practitioner, I was moved to follow in the footsteps of my predecessor, the previous Kalu Rinpoche, and decided to make the yoga of Niguma more accessible to the public, in large part with the many millions of hatha yoga practitioners in mind. To practice the yoga of Niguma, one is not asked to belong to any particular religion or worship any particular teacher. It is my hope and vision that this book will offer great benefit for generations to come. You, the reader, may join this living stream by taking up the practice. I wish you a very happy journey in this Niguma yoga practice. I hope our paths may cross in-person at future Niguma yoga events, wherever they may be in the world.


A PERSONAL JOURNEY



Childhood


As a child, I was recognized as the reincarnation of a great Buddhist teacher and given the title of “Rinpoche” by accomplished masters from different traditions: Sakya, Kagyu, Gelug, Jonang, and others. They offered me great deference as they had long held deep respect for the name of Kalu Rinpoche, as well as the teachings of Niguma and the Shangpa tradition for which my predecessor was lineage holder. Since childhood, I understood that I was expected to uphold these traditions, but I had no idea of the importance and magnitude of this responsibility.


Even though I never became a fully ordained monk with a vow of celibacy, or sexual abstinence, I have spent much of my life living in Dharma centers, monasteries, and retreat centers. At times, this was a decision made for me by my elders. However, it has also been my own choice as a human being, one that has allowed me to strengthen my study and to empower my ability to engage in extensive retreat.


When one resides in a monastery, one abides by a life that is essentially printed out for you—one must obey set rules and live by them on a daily basis. In my youth, it was not possible for me to really see anything beyond this regimen because it was before social media opened up the world, when it was uncommon to see anything on a display screen. Especially in India, the common public use of electronics came later than in Western countries. It was in that atmosphere that I went into a retreat as a youth.


Retreat


Early challenges


I entered into a three-year retreat at the age of fourteen. The timing of retreat was at the direction of my mentor; he made the recommendation because my predecessor, the previous Kalu Rinpoche, had done the same. In the retreat, I was glad that I was not subject to monastery protocols or discipline masters telling me what rules to follow. So as a young teenager, I felt liberated from the strict monastic structure I had grown up with. Although I felt liberated, there was nothing else to do but engage in Dharma practice in my square, wooden retreat box. Still, life was not as harsh and rigid as had been during my monastic studies. The atmosphere during retreat was such because the other participants, aside from myself, were adults no longer subject to the monastic discipline of children like me. Still, in reteat, one cannot walk into town, take solace in the forest, or even buy simple Indian snacks. The first year for me passed with considerable difficulty. It took great effort to steel myself to finish my practice each day as, early on, I tended toward distraction.


We began the retreat by engaging in preliminary practices, which I found quite arduous. I struggled to complete the hundred thousand prostrations. In the Vajrayana tradition, the retreat typically begins with performing one hundred thousand of each of the preliminaries (called ngondro): prostrations, refuge prayers and other practices for purification, consolidation of the bond with our spiritual mentor, and cultivation of generosity. All of this must be done before one may engage with advanced practice. Here, I struggled. Once our preliminary practices were complete, we progressed to the practice of the five tantric deities, the six yogas of Niguma, and then the five golden Dharmas of Niguma.


Connection with the lineage of the masters


I experienced an abrupt change during the second year of my retreat, when one day I opened a book of Niguma’s teachings. Reading it, I instantly felt very much loved and understood from a spiritual standpoint. I felt deeply moved, and I experienced Niguma’s intimate presence, great wisdom, and infinite compassion so deeply. It was also clear that, notwithstanding this profound opening, it was only the beginning of the spiritual work that lay ahead of me. It is a bit like seeing the sun behind the clouds. I sensed that it would require great and consistent effort. This spark led me to read further about the other great masters in the Shangpa lineage, such as Milarepa, Sukhasiddhi, Maitripa, Rahula Gupta, Khyungpo Naljor, and Mokchokpa. When I read their biographies, even though I am terrible at geography, I vividly saw in my mind’s eye the climate and landscape and could clearly visualize each of their retreat locations. A few months later, I received a book from Tibet about the monastic sites of all the Shangpa masters. The photos in the book were exactly what I had visualized. I did not experience pride about this, but rather I saw this as an affirmation that gave me a greater determination to continue on the path of Niguma.


Practice of Niguma yoga


It was not until the second year of my retreat that we began to do the physical practices of Niguma yoga. Traditionally, this yoga has only been taught in the context of a deep retreat, with the practitioner having already completed the hundred thousand repetitions of each preliminary practice. A retreat master came over to teach the retreatants how to perform the specific postures. He said he was there to demonstrate the vajra cross leg in space called dorje topbep and how to land it. This is more difficult to perform than a simple bep; the practitioner must first jump into full-lotus posture in the air before descending to the mat. At that time, he said to me in front of my eighteen brothers, mockingly, “Since you are Kalu Rinpoche, show us how special you are and demonstrate the dorje topbep.” I was fifteen at the time and by far the youngest in the retreat. The others were in their twenties, thirties, and forties. What he was asking me to do was the most advanced practice and this was the first time I had ever seen it. I was so on the spot, wishing I had a way out, but I didn’t. I knew that I had to draw from a place deep inside to land this posture.


I stood up, inhaled, kept air compressed in my core, and then I said to myself, “Let it be free—no attachment.” My state of mind was clear, with no sense of fear. I was successful on my first attempt. When everyone else started working on this technique, I saw that it took them considerable time to master. Having succeeded with no struggle whatsoever, I felt the strong blessing of Niguma. We were told to do at least one session per day of the full set of twenty-five postures in retreat, but inspired by that initial experience, right away I started doing the Niguma yoga postures twice per day. This was a major inflection point that launched me onto the Shangpa path. I found great aspiration to become a holder of this lineage, not knowing at that point that the last Shangpa lineage holder had been my predecessor, the previous Kalu Rinpoche. I felt so touched and inspired by the Shangpa lineage that I was determined to at least have the knowledge I needed to revive it fully.


Drawn toward the Shangpa tradition


Understand that Shangpa is considered a minor lineage, a branch of the major Kagyu lineage of Vajrayana. It is a pity when minor lineages are lost or subsumed by major lineages in such a way that their wisdom is forgotten. There was a clear sense at that point in my youth that the Shangpa lineage had faded. It was no longer remembered as a distinctive lineage but a secondary branch of quite a number of other major lineages. Similarly, Shije is a minor lineage associated with Chö, or Severance, practice, and it too has been subsumed by other major lineages. Although the practices of minor lineages are studied broadly, they are not typically taken up as principal practices but secondary practices. Secondary practices are more vulnerable to being changed, overly influenced, or overlooked. At some point, there is no one to question when changes are made and no reliable authority to whom one may ask a sincere question to refine one’s practice.


I had no understanding at this point that the Shangpa tradition was in danger of fading further when I was young and in retreat, but somehow I was drawn to it so naturally and felt an obligation to uphold the lineage. After I started doing Niguma yoga, I felt great bliss intermittently over the following weeks and months. Eventually, I started to experience bliss with each session. Each day, I would do the first session with the other monks in retreat. The second session of each day I was on my own and able to proceed at my own pace; this enabled me to carefully refine the practice according to my capacity. Eventually, I found that I couldn’t take a day off, regardless of sun or rain. There was an incredible force within. It felt like the blessing of Niguma was so strong that I couldn’t stop.


Fruits of clarity


I did not get sick or injured, not even with a cold, for the two years I remained in retreat. With each session of Niguma yoga I felt greater clarity and strength of mind, as well as a peaceful sense of calm abiding without grasping. Through this one practice, all other practices became clear. The effects of Niguma yoga felt pervasive and carried over to my practice of Six-Arm Mahakala, Green Tara, and long-life pujas.


Over time, I felt extraordinarily clear with strong awareness. I had the sense that I was simultaneously understanding and truly experiencing the subtle Dharma, and it brought tears to my eyes. It gave me a sense of the Dharma not just at a surface level but a profound level, helping me understand the great masters and protectors of the lineage. When I reached that stage of experience, my clothes became less important, regardless of the dirt I might see around my neck. My sense of engagement with the physical space around me had drastically reduced. My impulse to walk around and desire to feel this or that waned. This shift grew and strengthened consistently as the retreat progressed. I also found that my drive to interact with others began to fall away. Even the desires of the sense door of taste seemed to drift away.


This transformation was quite powerful. During the first year of retreat, my thoughts would wander, pondering when the retreat would end. Later, I felt that each passing day was one less day that I could remain doing this precious practice. I began wishing that each day of practice—and along with it, the experience of the bond I had with the protectors and the dakas and dakinis—the male and female representations of enlightened qualities and energies central to tantric practice—would not end. Somehow, I knew that a practitioner’s life changed immensely when their retreat is over. The thought of losing even one day of practice seemed to be too much to bear. That sentiment appeared to reveal itself during that period of clear awareness, day and night.


The conclusion of the retreat


In ancient times, the yogis, as they came out of a three-year retreat, would enable others to observe their yogic abilities, and this would include secret breathing practices. The Day of Repa, as it is known in Vajrayana Buddhism, honors Milarepa, among the most revered yogis in the Kagyu lineage. He lived in the eleventh and twelfth centuries and was driven by remorse to a life of austere, ascetic practice after he harmed numerous people using black magic—an act of revenge on those who had taken his family’s property and belongings. In an effort to receive teachings from the great master Marpa, he was first required to build a large stone tower, but three times after one was built, was ordered to take it down. Marpa skillfully understood that Milarepa needed to purify the karma of his previous misdeeds in this way so that the wisdom of the Dharma could take root. Milarepa is often depicted as wearing a thin cotton robe and was given the title “Repa,” meaning Cotton-Clad One—he was a yogi well known for his perseverance, wisdom, and compassion.


The tradition of the Day of Repa continues to the present day. In fact, some years ago my long-time students in France completed a three-year retreat. Many of them were women in their fifth and sixth decade. On their Day of Repa, they emerged with grace, focus, and clarity on an intensely cold day with their wet sheets. Their inner transformation was unmistakable.


Seeing my own retreatants on their Day of Repa brought back clear memories of my own Day of Repa years earlier, when I was eighteen years old. I had become quite thin as I only ate a small serving of steamed cabbage each morning. That was it for the day. If I felt adventurous, I might add a few drops of soy sauce. If I felt very adventurous, I would add a small amount of oil. Without insulation, naturally, one feels the cold more readily. The other retreatants and I didn’t have the opportunity to jog around to warm up. Instead, we were fully dependent on the practice itself to maintain our body heat in the elements. We wore wet sheets, dipped into ice-cold water nearby. The retreatants generated the power of the practice of inner fire by drying these sheets with their own body heat.


On my Day of the Repa, which occurred near the end of the retreat, we wore only a thin white cloth and slowly walked outside in the cold temperature, demonstrating that we had overcome the sensorial world and illusory mind. As we went outside, I knew there would be a lot people: spectators, family, friends, even future enemies. The cold air hit me at the same time as the noise of the subdued but restless crowd that had come to the monastery in India. I walked slowly outside with my eighteen Dharma brothers, chanting the names of the masters that had handed this tradition down to us. As we walked around, passing through the onlookers, there was not a moment that I lost my clean, clear awareness, the fruit of a three-year and three-month retreat. The Day of Repa was a kind of show for the spectators, replete with plenty of noise and photos. I sensed that to the observers gathered that day, I was very important, but I perceived myself as neither important nor subject to delusion. I was eighteen at that time. It was a one-day ceremony. That evening, we came back to the retreat center for our remaining six months of secluded retreat. We continued by engaging in the long-life Niguma practice and the long-life Sukhasiddhi practice until, finally, the three-year, nine-month Kalachakra retreat came to a conclusion.


Responsibilities of My Predecessor


When I came out of retreat in 2008, so many people that had met me as a child—and others that I had never met before—came to me to ask that I take over the responsibilities of the previous Kalu Rinpoche. The legacy of and responsibility for the spiritual and organizational leadership of all of the Shangpa Kagyu retreat centers started to fall to me. As I gradually worked to fulfill this role, I slowly began to lose the quality of clean, clear awareness I had gained in retreat. I was constantly traveling and involved in social engagements, and found there was little time to practice.


After twelve years back in a world full of distractions, and facing many difficulties in my role—although I facilitated improvements in the material, organizational, and administrative aspects of my centers—on a spiritual level, I found that I was holding onto the last thread of the rope.


The Pandemic and the Great Solitude


We must understand that until we reach the state of an enlightened buddha, or at least the first bodhisattva stage, we cannot take a break from our Dharma practices without a risk of backsliding in our clarity and attainments. Over the twelve years that followed my retreat, I slowly began to feel more and more drained because I had not achieved that critical threshold and had not continued practicing as intensively after the retreat. Then the COVID-19 pandemic in 2020 initiated great suffering for many throughout the world. During this difficult time, I tried to contribute as much as possible by raising funds and organizing humanitarian aid. We offered meals and medicine for sixteen thousand people in Bhutan, India, China, and Brazil.


Of course, humanitarian work is necessary and worthwhile, but working essentially as an administrator, I felt restless and knew I had to recommit myself more fully to the actual practice of Dharma. For me, the pandemic was also the beginning of a great solitude that enabled me to get back to practice. It was in 2020, during the depth of the pandemic, that I reconnected with Niguma yoga while living in Berlin. It was then that the strands of the last threads of the rope started to regenerate and multiply and braid themselves once more.



Refreshing Niguma Yoga


During the pandemic, I lived in Berlin in a small flat. Around the globe, countless beings were suffering not only from the illness that spread and harmed so many, but also from the prolonged isolation so many experienced. At one point, I sat down on the floor of my temporary residence in Berlin, looked toward the ground, and calmed my mind. Then I refreshed my skills on how to do Niguma yoga in concert with the breath. Doing so brought tears to my eyes and great memories from my retreat. I felt grateful to still be alive, in addition to being physically well and blessed with the causes and conditions to return to these precious practices. From the very first time I resumed practice in Berlin, it felt like a great void in my life had been filled again.


During that period, I had been giving teachings on meditation and the nature of the mind in a park near my home. There I befriended a couple who had been coming to the teachings: Wolfgang Stellar, a German artist, and his wife, Xiaoni-Li. As our friendship grew and my practice continued, I asked if I could use their art studio to do my yoga there. The studio was in a suburb of Berlin, and we came to an arrangement to share the space such that one of us would work in the morning until one in the afternoon. My friends kindly offered the space at no charge. It was there that I practiced the Niguma sequences three to six times per day. Within six months, I had completed the better part of one thousand sessions. Gradually, mental clarity returned, and with it the ability to see things as they truly are. Emotions stabilized, and the magnified sensations stemming from the illusion of a solidified self became tame once more. Having had such a blissful experience, I thought everyone should have an opportunity to experience this. Whether or not someone considers themself to be Buddhist, this practice would help them connect with their inner beauty and peace. Of course, it would also help those who are Buddhist practitioners excel in their spiritual understanding and realizations. It was at this time that the seed was planted, and I began considering how I might most skillfully begin to share with others what had been kept largely as a secret for so long. First, I sought appropriate permissions to teach to the public. Then, gradually, I began to offer seminars and workshops to the public. Somewhere along the way, I also had the idea for this book, which has now manifested.


Perspectives on Open Access


It is my view that Niguma yoga, combined with the proper breathing technique, counters blind faith. This practice uplifts individuals from ordinary limitations and ordinary sensorial perception. Typical limitations stem from a fixed view of self, and therefore an unrealistic perception of people and things around us. Ordinary sensorial perception is actually the greatest obstacle to subtle clarity. The practice itself clears the path to develop clarity, wisdom, and kindness.


People from all walks of life, from all cultural and religious backgrounds, are now warmly welcome to experience Niguma yoga. If approached skillfully, regardless of one’s point of view or the state of one’s physical body, most anyone can find a way to engage in Niguma yoga and derive benefit. I really mean it. In each seminar I teach, there are those whose physical condition dictates that they start and sometimes remain sitting in a chair at the back of the hall. That’s OK.


Part of the purpose of this book is to offer insight into the nature of this discipline, its potential benefit, and how best to prepare oneself. Taking up Niguma yoga doesn’t require you to convert to a new religion or step outside your existing belief system. It is also my observation that with a moderate amount of preparation, one can get started on this journey, and once underway, gain insights on any necessary adjustments that may be helpful.


GRATITUDE TO MY MENTORS



In my own case, I come from a Buddhist background. Fundamental to our tradition is sincere respect for one’s teachers. However, we are not meant to follow our teachers blindly. Rather, we seek their guidance and wisdom, and to learn their methods. As is the case for this book on Niguma yoga, our teachers offer technical details as they transmit their practices. We also learn how they have achieved their realizations. Then, as practitioners, we create our own personal fusion derived from our teachers, the teachings, and our own practice experience. While it is important to honor the lineage and maintain its integrity, we are not meant to be on automatic. We have to make the practice our own for optimal benefit. Still, careful observations of the trajectory of our teachers’ lives, from their overarching path down to the most minute details, may offer valuable direction. We gain inspiration from a teacher’s life story, their teachings, and the specific guidance they have given us to lift up our ordinary, daily lives. Each teacher can touch us in so many unique and different ways throughout our spiritual journey.


We may gain certain spiritual insights on the path from our human teachers. We may gain other insights from our direct experience of reality about such things as the nature of impermanence and the importance of making the most of the precious time we have available to achieve awakening. On the basis of teachings, life experience, and dedicated practice, various realizations may come to us at different stages. Those realizations may be immediate or gradual, or they may arise after long periods of concentrated practice, or we may receive guidance at one point but then realize its fruits much later.


For some, the benefit of study and practice comes instantly. That depends on our capacity and actually timing, and may be unrelated to whether one is intellectually bright or not. Sometimes students understand something instantly, and this leads them to think they are among the bright ones. However, the habit of self-aggrandizing warrants vigilance for it is something we should all avoid. To understand inner bliss and happiness, we must go beyond what goals we believe we have achieved. In spiritual pursuits, do not obsess over a short-term goal. The correct outlook is much more expansive through space and time; we should not practice only for immediate gratification. Rather we must be patient and take the long view, and when realizations arise, notice them but do not indulge. Similarly, when obstacles arise, take them in stride much the same way.


In my own case, I have had various teachers—some to learn specific practices, some for perspectives on my long-term spiritual journey, and those who have offered general guidance for my daily life. My first teacher, who recognized me as the incarnation of Kalu Rinpoche, was His Holiness Chatral Sangye Dorje Rinpoche. I have also been deeply influenced by Bokar Rinpoche, Tai Situ Rinpoche, and of course, most profoundly by His Holiness the Fourteenth Dalai Lama.


When I was first recognized as a Rinpoche, there was great expectation from the general public. The previous Kalu Rinpoche passed away in 1989. He was greatly revered by students all over the world and had left a profound legacy for the Shangpa lineage. I was born sixteen months later and was recognized in 1992. However, even when someone like me is recognized as a reincarnated teacher, it is still essential to study, practice, and aim to be skillful in daily life. Without this, being a Rinpoche in and of itself tends to be less fruitful. As a Buddhist practitioner, one has to practice in order to realize the fruits of the Dharma. In order to practice, one must receive proper instructions, learn the right techniques for the various teachings, and be exposed to the right example on which to model one’s practice.


My first mentor, my spiritual father figure, was Bokar Rinpoche. He was a student of the previous Kalu Rinpoche. Bokar Rinpoche was quite close to his mentor and as a deeply dedicated student, he achieved profound realizations. Externally, Bokar Rinpoche appeared as a practitioner of all of the different traditions, just like previous Kalu Rinpoche. He practiced the Jonang tradition, the Kagyu tradition, the Dzogchen tradition, and the Kadam tradition of Gampopa. He practiced all of the different aspects of these traditions and showed respect and devotion to all of the great masters, especially to the previous Kalu Rinpoche. But his core practice was the five jewels of Niguma. I observed him practice the five jewels consistently during the years I spent with him. After my birth father passed away when I was seven, in 1997, Bokar Rinpoche became my primary spiritual mentor.


Traditionally, once you are recognized as a Rinpoche, you always sit on a throne during gatherings in the temple. Bokar Rinpoche removed the throne and told me that I had to live like a normal monk and learn a humble way of life. He wanted me to know the experience of simple monks and what they endure. He told me that if I was able to experience this, then I would be able to properly lead the monks and nuns. Otherwise, I wouldn’t know the reality of how life is for them on a day-to-day basis, and I wouldn’t be able to understand them, lead them, or earn respect from them. So, he removed the throne from the temple, and for a few years I did my monastic training alongside the other monks, starting with the study of vocal protocols for prayer and then moving on to learning to use traditional musical instruments.


For all these years, every day between 6:30 and 7:00 in the morning, I would go to Bokar Rinpoche’s White Tara shrine room, prostrate to him three times, and say “Good morning.” This is how I would start each day. Then I would go to the residential building and engage in my studies. Sometimes I was a lazy student—maybe most of the time. Even though I was very young then, between the ages of eleven and thirteen, Bokar Rinpoche was very compassionate to me, and very understanding. He was not forceful, but generous with his wisdom and skillful in his teaching methods. His explanations were clear and helpful. He spoke with me about how he saw the previous Kalu Rinpoche and how I should conduct myself as an incarnation of Kalu Rinpoche. At that time, I didn’t fully recognize how great an enlightened being my predecessor was. Today, the more I practice over time, the more I feel that I am nothing compared to previous Kalu Rinpoche, especially with regard to his realizations. This is not a denial of myself as a reincarnation. More to the point, I am simply humbled by the great accomplishments of my predecessor.


There are points in time when a mentor is so kind as to give teachings and empowerments, but Bokar Rinpoche went above and beyond; he was kind enough to give me extensive teachings and empowerments that are part of an unbroken ear-to-ear lineage that the previous Kalu Rinpoche himself received, a tradition that stretches all the way back through history to Niguma. Rinpoche was incredibly generous with teachings, blessings, empowerments, and transmissions. Not only that, he actually built a retreat space for me. This is something you don’t hear of very often, and I am forever grateful for that. All of this time with Bokar Rinpoche, I felt a deep heart connection and had complete trust in him.


During those several years I was with Bokar Rinpoche, he encouraged me to do extended retreat. From my point of view, you either do a traditional three-year retreat early in life or later in life, but usually not in between. When you do a retreat in the early stages of life, the mind becomes a little bit less diluted. You gain various insights in the way you perceive the Dharma, the way you receive teachings, and the way you practice. Then, when you do retreat later in life, it is much better because whatever life you had expected to lead, you have already gone through it—whether miserably or with success or somewhere in between. The only thing left for you to attempt to attain is a spiritual, Dharmic bliss. That is just my simple opinion; not everyone has to agree with me or follow my recommendation for when to do long retreat. But in between early and late life, when we are typically householders earning a livelihood, it is essential to work toward the benefit of all beings.


After receiving all the teachings, empowerments, and transmissions from Bokar Rinpoche, one year before his passing, I had a clairvoyant experience. At that time, I had a vision of a guardian protector of the Shangpa tradition named Kshitrapala while I was on the balcony struggling to memorize pages of scripture, something I had to do every day. At a certain stressful moment, this protector appeared to me and said, “You need to do a long life prayer for your abbot, and everyone has to do a long life prayer for him, too, not just in the monastery but throughout the region. We have to request all monasteries to participate.” The protector then said, “This has to be done, otherwise there will be consequences.”


As soon as I began to have this visitation from the protector, my entire experience of reality became a little bit blurry. Also, there was no actual spoken language used by either of us to communicate; we simply understood one another without uttering any words. As I sat there, I wondered who he was and who he represented. He said, “I am just a messenger of Six-Arm Mahakala.” Six-Arm Mahakala is an emanation of Six-Arm Avalokiteshvara, also known as Chenrezig, who is a great compassionate being. I asked him if that was all, and he told me that that was the message in its entirety. After we concluded our brief conversation, the entire blurry reality of this vision absorbed and vanished. I then returned to a more solid reality in the way we typically perceive it. Soon after that, I went to see Bokar Rinpoche and told him the vision I had. His attendant and entourage were there; they looked at me like I was mentally unstable and like what I said was totally out of the blue, and just laughed. But when I delivered the message to Bokar Rinpoche, he gazed at me and expressed great appreciation. He received and welcomed the message. That was the moment that I understood definitively that Bokar Rinpoche was truly a realized being. With a beautiful glance, he said to me, “Rinpoche, I appreciate everything you experience, but when it is time to go, it is time to go.” Later in my life, I recognized that this was a sign he was a realized being, because a realized being does not have fear of death. Rather, his focus is on the preciousness of life. That is the brief chapter of my experience and my journey with this mentor, Bokar Rinpoche.


[image: images]


If basic, virtuous qualities are not present and apparent, then whatever status may be attributed to an individual is irrelevant.


My second mentor and guide, who has served like my coach, is the Twelfth Tai Situ Rinpoche. Historically, there is thought to be a connection between Tai Situ Rinpoche and Kalu Rinpoche that has persisted over many lifetimes. However, history can be crafted over time by many different people—it can be presented from many different angles, depending on who benefits and how people want to portray themselves. Personally, I don’t have any fantasies about the past. I can only simply say that we had a special relationship. My connection to and my appreciation and respect for Tai Situ Rinpoche developed in this lifetime. To the present day, it is an extraordinary bond between two human beings, not something borne of a fantasy that I hold from the past. If a great master cannot be a good, basic human being, whatever he or she claims to be is irrelevant. A priori, one must be a good, ordinary human being. If one has the qualities of honesty and courage to speak in black-and-white terms, knows when to speak and when not to speak, knows when to be decisive, and how to stand their ground, if they have basic human principles, then I can accept whatever they claim to be.


If basic, virtuous qualities are not present and apparent, then whatever status may be attributed to an individual is irrelevant. Many of us have seen images of the Buddha radiating golden light. In my view this is symbolic. My understanding is that a buddha does not radiate with rainbows and sun rays in people’s eyes; a buddha radiates universal truth, and that truth magnifies their inner qualities naturally. It is spontaneous. We have to understand that great, realized beings do not hold that magical image, but simply hold and practice the universal truth, which we believe is the nature of the Buddhadharma.
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